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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
CHARM OF FOLKTALES AND THE
CHIPMUNK'’S STRIPES

Folktales have a unique power. They are
not just bedtime stories; they are the
whispered echoes of ancient cultures,
carrying wisdom, humor, and
explanations for the world around us.
Among the countless stories passed
down through generations, one
particularly delightful tale explains a

familiar feature of a small, lively
creature: the chipmunk. The story of
how chipmunk got his stripes is a
beloved Native American legend, rich
with lessons about boasting, bravery,
and the consequences of defiance. This
article delves into the origins, variations,
and deep meaning behind this classic
tale, exploring why it continues to
resonate with readers of all ages.

If you have ever watched a chipmunk
dart across a garden path, its back
marked by distinct dark and light stripes,
you have seen a living reminder of this
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ancient story. The legend offers a vivid
explanation for those stripes, turning a
simple biological trait into a narrative of
a fateful encounter. Understanding the
cultural context and the universal
themes within the tale adds a layer of
appreciation for both the animal and the
oral traditions that preserved it. Join us
as we trace the story from its roots in
Native American folklore to its place in
modern storytelling.

THE CULTURAL ROOTS OF THE
LEGEND

The story of how chipmunk got his
stripes originates primarily from the
Iroquois (Haudenosaunee) and other
Algonquian-speaking peoples of the
Northeastern United States and Canada.
These tribes held a deep respect for the

natural world, weaving moral lessons
into the behaviors of animals.
Chipmunks, with their busy, ground-
dwelling habits and striking coloration,
were naturally chosen as characters in
cautionary tales.

In many Indigenous traditions, the
chipmunk is not just a rodent; it is a
symbol of preparedness, energy, and
sometimes, foolish pride. The stripes are
seen as a permanent mark of a lesson
learned. The core narrative usually
involves a confrontation between a
small, boastful animal and a larger, more
powerful entity, often a bear. This classic
setup allows the storyteller to emphasize
themes of humility, respect, courage,
and the dangers of overconfidence.

It is important to note that while the
basic plot remains consistent, variations
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exist among different tribes. Some
versions feature a wolf or a mountain
lion instead of a bear. The precise
number of stripes or the specific
dialogue changes, but the central
event—how the chipmunk acquired its
stripes—remains a powerful teaching
tool.

The Classic Tale:
A Bear, a Boast,
and a Scratch

The most widely told version of how
chipmunk got his stripes begins with a
boastful bear. In spring, after a long
winter, the animals gather. A large, gruff

bear announces that he is the greatest
of all animals. He claims he can do
anything—run faster, swim better, climb
higher, and fight harder than anyone
else. The other animals listen quietly, too
afraid to argue.

But a small chipmunk, sitting on a
nearby log, cannot contain himself. He
chirps out, “You are not the greatest!
Why, | can do something you cannot. |
can keep the sun from rising!” The bear
roars with laughter. “Impossible, little
one. No one can stop the sun. You are a
fool.” The chipmunk insists, and a wager
is made. If the chipmunk fails, he will be
the bear’s servant. If he succeeds, the
bear must leave the forest and never
return.

That evening, the chipmunk climbs to
the top of a high hill. He knows he



cannot truly stop the sun, but he has a
clever plan. As dawn approaches, he
begins to chatter and scold, pretending
to argue with the sun. He darts back and
forth, appearing very busy. The bear,
watching from below, grows anxious.
The sky starts to lighten, but the
chipmunk continues his frantic
performance. At the very moment the
first rays of sunlight appear over the
horizon, the chipmunk lets out a loud cry
and pretends to push against the light.
The sun, of course, rises.

But the bear, from his vantage point,
sees only the chipmunk’s actions
coinciding with the sunrise. He believes
the tiny creature actually delayed the
sun. Furious and humiliated, the bear
realizes he has lost the bet. He must
leave the forest. But before he goes, he

turns to the chipmunk and says, “You
are clever, but you have tricked me. |
will not forget this.”

The chipmunk, feeling bold, laughs and
races away. The bear gives chase,
swiping with his massive claws. He
catches the chipmunk just as it is about
to slip into its hole. The bear’s claws
rake down the chipmunk’s back, leaving
deep scratches. The chipmunk escapes,
but the wounds heal into the dark stripes
that all chipmunks now carry. The bear,
true to his word, leaves the forest, but
the stripes remain as a permanent
reminder of the chipmunk’s boast and
his narrow escape.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS: MORE
THAN A STORY ABOUT STRIPES

The tale of how chipmunk got his stripes
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is deceptively simple. On the surface, it
is an entertaining explanation for a
physical trait. But beneath the narrative
lies a rich tapestry of themes that have
made it endure for centuries.

Bravery vs.
Foolishness

The chipmunk’s decision to challenge
the bear is incredibly brave. He stands
up to a far larger and more powerful
creature. However, his bravery is tinged
with foolishness. He does not truly have
the power to stop the sun; he relies on a
trick. His boastfulness puts him in
danger. The story teaches that courage
is admirable, but it must be tempered
with wisdom. Acting without thinking,

especially to prove a point, can lead to
harmful consequences.

The Danger of
Boasting

The bear himself is a cautionary figure.
His arrogance and boasting set the
entire conflict in motion. He assumes his
size and strength make him invincible.
The chipmunk, though smaller, uses
cleverness to outwit him. The story
suggests that pride and overconfidence
are weaknesses that can be exploited.
Both characters learn a lesson: the bear
loses his home, and the chipmunk gains
permanent scars—or stripes.



Humility and
Respect for All
Creatures

Many versions of the story emphasize
that every creature, no matter how
small, has value and power. The
chipmunk’s cleverness is a form of
strength. The bear’s dismissal of the
chipmunk is his undoing. In Native
American teaching, this story is often
used to illustrate that one should never
underestimate others. Respect must be
given to all beings, because even the
smallest can cause great change.

Permanent
Marks of
Experience

The stripes are a literal mark of the
chipmunk’s experience. They are a scar
from a dangerous encounter. This
metaphor is powerful: our experiences,
especially painful ones, leave marks on
us. The chipmunk did not emerge from
his encounter unscathed. He carried a
permanent reminder of his boast and his
trick. For children hearing the story, it
reinforces that actions have
consequences, and sometimes those
consequences are lasting.

6 How Chipmunk Got His Stripes

2022-12-02



How Chipmunk Got His Stripes

VARIATIONS ACROSS NATIVE
AMERICAN TRIBES

While the basic structure of how
chipmunk got his stripes remains
consistent, different tribes have their
own unique flourishes. These variations
highlight the adaptability of oral
traditions.

* Iroquois Version
(Haudenosaunee): In this
version, the boasting animal is
often a bear named “Big Bear” or
“Maker of Mischief.” The chipmunk
is called “Tee-ki-chi” or “Chipper.”
The bear is not just a bully but a
spirit-being that needs to be
humbled. The stripes are
described as the bear’s claw
marks, and the chipmunk is seen

as a culture hero of sorts, using wit
to defeat a tyrant.

Ojibwe (Anishinaabe) Version:
Here, the antagonist might be a
wolverine or a wolf. The
chipmunk’s trick involves claiming
he can stop the river from flowing
rather than the sun. The lesson
focuses more on humility and the
importance of not underestimating
the power of small animals. The
stripes are often said to be the
marks of the wolf’s claws.
Cherokee Variant: In some
Cherokee tellings, the chipmunk is
a messenger or a trickster figure.
He challenges a giant or a
monster, not a bear. The stripes
are a sign of his bravery, earned
through a dangerous mission. This



version emphasizes courage rather
than trickery.

These variations show that how
chipmunk got his stripes is not a
single, fixed story but a living tradition
that adapts to the values and
environment of each community. The
enduring core is the explanation of the
stripes and the moral lesson.

SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVE: REAL
CHIPMUNK STRIPES

While the legend provides a beautiful
cultural explanation, actual biology
offers a different view. Chipmunks
belong to the squirrel family (Sciuridae).
Their stripes serve a practical purpose in
nature: camouflage. The alternating
dark and light bands break up the

chipmunk’s outline, helping it blend into
dappled sunlight on the forest floor and
among leaf litter. This makes it harder
for predators like hawks, foxes, and
snakes to spot them.

The stripes are also thought to play a
role in social communication. Chipmunks
have excellent vision, and the patterns
may help individuals recognize each
other or signal mood during
confrontations. Interestingly, there are
several species of chipmunks, not just
one. The Eastern chipmunk (Tamias
striatus) has five dark stripes on its back,
while the Western chipmunk species
have seven or more. Some have stripes
on their faces as well. The precise
number of stripes in the legend is often
vague, allowing the story to apply to any
chipmunk a listener might see.
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Understanding the biological function of
stripes does not diminish the power of
the legend. Instead, it adds another
layer of wonder: the same physical trait
can be interpreted through both science
and storytelling, each offering a different
kind of truth.

WHY THE STORY STILL MATTERS
TODAY

In a world dominated by digital media
and scientific explanations, one might
wonder why an ancient legend like how
chipmunk got his stripes still holds
relevance. The answer lies in its timeless
themes and its ability to connect us to
nature and heritage.

1. Moral Education for Children:
The story teaches children about

consequences, humility, and the
power of wit in a memorable, non-
preachy way. They see the
chipmunk every day, and that
memory reinforces the lesson.

. Cultural Preservation: Sharing

these legends helps keep
Indigenous languages and
traditions alive. Many tribes use
stories like this in language
revitalization programs. For non-
Native people, it offers a window
into a worldview that respects
animals as teachers and relatives.

. Environmental Connection: In

an age of screen time, the story
encourages children and adults to
observe animals more closely.
When someone sees a chipmunk
with stripes, they might pause to
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remember the tale, fostering a read.
deeper appreciation for the natural
world.

4. Universal Archetypes: The
clever hero who outwits a brute
appears in countless
cultures—from Br’er Rabbit in
African American folklore to the
fox in European tales. The
chipmunk story fits this universal
pattern. It speaks to the underdog

e Use Voice and Gesture: When
telling the story, deepen your
voice for the bear and make it high
and chattery for the chipmunk.
Dramatize the chase and the
scratching motion. This captures
the listener’s imagination.

e Encourage Participation: Have
children mimic the chipmunk’s
chattering or pretend to scratch

in all of us. _ _

their own backs. This makes the
HOW TO SHARE THE LEGEND story interactive and memorable.
WITH OTHERS e Connect to Real Observations:

After telling the story, go outside
If you want to pass on the story of how and look for chipmunks. Let the
chipmunk got his stripes, there are children point out the stripes and
several engaging ways to do so. retell the legend in their own
Storytelling is an art, and oral narratives words.

are meant to be performed, not just
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* Respect the Source: Always
acknowledge that this story comes
from Native American traditions.

11

Sharing the cultural context adds
depth and respect. Consider
reading books by Indigenous
authors or storytellers



