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Forty Minutes Squatting by the Ant Nest

On Saturday afternoon I had no homework, so I went downstairs for a walk and
found an ant nest beside a crack in the concrete of the open ground. The opening was
small, and the soil around it was piled into a little slope, like a levee built to
keep rain out. I only meant to glance, but once I squatted down I could not leave
Watching them go in and out, I noticed a strange pattern: most ants coming out were
empty—bodied and hurried; most going in carried something in their mouths and moved
slowly. The opening was like a door, with two different rhythms on either side of it.
I took out my phone to check the time, worried my parents would call me for dinner,
and found I had been squatting there for over half an hour. My legs went numb; I

changed position and kept watching.

What I watched longest was two ants touching antennae. They met head-on at the
mouth of the nest, stopped, heads facing, antennae resting on each other, held still
for two or three seconds, then each went its own way. I counted: in forty minutes
these meetings happened many times. I guess they exchange information, the way books
say ants speak through scent and antennae. But I could not help thinking further: one
touch and they know what the other needs, no arguing, no explaining, no sending a
long message and then adding you misunderstood. That time our class moved books, four

of us carried one stack and spent half a period quarreling over who walks first and
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who walks last. Ants split the job with one touch of antennae. I think they have a

better way than we do.

Before going home I sat by the nest until dusk. My thoughts had wandered far: in
this nest nobody makes the schedule, nobody inspects the cleaning, yet there is no
garbage piled at the entrance, no blocked roads, and before rain they move their home
uphill. What keeps them in order? I thought a long time and decided the answer may
lie in those antenna touches. Every individual passes on the little it knows to other
individuals, and added together it becomes the skill of the whole nest. We always say
a group must listen to one person, but ants do not seem to organize that way. I dare
not say this thought is certainly right, so I write it in my diary first. At the end
I wrote: tomorrow I will read ahead the chapter on social behavior in the biology

textbook, and see whether they match what I imagined.
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