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The Scout Ant Came Back with a Whole Column

For a stretch of afternoons, I deliberately took the same road home from school,
because at the corner of Building Three there was the entrance to an ant nest. I did
not know when they had moved in, but the pile of fine soil at the mouth was fresh,

its grains sharp and clear, as if a hand had just patted it firm.

That day I saw only one ant. It walked in a crooked, hesitant way, stopping every
few steps, its antennae brushing the ground. I set half a biscuit in front of it. It
came close, touched it, backed off, came close again, and walked one full circle
around the biscuit. I thought it would start eating. Instead it turned around and
headed straight back to the nest.

Later I read in a book that such an ant is called a scout. It carries nothing;

its job is news. But that day I knew none of this. I assumed the biscuit had been
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rejected, and I was about to leave, a little disappointed.

Some ten minutes later the scout came back, and behind it came a black line. The
line was laid out neatly, as though someone had snapped an ink line along the crack
between the paving stones. Each ant in the column touched antennae with the scout as

they passed, none of them stopping, all hurrying toward the biscuit.

The carrying column split into two groups. Those who reached the biscuit formed a
ring around it; some lifted the front corner, some pried at the back edge, and the
biscuit really moved a little. Ants returning to the nest with crumbs kept to the
left side of the line, while empty—handed reinforcements kept to the right, and the
two directions never blocked each other. I squatted there watching for nearly forty

minutes, my legs going numb, and I did not want to move.

The obstacle appeared when someone parked an electric bike right in front of the
route. The ants at the front stopped, their antennae swinging wildly. I expected them
to turn back. They did not. Several climbed along the edge of the tire, slipped down,
tried again. Before long the whole column swung around the rear wheel, detoured more
than half a meter, and rejoined the old route at another crack in the paving stones.

The new path was crooked, yet not one ant bumped into another.

By the time I went home, the biscuit had shrunk to a few crumbs. I thought about
that line the whole way. No one gave orders, no one kept notes, yet every ant knew
exactly what to do, and when blocked they simply changed course and kept walking in
perfect order. Our study group has a dozen people, and we often cannot pull together
over a single task. An ant brain is the size of a sesame seed, yet they managed what
we could not. There is no teacher at that street corner, but a lesson goes on there

every day.
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