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I Watched the Same Nest of Ants Three Times

Our science teacher assigned one task: observe a small animal and write a record.
I chose a nest of ants in our neighborhood garden, at the edge of the sandpit under

the slide. I had planned to finish it in ten minutes.

The first time I watched, all I wrote down was: three holes, many ants, walking
back and forth. That evening I read it over. It was as dry as an instruction manual.
I opened my science book, and the book said observation needs eyes, but also a ruler

and time. I closed the book and decided to go back the next day.

The second time I crouched for twenty minutes, bringing a popsicle stick and a
wristwatch. With the stick I drew a light line one step away from the nest and
counted ants crossing it. In ten minutes, forty—seven passed, and thirty—one of them
carried something in their mouths. I also saw there were two kinds: the big—headed
ones walked slowly, the small-headed ones ran fast. I wrote all of it into my

notebook, with crooked handwriting, because my legs had gone numb.
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The third visit came two days later. I wanted to know where they brought their
food from. I followed the line to the flower bed and found them carrying scraps of
the fish food we had thrown there. On the way back I counted: from the fish food to
the nest hole was fourteen big steps of a large ant. I drew the route in my record
book and marked the time: 4:10 to 4:40 in the afternoon.

On the day I handed in the work, my teacher wrote on my record: watching the same
nest three times, now that is observation. My deskmate leaned over and said it read
like a detective story. I knew it was not because I write well, but because I watched
long enough. The first look showed black dots, the second showed the division of

work, the third showed the route. Every look was new.

This record taught me one thing: details are not spotted at a glance by clever
people; they come out of honest, patient looking. I used to want every piece of
homework done in one pass. Keeping observation diaries showed me that the good stuff
only reveals itself on the second and third look. The ants do not hide from me. They

are just there. However long you stay, that is how much they let you see.

There is a popsicle stick in my pencil case all year round now. It reminds me:

never look at something only once.
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