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Numbal Myrmecobias fasciatus, Drawing by Martin Thompson, courtesy Western Australian Museum.
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walpurtt was a girl of about 25 years
lrom Patjarr (Clutterbuck Hills)
who, with her young brother, saw
one when she was a little girl. We
assume that this was approximately
fifteen years ago, in the late 1960's
and const i tu tes the most  recent
sighting of the rusty numbat so far
reported.

The map shows the areas in which
we were told the walpurti had lived.
The report of its former existence ln
the Lake Gregory area was given to
us by a Mant j i l t jar ra man now l iv ing
in Wiluna, with an accurate account
of the feeding and other habits of the
animal. This reported occurrence is
c o r  r o  b o  r a t e d  b y  i  n  f o r m a t i o  n
supplied to Andrew Burbidge and
Phil Fuller in 1979 by a Kokatja man
from Lake Gregory Station.

Thus it appears, from information
giYen to us, that the walpurti was
widespread in central Australia. It
appear also to have been quite
common in places. At Angata, west
of Amata, we were told that the end
of the walpurti's tail was used as a
decoration by both men and women,
the men placing two on each side of
the beard, and the women hanging
"fots" from their hair. walpurtk.
therefore, were presumably common
enough for the Aborigines to obtaln
them in quantity. There are accounts
o f  w h i t e  t r a v e l l e r s  i n  c € n  t  r a l
Australia finding the remains of
many individual walpurtis around
Aboriginal campfires. In his book
"The Red Centre", the prominent
m a m m a l o g i s t ,  H . H .  F i n l a y s o n ,
recounts an incident in the 1930s
where at his request, some doggers
agreed to obta in specimens of
M yrmecobius from an area where it
stil l existed.

The species was suf f ic ient ly
numerous that the men were able to
p r o c u r e  t e n  s p e c i m e n s ,
Unfortunately they were not familiar
with the normal procedures of
museum collecting and only kept the
scaps!

The questions which we asked
generally concerned the biology of
the walpurti and naturally most of
the answers we were given related to
experiences in hunting it. we w€re
told that it l ived in spinifex and
mulga, as well as sandhill country,
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but not in the rocky ridge country. It
l ived in hollow logs and burrows, and
the people used to smoke it out or
break open the logs, or dig it out
from a burrow. Much care had to be
taken when digging out walpurtis, as
they were most adept at escaping and
could run extremely fast (faster than
a dingo, one man said).

The female placed her young in a
burrow which she dug hersel f .
Sometimes the male and female
could be found together in a burrow
wi th the young which were present  in
winter and spring.

Most people agreed that the
u)alpurti ate termites and sometimes
ants (they had different names for
these unrelated groups of insects)
which it dug out of the ground. A few
p e o p l e  a t  W a r b u r t o n  s a i d
independently that the carcasses of
dead animals were the main food of
htalpurtis, but we didn't hear this
anywhere else. It is possible that
some insects or their larvae might
have been taken from decomposing
flesh on occasions.

There was also some disagreement
on the time of day at which the
walpurti was usually abroad. The
majority said that it fed and ran
around during the day, and slept at
night. A few told us also that it rested
during the very hot weather. coming
out in the late afternoon. This
corresponds to the behaviour of the
numbat in the South-west, which
takes refuge in logs between midday
and late aiternoon on hot summer
days. About a quarter of the people
interviewed said that lhe walpurtis
fed at night and slept during the day,
however; it is impossible to say
whether they were reporting real
o b s e r v a t i o n s ,  o r  w h e t h e r  t h  e i r
conclusions were based on limited
experience. If a resting animal had
been dug out during the heat of the
day, the hunter may have concluded
that it had nocturnal habits.

Du r ing conversat ions,  many
aspects of the $)alpurti's behaviour
w e r e  d e s c r i b e d  t o  u s .  T h e s E
acccounts left little doubt that the
walpurti was the same animal as the
numbat of the South-west. Several
people ment ioned i ts  habi t  o f
basking in the sun, and standing on

hind legs look ing at  i ts  hunters
belore running away.  I t  d idn ' t  b i te ,
and genera l ly  made no sound,
although north of Amata, an old
man gave us an accurate rendition of
the hissing noise sometimes made by
a very angry numbat!

Walpurti burrows were described
to us in  deta i l ,  and on severa l
occasions, men drew diagrams in the
sand showing a straight narrow shaft
sloping down at a shallow angle.
widening out into a chamber at the
end. Several also picked up a handful
of dead grass and indicated that the
chamber was fil led or lined with this
material, and one told us how the
,,ealpwti carried it to the burrow in
its mouth. The shaft of the burrow
was b€tween one and two metres
long. In most of these details, the
burrow resembles that used by the
numbat in wandoo and jarrah forest.
although the materials used to line
the chamber are different.

Some of the information given to
us about walpurtis corresponds to
aspects of the numbat's life-style
only  now coming to l ight  f rom
r e s e a r c h  a t  D r y a n d r a ,  i n  t h e
southwest of the State. One woman
described how the female wclpurll
carried the young on her back.
Recently, a female numbat has been
seeen several times carrYing her
young this way while moving them
from one burrow ot log to another.
The tendency of male and female to
share a burrow while the young are
still present has also been shown by
radio-tracking studies at Dryandra.

Intricately bound up with these
accounts of the ways of the walpurti
were stories showing its cultural
significance to the Aborigines. There
were a number of "dreaming" stories
about the animal, and we were told
several times that it was a "big story
down Mimili way". The special place
of the walpurti is at the western end
of the Everard Range. We were
taken there by the Yangkuntjarra
man who is custodian of th€ story
about the walpurti and tjalku, lhe
bilby (Macrotis /agotis). He took us
to a waterhole in a small gorge where
according to the story the walpurti
originated. It is interesting to note
that the areas near the Everard
Musgrave Ranges were among the
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L fhe "walpurti s place", Everard Range, South Australia.

O n c e  t h e  m i s s i o n s  w e r e
established in the 1920s and 1930s,
the desert people began to leave their
t r a d i t i o n a l  h o m e l a n d s ,  b e i n g
e n c o u r a g e d  t o  d o  s o  b y  t h e
authorities during the 1950s and
1960s, until there were very few still
l iving off the land. It has been
suggested that the resulting change rn
fire regime caused the decline of at
l e a s t  o n e  c e n t r a l  A u s t r a l i a n
mammal, the western hare-wallaby,
Lagorchestes,hlisrtr{r (Bolton and
Latz, 197 8). This formerly-abundant
small macropod is now known in
mainland Australia only from a
small area of the Tanami Desert
remaining subject to cool winter fires
of limited extent.

Burning in the centrtal desert now
largely takes the form of extenslv€
summer wildfires (Burbidge and
Fuller, 1979). Although uralpurtis
l ived in  burrows and may have
survived the fire itself, an extensive
wildfire would have left them in huge
tracts of burnt land with very little
cover from predators. The effect of
changed burning practices on the
availability of termites and ants as
food for the walDurti is not knonn.

On the question of the walpurti's
persistence in central Australia, our
interviews gave little hope that any
p o p u l a t i o n s  m i g h t  s t i  l l  e x i s t .
However, many desert people are
now moving back into their tradional
homelands, where in many cases,
nobody has lived for twenty to thirty
years. Perhaps a remnant population
o f  t h e  w a l p u r r i  m a y  y e t  b e
discovered,
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Edltor'! Note:

For reasons of economy the
number of issues of SWANS has
been reduced from 4 to 3 each
year. The revised dates for
oublishine are now Mav lst.
Septembe-r tst. and the lait day
of each year.

Swans Vol. 12 No. 3 1982.




