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IN August a lot of hustle-bustle was going on in the 
Australian countryside, away from human settlements. A 
look-alike of a mouse (untrained eyes can easily confuse 

one for a mouse), a marsupial called Antechinus or marsupial 
mouse was completely immersed in its “once in a lifetime 
affair” – mating. The males who were virgins till then, were 
frenetically busy in mating with as many females as possible.

Life was completely different for this mouse-resembling 
creature before the mating season approached. This small 
carnivore was happily devouring insects, munching on spiders 
and didn’t even mind grabbing lizards and frogs.

The whole scenario changed as the mating season arrived. 
Now the clock is ticking for this small mammal as the mating 
season is for a short duration (2-3 weeks only) and each 
encounter of a male with a female resulting in a successful 

mating lasts for long (10-14 hours). Exhausted, as it mates 
with one female after another and hardly getting any time to 
do anything else in between, yet it’s still eager to mate. The 
reason behind this crazy mating behaviour is its one-time stock 
of sperms that it is keen to pass on to the mating females. The 
male stopped producing sperms a month before the mating 
started. Now whatever sperms it’s having is all it will ever have.

Three weeks later, as the mating season ends the male is 
completely burned out and is bleeding internally, thanks to stress 
hormones and the intense physical activity it has indulged in. 
The male pays the price with his life. This is not an isolated 
case, the entire male population experiences the same fate, 
giving the appearance of a mass suicide (actually a sexual 
suicide). At the end of the mating season, all the males in the 
population crazily die after mating.

This bizarre phenomenon is called Semelparity, where 
organisms reproduce only once in their lifetime (that often 
proves fatal too) and is rarely reported in mammals, although 
known in salmons and Mayflies (an insect that appears only 
during May and hardly lives for a day or two).

The obvious question that comes to mind is what happened 
to the females of the Antechinus population? Did they too die 
at the end of the mating season? NO! The females have a lot 
more to do apart from bearing babies as they are mammals. 
One month later when the babies are born, they are completely 
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dependent on the mother’s milk for survival. There could be 
8-10 babies in a litter and though all belong to the same mother, 
fathers are usually multiple. 

Interestingly, the mother despite being a marsupial doesn’t 
have a closed pouch (like a kangaroo) to carry the babies. They 
cling to her teats (from where they suck milk) present on the 
underside of her body and snug inside an open pouch on her 
belly, getting a free ride as the mother moves from one place 
to another.

The tiny helpless babies are dependent on the mother for 
several months for getting nourishment. The mother gradually 
gets weakened and exhausted as she continues to nurse (a 
calorie-consuming process) this big litter (no other mammal 
produces these many babies in one litter). By the time the 
mother decides to wean (stops feeding its milk) the babies, they 
are approximately 3 months old and grown-up enough to start an 
adult diet of insects, that are plentiful by this time of the year.

Come August again and this new population of all young 
and virgin Antechinus will follow the footprints of the previous 
generation.
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