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The Half Hour I Spent Watching Ants

During the summer vacation the teacher assigned an observation composition,
asking us to write about something close by. I used to fear this kind of homework
most, because everything looked the same to me. This time I decided to try. Right at

the concrete steps below our building, I squatted down to watch ants.

That evening, by the steps lay a dead grasshopper, more than ten times the size
of an ant. At first only one or two ants circled it, touched its legs with their
antennae, and ran off. I kept count, and after a few minutes a column arrived, a dark
thin line pouring out of a crack in the wall. Some ants held the whiskers of the
grasshopper, some crawled under its belly, some lined up along the road as if giving
way to the column. The grasshopper did not move at all, while the column kept growing
longer. What surprised me most: when the column met a crack in the steps, the ants
climbed over one another and built a little bridge, and the ants behind crossed on
top of it. I watched so absorbed that I did not even slap the mosquitoes buzzing at
my ears. Within the half hour I counted three groups of ants changing positions, and

I also saw one big ant staying still, guarding like a sentry on duty. For a full half
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hour I stayed there, and my mother called me down from upstairs three times for

dinner.

When I got home I wrote down what I saw: first one ant, then a column, then the
bridge over the crack. I tried to write slowly and finely, and I even wrote the
moment the antennae touched the legs. The next day I handed the composition to the
teacher, and she drew a wavy line under the part about the bridge and wrote two words

in the margin: detailed. She also read that paragraph aloud in class.

Before school let out I thought for a long time about why I could write this time
and could not before. I figured it out: before, I glanced once and walked away, and
only one phrase was left in my head, ants carrying things; this time I squatted for
half an hour and saw dozens of small events, too many to finish writing. It was not

that I could not write; it was that before, I had never really looked.

Now when I look at something I stay a little longer. I watch the clouds moving
slowly, and I watch the old man sweeping downstairs gathering fallen leaves into a
small pile. This half hour of staying is the most important thing I learned this

summer. Observation is not a matter of the eyes; it is a matter of squatting down.
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