
How Tiger got his stripes 
An old folktale from Vietnam 
Purple Hippo 
 
Creeping up on Buffalo 
At the forest edge 
The Tiger padded softly 
And whispered through the hedge 
 
Oh, Buffalo! Oh, Buffalo! 
Oh, please don’t be alarmed 
There’s something that I have to know 
About life on the farm! 
 
You’re so big and broad and strong 
Horns like branches, sharp and long 
Your haunches pumping raw horse power 
Yet you’re working hour on hour 
 
For that funny little creature  
Who has a little stick to beat you 
But you could crush him like a fly 
Oh, really, really, tell me why 
 
He is the one and only master 
Of all the creatures of the pasture 
While he is merely skin and bone 
He’s got no claws to call his own 
He’s got no horns upon his head 
No teeth like me, but, no, instead 
His jaws could barely crush an egg 
Could barely chew a chicken leg 
He’s not much faster than a tortoise 
But just sits there, giving orders 
He’s just a monkey in a hat 



Tell me, tell me, how is it that 
All the beasts work for him 
Why, oh, why, is he the king? 
 
The great cow pondered slow and long 
I don’t know why, don’t get me wrong 
They say he rules our little kingdom 
Because he owns a thing called Wisdom 
 
Aha! thought Tiger, here’s the plan 
I’ll crawl up to the funny Man 
I’ll ask him for a bit of Wisdom 
To help in my dominium 
I’ll tell the monkeys what to do 
I’ll tell the bees and pythons, too 
 
So he crept up through the grass 
Now, listen, Man, I have to ask 
For a little friendly favour 
I will not eat you, I will save you 
If you can just give me some Wisdom 
You can live and I’ll be gone 
 
The Man was shocked 
He shook and trembled 
He thought a bit  
And then he mumbled, 
 
Of course, my friend, it’s always there 
I’ve got Wisdom going spare 
But it’s like gold and rather scarce 
So it’s kept safe beneath the stairs 
Wrapped up in a pair of socks 
In a special metal box 
 



But there’s a problem, you can see 
If you come home right now with me 
You might scare them in the town 
They’ll surely spit and gather round 
To pelt you hard with sticks and stones 
It’s best if I go home alone  
 
You wait right here and I’ll be back 
I’ll bring some Wisdom in a sack 
 
Man walked off, then he paused 
But, Tiger, with your teeth and claws 
I really cannot leave you here 
With Buffalo and Sheep and Deer 
You might decide to have a feast 
Upon my precious farming beasts 
I’ll surely be a laughing stock 
If I let Tiger eat my flock! 
 
So listen in, you can trust me 
I’ll tie you up against this tree 
With these thin ropes made of grass 
And well before an hour has passed 
I’ll be right back with some Wisdom 
That’s a deal, what can go wrong? 
 
So Tiger waited in the shade 
And Man kept to the promise made 
In so far as he came back 
With something bulging in a sack 
A great big bag of golden straw 
That he spread thick around the paws 
And underneath the belly hair 
Of the Tiger waiting there 
 



Well, Man was wise and he was smart 
He also had a cold stone heart 
He gave Tiger a dose of Wisdom 
In the very cruelest fashion 
 
He flicked a match upon the straw 
With burning flames and great uproar 
The Tiger bellowed as the heat 
Burned the ropes and skin beneath 
His raw flesh singed in blackened lines 
As cruel Man laughed in sickly chimes 
Till straw and ropes were burned away 
And Tiger made a mad escape 
Smoking through the dark green leaves 
Racing to the cool relief 
Of the nearest jungle stream 
Where he dived in to let off steam 
 
And that is why he looks like that  
With stripes of fire and carbon black 
The Wisdom gained, the lesson learned 
Into his soul forever burned: 
Be wary of the cunning plan 
And cold stone heart of the Man 
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