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I Used to Say Only That Ants Are Small and Many

The passage in Watching Ants that stopped me was not about carrying rice but
about crossing a ditch. The author describes rain the night before; the ant column,
carrying food, halts at a shallow ditch. The ants in front stop, those behind press
up, and none turns around. Several ants crawl into the shallow water first and lay
their bodies across it, and the rest walk over their backs. Only after the whole

column is across do the ants in the water climb out, shake themselves off, and go on.

The author says: the great strength of small ants is not muscle but the
willingness to lend one body to another. I felt my face burn right there, because I
remembered my observation essay from last term, built entirely from one sentence:
ants are small, many, black, and walk in lines. The teacher wrote four characters in
the margin: where is the observation? I had resented it then, insisting there was

nothing to see in ants.

This weekend I took the book downstairs and went looking for ants on purpose,
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determined to find something beyond an essay assignment. By the flower bed there was
indeed a column, carrying the wrapper of a fruit candy. They reached a sunken patch
of standing water and stopped, exactly as the book described: the front halted, the

rear pressed up, none turned back.

I held my breath and watched. No ant dove in to build a bridge — they found
another way. The carriers released the wrapper, and the column spread along the edge
of the puddle, hunting for a narrow crossing. Two ants got across first and stood on
the far bank; the others passed the wrapper over, one to the next, like a relay of
passes. The wrapper was so light that a gust flipped it, and the ant on the far bank

crawled back to pin it down again.

The whole thing took less than two minutes, yet my legs went numb from squatting
there. The ditch in the book and the puddle before my eyes were different, and the
methods of the ants were different too, but one thing was the same: nobody said
forget it, and nobody left first. I used to say ants are small and many because I
only ever glanced at them once; the word strength can only be seen after looking long

enough.

This week my essay came back. I had written about the candy wrapper crossing the
puddle. The teacher wrote four characters: that is the way. I took the Chinese reader
off the shelf and slipped a bookmark into the page about the ditch. Some books can

only be understood once you become worthy of them.
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