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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;
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its job is news. But that day I knew none of this. I assumed the biscuit had been

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.

BENBRFR & 2

ART W, SPAEPIRHEN )\ Gk, ZINEEER LG R . #I7IH, HEGSEN ST
iy TEREE, T A A BB AE TR

iz BAILAE EERES Z st th & 1o BRI ICHREk, SCaEmghg—H 1A%, WWHTE
GE R, WK AR R A PR B T AR STR EGE 7K, KB HE TR R,

WUEEWLHT — Rl e o e AR s ok [, REIX g%, RISHEK L. BRI S AES D,
WP, SR KR, KEKA Y F ISR HUET T 0.

BN B AT AR B SRE . dE AR N AT, MR WA R, AT R —

www. vv99. net




7, BRERHE SN RIRE RN B S NG T AR RO, A ABkE R4 o AN
), AT NER IR AR A

FLIE ARG WK A% BN 80—/ NMEK . s el N, S i i A g i1, AR A . BA
NG BIE N SR 22K 2, fE— PR Fa: o 28554l ) ue — HUBCR MRELIR ARV,
00 TH A 0 R MG SCOR & AT TR fl A1 AR R SR A T o 8T R B e DR 1B) L+ RUBIER A B5H, W] h—
[l ok, IR AR A SEIE I 2k -

MR REIL T, B LA TR GETr, Ht 7 — Ak, kA RkSE. ML T —
B, RPNk Bl — R, RES T . MIERSFHB T S0 TR, RS
T

Jra KBS AV EOR IS BRI DU+ 2 AR, I TR 4 dk. 1o
THEAMMME, RANMIRREGAERIE=FH ., PEEAH, JELLR DT —BH N
AR, BEAS NHBENTE AT IR HL

Nobody Stepped on That Line

In that P.E. class, our whole grade was running eight hundred meters on the
plastic track while the teacher timed us at the far end of the straight. The sports
field is old, and along the track edge near the tree pit there is a crack; the ants
had built their highway right there.

The moving column had set off before the bell. One line of ants carried white
pupae, one at a time held high, from the tree pit toward the higher ground under the
steps. The reason only became clear later: that morning the gardener had watered

around the tree pit, and the water had seeped into the nest.

The scout ant had shown up the day before. It ran back and forth along the track
edge, touching this crack, then that patch of soil. The boys who saw it kicked dirt
at it, and nobody paid attention. Only when the whole family started moving did we

understand that the ants had made their decision long ago.

The first runner almost stepped on the line. Just before his sneaker came down,
he spotted the black thread at his feet, twisted his ankle hard, and stumbled out
onto the grass. Everyone behind him swerved. Some stepped onto the grass, some jumped

over the crack. Nobody shouted a word, yet not one person stepped on that line.

The real obstacle was a shallow puddle left by the sprinkler. The route was cut
clean in half. The ants at the front stopped and touched antennae with each other.
The column swung along the track edge for more than two meters and rejoined at a dry
crack. Not one ant carrying a pupa set it down, and each reinforcement coming the

other way touched antennae and kept going. Dozens of feet during the break wore the
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detour path faint, but the next time the ants came out, they still followed the long

way around.

The teacher noticed in the end. He did not let us fill the crack in. He only
said: do not step on it, let them finish moving. The class buzzed for a moment, then
went quiet. By the last period the crack was empty. The ants had moved the entire
family into the dry soil under the steps, and a fresh mound of earth stood at the new

entrance.

I keep returning to that scene on the eight—hundred—meter track. More than forty
people running, and every one of them avoided the same line. The ants’ division of
labor is written into their antennae; our understanding is written into three years
in the same class. The two lines are different, but they meet in the same place —

when nobody gives orders, everyone knows exactly where to put a foot.
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The Cardboard I Put in Their Way

The day I was on cleaning duty, my job was hosing down the corridor along the
wall. I stopped the bucket in front of the crack at the corner — a dense column of

ants was crossing the corridor, and the water from my mop would surely cut them in
half.

Grandpa Chen, the cleaner, happened to pass by and waved me to wait. Hold on, he
said, let them finish moving. He had watched these ants for years, he told me; they
are hardworking, and it would be wrong to cut off their road. I set the mop down and

squatted beside him.

The scout ant led. It ran ahead of the column, touching the floor tiles, touching
the base of the door frame, and finally touching a pencil someone had dropped. It
circled the pencil once, went back and tapped antennae with two ants behind it, and

the whole column changed direction, swinging around the pencil.

The carrying team hauled the wings of dead cicadas and bundles of eggs, one
mouthful each. For the heavy pieces, several ants lifted together: the one in front
set the direction, the ones behind pushed with their hind legs. Grandpa Chen said the
ants running back and forth, tapping whoever they met, were passing word along: this

way is open, or that way is blocked.

A mean idea came to me. I pulled a piece of cardboard out of the trash bin and
laid it across their route. The ants at the front stopped. Some climbed; the
cardboard was too smooth and they slid down. Some tried to go around; the cardboard
was too wide. Just as I was sure I had sealed the road for good, a few ants climbed
along the edge of the board, hooked their feet on the torn fibrous border, and
crossed over one by one. The rest followed, and the whole column went over the

cardboard.

I pulled the cardboard away. Grandpa Chen laughed: see, they found their own way
out. The ants did not seem to notice the board was gone; they kept to the new path
they had just broken. Only after the last ant passed did I pick up the mop and rinse

the corridor, giving that line a wide berth.

Our classroom blackboard poster was still unfinished, and I was sulking, blaming
my teammates for not listening to me. Watching the ants cross the cardboard, it
struck me: they never argue over whose plan is best. When the road is blocked, they
detour first, and sort out who leads and who follows afterward. The division of labor
among ants is not a rule posted on a wall; it is each one finding its place inside
the line. Back in the classroom, I picked up a marker and painted the section nobody

had claimed.
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