
T a m m a r wal labies are a 
feature of K a n g a r o o I s l and . 
T h e y also live i n the dry 
m a l l e e scrubs of S o u t h and 
Wes te rn Aus t ra l ia . L i k e 
o thers of their k ind , they 
have b e c o m e wel l adapted to 
the h a r s h e n v i r o n m e n t tha t 
they inhab i t . 

I n par t icular , the i r 
b reed ing cycle is so wel l 
synchronized w i t h t he local 
seasons tha t near ly all t he 
joeys leave the i r m o t h e r s jus t 
w h e n the win te r r a in s have 
yielded a l u s h g rowth of 
sp r ing grass . 

A l t h o u g h sens ib le , th i s 
a r r a n g e m e n t is u n u s u a l . R e d 
kangaroos c a n breed at any 
t ime of year, a n d the two 
species of grey kanga roos 
have b reed ing seasons tha t 
may last several m o n t h s . 
C o n s e q u e n d y the y o u n g of 
these and m o s t o ther 
kanga roo a n d wal laby 
species leave t he p o u c h at 
var ious t imes of t he year. 

M o s t t a m m a r wal lab ies 
give b i r th d u r i n g la te 
January and early Februa ry . 
All t he y o u n g are b o r n a n d 
enter their m o t h e r s ' p o u c h e s 
w i t h i n a few days of one 
ano ther . T h e y t h e n r e m a i n 
i n the p o u c h or at foot for 8 
m o n t h s before b e c o m i n g 
comple te ly i n d e p e n d e n t of 
their m o t h e r s t he fo l lowing 
spr ing . 

T h e females m a t e i n 
Februa ry jus t after g iv ing 
b i r th . D e v e l o p m e n t of 
embryos i n m o s t kanga roo 
and wal laby species takes 
about 4 weeks . S o m e t h i n g 
therefore has to be h o l d i n g 
up deve lopmen t of t he 
t ammar wal laby foetuses , 
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m o s t of w h i c h r e m a i n i n 
the i r m o t h e r s ' u t e ru se s for as 
l ong as 11 m o n t h s . 

In t r igued by th is fact, D r 
H u g h Tynda l e -B i scoe , 
formerly of the Aus t r a l i an 
N a t i o n a l Univers i ty bu t n o w 
of the CSIRO Div i s i on of 
Wildlife Resea rch , 
inves t iga ted . W h a t h e , and 
D r J o h n H e a r n a n d D r 
Mar i lyn Renfree (who were 
t h e n P h . D . s tuden t s at t he 
Aus t ra l i an N a t i o n a l 
Univers i ty) , found ou t was 
t h i s : t he embryo s tar ts to 
form after m a t i n g , b u t ab o u t 
8 days later , hav ing r eached 
the s tage w h e n it cons i s t s of 
abou t 8 0 - 9 0 cel ls , it s tops . I t 
r e m a i n s i n th is su spended 
state un t i l t he fo l lowing 
D e c e m b e r — u n t i l , i n fact, 
the s u m m e r sols t ice on 
abou t D e c e m b e r 2 1 . All 
embryos t h e n b e g i n to 
develop s imul t aneous ly , w i t h 
the resu l t t ha t all t he y o u n g 
are bo rn 27 days later . 

B u t i t s eems tha t p a s s i n g 
the longes t day i sn ' t the only 

factor involved i n t r igge r ing 
the embryo ' s deve lopmen t . 
T h e full m o o n s eems to be 
involved as wel l . If t he m o o n 
becomes full i n the week 
p reced ing the longes t day, 
t h e n the embryos i n s o m e 
females beg in to develop jus t 
before t he sols t ice. 

W h a t cont ro l s th i s finely 
t uned m e c h a n i s m ? D r 
Tynda le -B i scoe and h i s 
co l leagues have n o w s h o w n 
tha t h o r m o n e s from the 
pi tu i tary g l and i n t he b ra in 
cont ro l bo th w h e n b reed ing 
occurs and suppress ion of 
t he embryo i n its early 
s tages . W h a t ' s m o r e , the 
process is in t imate ly t ied u p 
w i t h suck ing by the y o u n g in 
the pouch . 

I n all m a m m a l s , i n c l u d i n g 
h u m a n m o t h e r s , a h o r m o n e 
cal led pro lac t in s t imu la t e s 
p roduc t ion of m i lk for t he 
young . I n m a n y , s u c k i n g 
appears to prevent 
p regnancy . 

I n the t a m m a r wal laby, 
p ro lac t in seems to suppress 

the activity of the corpus 
luteum (a h o r m o n e - s e c r e t i n g 
body tha t develops from the 
ovary after t he egg h a s 
dropped in to t he u te rus ) . 

H o r m o n e s appear to do 
two t h i n g s : s t imu la t e 
deve lopmen t of n e w ovar ian 
follicles and cause t he 
embryo to grow. I t n o w 
appears that p ro lac t in is 
secreted at jus t s u c h a 
concen t ra t ion tha t i t 
suppresses t he corpus luteum 
e n o u g h to keep the embryo 
do rman t , bu t no t e n o u g h to 
s top n e w follicles 
developing . 

U p un t i l ab o u t t he end of 
J u n e , p ro lac t in seems to be 
t he m a i n factor supp re s s ing 
the corpus luteum — if the 
s u c k i n g y o u n g d ies , t h e n the 
la ten t embryo i n t he 
m o t h e r ' s u t e rus wil l start to 
develop and be bo rn a few 
weeks later. After t he end of 
J u n e t he embryo wi l l no t 
develop, even if t he s u c k i n g 
y o u n g dies . S o s o m e t h i n g 
other t h a n p ro lac t in may be 
involved. 

T h i s s o m e t h i n g m u s t a lso 
c o m e from the p i tu i ta ry 
g land: r emove th is g land and 
the embryo starts to develop 
even after J u n e . C u r r e n t 
s tudies at t he D i v i s i on of 
Wildlife Resea rch s h o u l d 
give t he answer . 

H o r m o n e cont ro l of 
embryonic d i apause a n d 
react ivat ion i n t he t a m m a r 
wallaby. C . H . 
Tynda le -Bi scoe . I n 
'Mate rna l R e c o g n i t i o n of 
P r e g n a n c y ' ed. R. B . H e a p 
and J. W h e l a n . (Ciba: 
L o n d o n 1979.) 


