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Where Are They Going

The day we started a new lesson, the teacher took us to the corner of the wall to
watch the ants moving house. Back in the classroom we turned what we saw into a poem
and wrote it on the blackboard, the boys asking and the girls answering, then lined

up at the front of the class to recite it.

The boys asked: where is that long column going? The girls answered: moving
house, to higher ground! What do they carry in their mouths? White rice grains and
round insect eggs! Our voices bounced off the windows, and the boys beat the rhythm

on their desks with their fists, one beat for every line, bright and clear.

The boys asked: why do they never get lost? The girls answered: two antennae
touch, and the road is passed along! The boys asked: who is the strongest in the
whole crew? The girls answered: the one lifting the rice grain, and the two beside
it! When we recited this line, the whole class looked at one another, and everyone

understood that the strongest is all of them together.
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The poem had twenty lines, and every line held something: the procession, the
rice grain, the nest, the yellow soil. After each line the teacher nodded, and we

left a beat of silence there, like tapping a small drum.

A boy in the back row volunteered one more line: on rainy days they march to
higher ground! The teacher wrote it into the poem, and when we recited that line the
whole class rang out louder than ever. What we had learned in science class, it

turned out, was real enough for the ants to demonstrate for us.

The girls asked: where is the new home? The boys answered: under the big stone,
dry and warm! Who built it? One grain of yellow soil at a time! As we recited these
lines, I remembered the pile of soil at the entrance of the new nest, grain by grain,

as if stacked by countless tiny hands.

The boys asked the last line: will they come out again tomorrow? The girls
answered: they will! When the sun is up, they will line up and go out to find food!
When we finished, the classroom filled with laughter and clapping, and the ants at
the wall were not frightened by us at all.

After that, every time we passed the corner of the wall, we recited a couple of
lines. The lines were easy to remember, and the procession, the rice grain, and the
nest were all inside them. The poem was short, only twenty lines, yet it was lively,
like the morning the ants moved house, and like all the mornings our whole class
spoke out loud together. When we reached the fun parts, even the student on duty

walking past would stop and shout a line along with us.
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