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UNEARTHING THE
ORIGINS: THE
BEGINNING OF THE
ARMADILLOS

To speak of the
beginning of the
armadillos is to
embark on a journey
that spans both the
whimsical world of
children's literature
and the hard, fossilised
truths of evolutionary
biology. For many, the
phrase conjures the
image of a boastful,
painted jaguar and a

clever, curled-up
hedgehog from
Rudyard Kipling's

iconic Just So Stories.
Yet, for
palaeontologists and
naturalists, this same
phrase refers to one of
the most remarkable
and enduring
mammalian lineages
on the planet. These
two narratives—one a
delightful fable, the
other a profound
scientific saga—are
both captivating in
their own right. This
article will delve deep
into both
interpretations,

exploring the literary
origins of Kipling's tale
and the very real,
ancient biological
origins of these unique,
armoured creatures.
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By the end, you will
see that the beginning
of the armadillos is a
story of adaptation,
survival, and a dash of
magic.

THE LITERARY
GENESIS:
KIPLING'S “THE
BEGINNING OF THE
ARMADILLOS”

Rudyard Kipling's Just
So Stories, first
published in 1902,
were written to be read
aloud to children. They
are whimsical origin
tales that explain how
certain animals
acquired their
distinctive features.
Among the most
beloved is “The
Beginning Of The
Armadillos”. In this
story, Kipling
introduces us to two
central characters: the
Painted Jaguar and the
Stickly-Prickly

Hedgehog. The tale is

set in the Amazon, a
land of dense forests
and flowing rivers,
where the jaguar is
determined to eat both
the hedgehog and the
Tortoise. However, he
is repeatedly
outsmarted by his

prey.

The Plot:
A
Comedy
of
Confusion

The narrative unfolds
with the Painted
Jaguar’'s mother
instructing him on how
to catch a hedgehog
and a tortoise. The
hedgehog, when
thrown into the water,
will uncurl, and the
tortoise will be easy to
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catch on land. The
young jaguar, confused
and foolish, gets the
instructions mixed up.
He throws the
hedgehog into the
water, where it floats,
and the tortoise onto
the land, where it digs
in. Through a series of
clever deceptions, the
hedgehog and the
tortoise devise a plan
to survive. They agree
to “unlearn” their
distinct features. The
hedgehog stretches
out his prickles to
become flatter, and the
tortoise pulls in his
shell to become
rounder. The result is a
new creature—the
armadillo—which
possesses a shell-like
covering from the
tortoise and a digging,
curling behaviour from
the hedgehog. The
jaguar is left utterly
confused, unable to
identify his intended

meal.

Key
Themes
and
Literary
Devices

e Cleverness
over Brute
Force: The story
champions the
idea that
intelligence and
cooperation can
overcome raw
power. The
small, vulnerable
creatures win not
through strength
but through wit.

e Transformation
and
Hybridisation:
Kipling uses the
concept of two



animals merging
into one to
explain a new
species. Thisis a
playful nod to
how children
might perceive
similarities
between

different animals.

e The Power of
Storytelling:
The story is
framed as a
bedtime tale,
passed down
through
generations. The
repetitive,
rhythmic
language—*“scoo
p him up, my
son”—makes it
memorable and
engaging for
young listeners.

e Explaining the
Unexplainable:
Like all Just So
Stories, this tale
provides a
fantastical

answer to a
natural question:
why does the
armadillo look
the way it does?
It satisfies a
child’s curiosity
with imagination
rather than
scientific fact.

While Kipling’s version
of the beginning of
the armadillos is
charming, it is a work
of pure fiction. The real
story, as uncovered by
scientists, is far more
ancient and complex,
stretching back over
50 million years.

THE BIOLOGICAL
GENESIS: THE
REAL BEGINNING
OF THE
ARMADILLOS

To understand the true
beginning of the
armadillos, we must
travel back to the
Eocene epoch, roughly
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55 to 50 million years
ago. The
supercontinent of
Gondwana had long
since broken apart,
and South America was
an island continent,
isolated from North
America, Africa, and
Australia. This isolation
allowed for a unique
and incredible
evolutionary
experiment. It was in
this ancient, warm, and
forested South America
that the first armadillos
emerged.

Ancestry
and the
Xenarthra
ns

Armadillos belong to
the superorder
Xenarthra, which also
includes sloths and

anteaters. The name

“Xenarthra” means
“strange joints,”
referring to the
unusual extra

articulations in their
backbone. This group
is one of the most
ancient lineages of
placental mammals.
The earliest known
fossil relatives of
armadillos are found in
sediments from the
early Eocene in
Patagonia, Argentina.
These early forms,
such as
Riostegotherium, were
small, insectivorous
animals that already
possessed the
beginning of a bony
carapace. They were
not the modern
armadillos we know
today, but they were
the foundational stock
from which all later
armadillos evolved.



The Rise
of the
Cingulata

The order to which
armadillos belong is
called Cingulata,
which means “belted”
in Latin. This is a
perfect description of
their most defining
feature: a flexible,
armour-like shell. The
fossil record of
cingulates is incredibly
rich in South America.
By the Oligocene and
Miocene epochs
(roughly 30 to 5 million

years ago), the
cingulates had
diversified into a

stunning array of
forms. Among the most
famous are the
glyptodonts, giant
relatives of armadillos
that weighed up to a
ton and possessed a

shell fused into a
single, immobile dome.
Some had spiked tails
that could be used as
clubs. These were the
titans of the ancient
South American plains.
The modern
armadillo’s smaller size
and flexible banding
are a more specialised
adaptation for
burrowing, which likely
evolved later.

Evolution
of the
Bony
Carapace

The most iconic feature
of the armadillo is its
osteoderm carapace.
This is a highly
modified skin structure
made of bony plates
covered in keratinous
scales. The evolution of
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this armour is a classic
example of a defensive
adaptation. The
earliest armadillos had
a simple shell covering
their back, but over
time, this became
more complex. The
development of flexible
bands between the
solid shields allowed
for greater mobility
and the ability to curl
into a ball—a
behaviour seen in the
three-banded armadillo
(genus Tolypeutes).
This is a sophisticated
defence mechanism
that is not present in
all armadillo species.
The carapace is not
just one solid piece; it
is a mosaic of
interlocking bones that
grow from the skin.
This unique structure is
a defining
characteristic of the
group and has been
key to their survival for
tens of millions of

years.

The Great
American
Interchan

ge

One of the most pivotal
events in the
beginning of the
armadillos as we
know them today was
the Great American
Interchange. Around 3
million years ago, the
Panama land bridge
rose, connecting North
and South America.
This allowed for a
massive two-way
migration of animals.
Armadillos, which had
evolved exclusively in
South America, moved
north. The agile and
hardy nine-banded
armadillo (Dasypus
novemcinctus) was



among the most
successful of these
migrants. It spread
rapidly through Central
America and into the
southern United States.
This species is now the
most widespread of all
armadillos, ranging
from Argentina to the
southern plains of the
USA. In contrast, many
of the giant South
American mammals,
such as the
glyptodonts and
ground sloths, went
extinct during this
period, likely due to a
combination of climate
change and the arrival
of new predators,
including humans. The
smaller, more
adaptable armadillos
survived and thrived.

THE ARMADILLO
TODAY: A LIVING
FOSSIL?

Today, there are 21
recognised species of

armadillo, ranging in
size from the tiny pink
fairy armadillo (which
is only about 6 inches
long and lives in the
sandy soils of central
Argentina) to the giant
armadillo (Priodontes
maximus), which can
weigh over 70
kilograms. They are
primarily insectivorous,
using their powerful
claws to dig for ants,
termites, and grubs.
They are also excellent
diggers, creating
extensive burrows that
provide shelter for
themselves and for
many other species.

armadillos
possess several
primitive features.
They have a low
metabolic rate, a
simple brain, and a
body temperature that
is lower than most
other placental
mammals. For these
reasons, they are often

Modern
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referred to as “living
fossils,” though this is
a somewhat misleading
term. They are not
unchanged from their
ancestors; they have
evolved and adapted
significantly. However,
they do retain many
characteristics of the
early placental
mammals that lived
alongside the
dinosaurs. This makes
them a valuable
subject for scientific
research into
mammalian evolution.

Unique
Biological
Traits

e Delayed
implantation:
The nine-banded
armadillo is
famous for its
reproductive

strategy. A
female always
gives birth to
genetically
identical
quadruplets
(monozygotic
polyembryony).
She can also
delay the
implantation of
the fertilised egg
for several
months to ensure
the young are
born at a
favourable time.
Poor eyesight,
excellent
smell:
Armadillos have
notoriously poor
vision, but they
compensate with
an exceptional
sense of smell,
which they use
to locate food
underground.

e Bone structure:

Their skeleton is
heavily ossified,



with many bones
fused together to
provide a rigid
framework for
their armour.
This makes them
heavy and less
agile but
incredibly well-
protected.

CONNECTING THE
TWO BEGINNINGS

It is fascinating to
compare Kipling's
fictional beginning of
the armadillos with
the scientific truth. In
the story, the armadillo
is a hybrid of a
hedgehog and a
tortoise. In reality, the
armadillo is a unique
and ancient lineage
that shares a distant
common ancestor with
anteaters and sloths.
Both the hedgehog and

10

placental mammal of
the order Eulipotyphla,
while the tortoise is a
reptile. However,
Kipling's story cleverly
captures the
armadillo’s two most
obvious features: its
shell (like a tortoise)
and its ability to curl up
(like a hedgehog). The
beauty of the story lies
not in its scientific
accuracy but in its
imaginative power to
explain a curious
creature to a child. It
creates a bridge
between observation
and wonder.

CONSERVATION
AND THE FUTURE
OF ARMADILLOS

While the beginning
of the armadillos is a
story of ancient
success, their future is
less certain. Habitat

the tortoise are

unrelated to the lo0ss due to
armadillo. The deforestation and
hedgehog is a agriculture is the
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primary threat to many
species. In some parts
of the world, they are
hunted for food or
killed by domestic
dogs. The giant
armadillo is now
classified as Vulnerable
on the IUCN Red List,
and the pink fairy
armadillo is Data
Deficient, highlighting
how little we know
about these elusive
creatures. However,
the nine-banded
armadillo has proven
remarkably adaptable
to human-altered
landscapes and is even
expanding its range
northward in the
United States. The
story of the armadillo
is far from over. It is a
living testament to the
power of evolution, the
isolation of continents,
and the sheer
ingenuity of life.

CONCLUSION

From the playful pages
of Rudyard Kipling’s
Just So Stories to the
deep, fossil-rich
sediments of South
America, the
beginning of the
armadillos is a tale of
two worlds. One is a
world of talking
animals, clever tricks,
and bedtime magic.
The other is a world of

brutal natural
selection, drifting
continents, and the

relentless march of
deep time. Yet, both
stories are united by a
common thread: a
fascination with one of
nature’s most peculiar
and resilient creations.
Whether you imagine
the armadillo as a
hybrid of a hedgehog
and a tortoise, or as an
ancient xenarthran
that outlasted the
dinosaurs and the ice
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ages, the creature
remains a symbol of
adaptation and
survival. The next time
you see a nine-banded
armadillo snuffling
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through the
undergrowth or
understand its ancient
lineage, you are
witnessing the living
outcome
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