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The Duck-billed Platypus

In the 1790s, the skin of an animal
caught in Australia was brought to
London. About the size of a rabbit,
this strange animal had the thick,
fine fur of an otter and webbed feet
It also had a tail rather like that of a
beaver and a mouth, or bill, like a
duck. Many who saw it thought it
was a hoax — the parts of different
animals stitched together for a joke

This was no joke. It was a platypus

Platypuses live in streams and rivers in Australia. A platypus might look like

a8

range mixture of other animals, but it is perfectly suited to the life it leads.
od swimmer, mainly due to its webbed feet. These feet are also perfect for

Itis a very

digging. A platypus can dig long burrows into riverbanks, with some burrows reaching

lengths of eighteen metres!

These burrows are very important because it is in a burrow, deep underground,

where a mother platypus will care for her young. However, unlike most other mammals,

the platypus mother does not give birth to live babies. Instead, she lays eggs!
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When the eggs hatch, the young platypuses get food from their mother.

She does not make milk for them, though. Instead, she releases a special kind of sweat

that is rich in food, and the babies survive on this until they are able to eat solid food.
Platypuses hunt for tiny shrimps that hide under stones in rivers and streams.

The water can be dark and muddy, but that is not a problem for a platypus.

The strange duck-like bill of the platypus is able to detect shri

ps from up to a metre
away. The platypus can ‘feel’ the tiny amounts of electricity in the bodies of the shrimps

and can find them no matter how well they hide.

As well as being a good hunter, the platypus
is also able to protect itself from being attacked.
The male platypus has hollow spurs, or claws,
behind its ankles that can be used to sting
enemies with poison. The platypus is one of
only a handful of mammals that can make
poison in their bodies.
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Experts now believe that, long ago, there were once many kinds of mammal on the
Earth quite like the platypus. These mammals would also have laid eggs. O ver millions
of years, however, most of these mammals became extinct. The platypuses survived
because they are so well suited to the life they lead.

Question Time

o

In what country do platypuses live?

In what sort of place could you find a platypus?

‘Where do shrimps hide?

Name the other animals that were used to describe a platypus.
When did the first example of a platypus reach London?
What did some people think when they first saw it?

‘What two jobs can a platypus do with its feet?

How do male platypuses protect themselves from an attack?
What is strange about how a baby platypus begins its life?
What happened to most of the other egg-laying mammals?
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Why. do you think, did some people believe that
the platypus was a hoax?

Why do platypuses make burrows?

Make a list of all the ways in which platypuses are
well suited to their way of life.

How do their strange bills help them?

Why. do you think, does a platypus have a tail like a beaver?
Do you think a platypus would survive in a desert? Why?
What do you think would happen to you if you tried to catch a platypus?
Which word in the story means ‘underground passage’?

Do you think a platypus would make a good pet? Why?
Can you name any other mammals that live in rivers?
‘What does the word ‘extinct’ mean?

Can you name any animals that you know are extinct?
Can you name any animals that are in danger of becoming extinct?




