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Our Sewing Needle Found North

Monday, December 8. Sunny turning cloudy.

In science class today Ms. Wu came in carrying a tin box and announced that each
group would make its own compass, with no store—bought ones allowed. The box opened
and materials passed down the rows: one sewing needle, one bar magnet, a small raft
of foam, a shallow basin of water, and a stub of candle. The four of us in my group
passed them around. The needle was thin and flashing, and everyone who held it feared
the prick. On the blackboard Ms. Wu drew the steps: with one pole of the magnet,
stroke the needle from tail toward point, in one direction only, thirty strokes:; then
lay the needle across the foam raft and set the raft in the water, and do not touch
it.

We split the work: I counted, Fang Miaomiao stroked the needle, Luo Xiaochuan
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placed the raft, and He Yinuo was in charge of keeping his hands off the basin,
because he always wanted to steady it. Fang Miaomiao rubbed the magnet along the
needle, and at stroke ten she started going back and forth. I called stop and we
restarted. She muttered, is not back and forth more even? Ms. Wu heard her, walked
over, and said one thing: inside a magnet the little troops must all face one
direction; rub back and forth and the ranks fall into chaos. Fang Miaomiao started

again from tail to point, and I counted to thirty, barely above a whisper.

The first time the raft went into the basin, it sat crooked, the needle spun
halfway around, stopping and starting, refusing to point anywhere. The four of us
circled the basin. He Yinuo’s hand drifted out again, and I nudged it back with my
elbow. Luo Xiaochuan said maybe the needle was not magnetic enough. I remembered we
had used only one pole, so I suggested switching poles and stroking thirty more. The
second time, all three of us watched Fang Miaomiao’ s hand while she stroked, not

allowing a single stroke to go missing.

The raft floated in for the second time. The needle turned slowly, as if someone
under the water were gently turning it. After most of a circle, it stopped, its point
aimed at the window side. Ms. Wu held her phone compass next to the basin and
compared: our needle’s point was within a few degrees of north on the screen. For a
moment our group made no sound at all, four of us around the basin, watching that
needle stand firm in the north. Then someone shouted first, and all four of us
jumped, the water in the basin rippling from the shaking table, the needle spinning

again, and we held our breath once more waiting for it to find north a second time.

After class a crowd gathered around our basin. Ms. Wu said the troops inside that
needle had fallen into rank, so it knows north. I wrote today into my diary and added
one line of my own: our first attempt failed because back—and—forth rubbing broke the
ranks, which is a lot like how we usually argue in group discussions, everyone
talking at once. The second time we all followed one direction, and the needle

pointed north. So falling into rank is something needles must learn, and people too.
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