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It usually starts with a line. Not a queue, or a boundary, but a moving, shifting, shimmering line of black dots that seems to appear out of nowhere and vanish into a crack you didn’t know existed. Ants. They arrive one morning in June, as punctual as a gas bill, and before you know it they’ve set up a miniature motorway system across the kitchen tiles. Some people react with panic and disinfectant; others, like me, end up on hands and knees with a magnifying glass, muttering, “Now where on earth are you lot off to?” 
That particular summer was hot enough to melt the edge of a chocolate digestive. I’d just made a cup of tea and turned back to find a dozen tiny figures investigating a smear of jam on the counter. I didn’t notice them at first. They’re small, and I was still at the half-awake stage where anything below eye level doesn’t register. Then one of them, braver than the rest, climbed onto the spoon. It was a perfect piece of choreography — quick inspection, brief hesitation, then an elegant turn and straight back down again to tell the others the good news. Within minutes the work gang arrived. Ants don’t hesitate when there’s sugar in play.
I crouched down for a proper look. From my new perspective the kitchen was transformed. The faint crack where the skirting board met the tiles became a canyon. The edge of the doormat looked like a cliff. The ants themselves were utterly focused. Some moved towards the jam; others were already heading home with invisible loads. There were no traffic jams, no wasted motion. Everything about them suggested a system that had been tested, refined and perfected over an absurd amount of time.
Naturally I did the sensible thing: forgot the tea, fetched my phone, and started filming. Half an hour later I had several shaky videos, a cool cup of PG Tips, and a new appreciation for the work ethic of insects. They carried on for another hour before I reluctantly wiped down the counter. Even then they simply regrouped and re-routed, turning up again near the bin. Persistence is their default setting.
That, really, is how this whole business began. A small domestic nuisance became a small obsession. Once you start noticing ants, you can’t stop. They’re in the garden, in the paving cracks, under plant pots, in the compost bin, and occasionally in the kettle. They’re under the lawn and between the paving slabs, in the park and the playground, bustling away beneath our daily lives. They don’t make noise. They don’t demand attention. They simply get on with being everywhere.
In Britain we have more than fifty species, but most of us only know one — the black garden ant, Lasius niger, the reliable little worker that organises summer kitchen raids and annual flying ant days. They’re small, dark, and hopelessly industrious. When one finds food, it leaves a chemical trail back to the nest so others can follow. Soon the column forms, straight as a ruler, heading from the prize to home and back again. It’s hard not to admire the efficiency. If humans were as organised, we’d have finished the HS2 railway decades ago.
Ants are, by any measure, a success story. They’ve been around for over a hundred million years, which means they’ve outlived the dinosaurs and most government initiatives. There are an estimated ten thousand trillion of them worldwide — that’s a one followed by sixteen zeroes, which is comfortably more than the number of pounds currently missing from the Treasury. They exist on every continent except Antarctica, and it’s only a matter of time before some bright spark discovers them there as well.
What makes them extraordinary isn’t their number, though; it’s what they’ve built with it. An ant colony is one of nature’s great cooperative ventures. Each worker acts individually, but the group behaves as a single organism. There’s no planning department, no hierarchy of middle managers, yet somehow they manage farming, construction, childcare, defence, and waste disposal all at once. Their communication is chemical — pheromone trails and scent signals — and incredibly precise. One ant finds a crumb and tells a thousand others exactly where it is, how big it is, and whether it’s worth the effort. Humans need emails, phone calls, and a PowerPoint presentation for less.
My second run-in with them happened during what was meant to be a peaceful picnic. It was a village-green sort of afternoon — dogs chasing balls, children squealing, the faint tang of sun cream and pork pies. We spread out a tartan blanket, opened the sandwiches, and began to enjoy the illusion of rural calm. Ten minutes later a scout arrived. Just one, darting along the fabric in exploratory zig-zags. I gave it a polite flick. It returned with reinforcements.
What followed was less an invasion than a swift and efficient takeover. From the corner of the blanket, a small army materialised, crossing the chequered plains like explorers in the new world. They were everywhere — on the lid of the trifle, under the crisps, halfway up the wine bottle. Panic erupted briefly among the adults. The children, however, were thrilled. They crouched down to watch, cheering on whichever ant looked most determined. Within a few minutes, half the picnic had been parcelled up and transported into the grass.
It was impossible not to be impressed. There was no confusion, no wasted effort. A worker would locate a crumb, try to lift it, then call in assistance. Another would arrive, adjust the grip, and together they’d manoeuvre the thing towards home like tiny removal men. It was all quiet cooperation and perfect focus. Not a single argument broke out about who was doing the heavy lifting. It’s easy to mock, but there was something dignified about it — a sense of purpose completely alien to the human world.
After that, I began looking for them deliberately. In the garden I found little heaps of excavated soil between paving stones — the entrance mounds of colonies that had been there longer than the patio itself. In the park I noticed tiny streams of movement along the edges of tree roots. At first glance they were just dots, but if you watched for more than a few seconds you started to see structure: supply lines, patrols, sentries, and workers hauling mysterious loads that might be seeds or the remains of some unfortunate insect.
One afternoon, out of sheer curiosity, I decided to test their navigational skills. I placed a small blob of raspberry jam on the patio — a sort of open invitation. Within minutes, two scouts arrived. One circled the prize, the other dashed home. Ten minutes later a whole squad appeared, charging straight towards the jam like a rescue team. I tried moving the blob a few centimetres to the left. Within seconds they adjusted course. I tried again. They adapted. By the third move they’d split into two teams: one guarding the original spot, the other heading for the new one. Efficient doesn’t begin to cover it. You could almost hear them sighing at the amateurishness of human interference.
From ground level, a lawn becomes a forest. Blades of grass are as tall as trees; raindrops cling to them like glass baubles. The soil is warm, rich, and full of passageways. Beneath it lies the colony — a series of chambers and tunnels that can stretch metres underground, housing a queen who might live for twenty years. Around her, thousands of daughters work continuously: feeding the larvae, grooming one another, repairing the nest, or foraging for food. There is no rest, but there’s no panic either. The whole thing hums along like a perfectly tuned engine.
The more I learned, the more I realised how limited our usual view of ants is. We see them as pests or curiosities, but in ecological terms they’re keystones. They aerate the soil, disperse seeds, recycle organic matter, and even control pests by preying on other insects. Without them, ecosystems would collapse faster than a politician under questioning. Every handful of soil contains traces of their work.
There’s also a Britishness to them that’s hard not to appreciate. They queue, in their way. They form committees — or at least appear to. They maintain tidy, well-kept homes. They’re unfailingly polite to members of their own colony and ruthlessly suspicious of outsiders. You could almost imagine them wearing little high-visibility vests marked “Keep Calm and Carry Crumbs.”
On damp mornings you can find yellow meadow ants tending their herds of aphids underground, milking them for honeydew. In woodlands, red wood ants build conical mounds of pine needles that steam gently in the sun, ventilated by a network of tunnels. In London’s parks, the tiny pavement ant scurries between paving slabs, feeding on sandwich crumbs and the occasional chip. Each species has carved out its own version of survival in our landscape. They’ve learned our habits. In a way, they live alongside us — unnoticed tenants in our gardens and verges.
What fascinates me most, though, is how invisible it all is. We trample over entire empires every day without noticing. The average patio in Britain probably covers three or four colonies, each with thousands of inhabitants. Under the paving stones of London, ants are quietly thriving in warm soil, scavenging from crumbs and litter. In parks and fields they farm aphids for honeydew, a sweet substance they collect like beekeepers. Some species even build rafts to float across puddles after rain. All of this happens without fanfare, just centimetres away from our oblivious shoes.
Ants are also great survivors of human folly. We spray, stamp, and scrub, but they simply move sideways. Block one entrance and they’ll dig another by morning. Pour boiling water down a nest and they’ll rebuild a few inches away. You can’t really win a war against an opponent who doesn’t know what defeat is.
I once met a man on an allotment who swore by them. He called them “the gardeners’ apprentices” and refused to disturb their nests. He claimed they kept his soil loose and his greenfly under control. “They’ll shift a tonne of earth a year if you let them,” he said, patting the side of a compost bin as if it were a loyal dog. He was probably exaggerating, but he wasn’t wrong about their usefulness. Soil scientists have measured the effect of ant tunnelling on drainage and aeration. In miniature, they do what earthworms do: keep the ground alive.
It’s humbling, really. While we argue about the Wi-Fi speed or the cost of petrol, they’re carrying on with the same unbroken traditions that have served them since the Cretaceous. They don’t care who’s in government. They don’t care about deadlines. Their entire existence is a series of practical problems — find food, feed young, defend nest — and they solve them beautifully.
That’s what this book sets out to explore. Not the biology alone, though there’ll be plenty of that, but the attitude. Ants are masters of purpose. They don’t fuss about hierarchy or ambition; they just do what needs doing. There’s a quiet grace in that. It’s easy to see them as mindless automatons, but that misses the point. The colony is intelligent, even if the individuals aren’t. Together, they display behaviours that border on genius: building ventilation systems, farming fungus, herding aphids, even staging wars that last generations. All without a single brain in charge.
I often think of that original kitchen colony. Somewhere under the paving, the queen is probably still there, laying eggs in the dark. Her workers are out this very minute, scavenging among the flowerpots. Another colony will be under the lawn, another by the compost heap. Each one humming along, entirely self-contained, invisible yet essential. We live surrounded by them — tiny, ancient neighbours sharing our world with perfect indifference.
It changes the way you see things. A crack in the pavement stops being a flaw; it’s an avenue. A fallen leaf becomes a roof. A drizzle of sugar on the table is a potential economic boom. Once you’ve seen the world from an ant’s point of view, it’s hard to unsee it. You find yourself stepping more carefully, looking more closely, and perhaps feeling a bit less certain of human superiority.
So yes, this began with a jam-related domestic disturbance, but it’s grown into something larger: a long look at the secret empire under our feet. We’ll wander through lawns and flowerbeds, into woods and hedgerows, across kitchen floors and picnic blankets. We’ll meet the queens, the soldiers, the farmers and thieves. And along the way, we might discover that these small, silent creatures have more to teach us about cooperation, resilience and sheer bloody persistence than most self-help books ever will.
The next time you spot that line of black dots marching along the skirting board, try watching instead of wiping. You’ll be looking at one of nature’s oldest, most successful societies — a living example of what can be achieved when everyone pulls together, keeps busy, and doesn’t spend half the day arguing about whose turn it is to take out the bins.
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Across Britain, ants are among the most familiar and least considered of all animals. They occupy almost every patch of ground in the country, from heather-clad moorland to suburban patios, yet most people encounter them only in passing — a black trail across a kitchen floor, or a sudden swarm of winged insects on a warm July afternoon. Beneath those brief appearances lies a constant presence. For every colony noticed, dozens more go unseen, hidden in lawns, verges and woodland soil. The nation is, in effect, quietly humming with ants. 
There are around fifty-five recognised ant species in the United Kingdom. Some are so common that they have become part of the domestic landscape, while others live secret lives in isolated habitats such as chalk grassland or the edges of pine forests. Together they represent a miniature society that mirrors, in structure and complexity, the larger world above. To understand British ants is to notice the networks that thread through everyday life — the ground beneath a picnic, the base of a tree, the cracks between paving stones.
The most visible of them all is the black garden ant, Lasius niger. Found from Cornwall to the Highlands, it is the archetypal ant of British childhoods: small, dark, fast-moving and perpetually busy. Its nests form beneath slabs and pavements, the entrances marked by a scatter of fine soil. Each colony contains a single queen and many thousands of workers, the majority female, who live for a year or more. Their task is constant maintenance — feeding larvae, protecting the queen, expanding tunnels, and foraging for food. On warm days, the workers fan out across lawns and patios in search of anything edible. Sugary crumbs, fruit juice, and the occasional dead insect all find their way back to the nest.
The foraging process depends entirely on communication. A single worker, finding a food source, returns to the nest while releasing a pheromone trail — a faint chemical scent detectable only to her sisters. Others follow the invisible path and reinforce it, creating a feedback loop that rapidly becomes a well-worn highway. If the source is exhausted, the trail fades and is abandoned. In this way, Lasius niger manages complex logistics without leadership or planning. Every decision emerges collectively from chemical exchange.
Although the black garden ant is the best known, it is far from the only British representative of its order. The yellow meadow ant, Lasius flavus, spends most of its life below ground. Its workers are smaller, paler and less aggressive than their surface-dwelling relatives. Their nests create the characteristic low, domed mounds that pepper old meadows and golf courses, particularly in southern England. Inside these earthen structures, the ants tend herds of root-feeding aphids, which excrete a sugary liquid known as honeydew. The ants stroke the aphids with their antennae to encourage production and feed on the result — an arrangement so consistent that the two species have become interdependent. Without the protection of the ants, the aphids would quickly fall to predators; without the aphids, the ants would lose their main source of carbohydrates.
A different kind of ant dominates Britain’s coniferous woodlands. The red wood ant, Formica rufa, is larger, stronger, and more conspicuous than either of the Lasius species. Its nests rise as great mounds of pine needles, often a metre across and alive with movement. Colonies may contain hundreds of thousands of workers and several queens. The surface of the nest, dark with ants, is warm to the touch, heated both by metabolic activity and by careful positioning: the mound faces south to capture sunlight and is built thickest where wind exposure is greatest. Within its chambers, temperature and humidity are carefully regulated, creating a microclimate that allows eggs and larvae to develop even when the air outside is cool.
Wood ants are active hunters. They forage over wide areas, climbing trees to collect honeydew from aphids or capturing other invertebrates to feed to their larvae. Their bite is accompanied by a spray of formic acid, a defensive chemical that gives them their name. Walk through a forest on a hot day and the faint, vinegary scent of formic acid can sometimes be detected near the mounds. These ants play an important ecological role, controlling populations of small arthropods and redistributing nutrients through the forest floor. They also act as engineers of the soil, turning and mixing leaf litter as they build and maintain their nests.
Another familiar species is the common red ant, Myrmica rubra. Smaller than the wood ants but equally assertive, it occupies lawns, heaths and the margins of paths. Its sting can deliver a sharp irritation to human skin, though in Britain it is mild compared with its continental relatives. Myrmica species are generalists, feeding on small insects, nectar and carrion. They also host several forms of parasitic wildlife, including the larvae of the large blue butterfly (Phengaris arion), which are carried into the nest after mimicking the chemical scent of ant brood. Once inside, the caterpillars prey on the ants’ own larvae, completing their development before emerging as butterflies the following summer. The relationship is a striking example of how deeply embedded ants are within wider ecosystems: they influence, and are influenced by, countless other organisms.
The variety of ant species across Britain reflects the range of environments available to them. In dry heathland and coastal dunes, the silky-textured Formica fusca constructs nests beneath stones and in sandy soil. In damp woodland, Myrmica ruginodis thrives among mosses and rotting timber. Even within cities, species such as Tetramorium caespitum — the pavement ant — have adapted to life between slabs and along kerbs, feeding on waste left by humans. Some introduced species, including Lasius neglectus, have begun to spread through heated buildings and greenhouses, though Britain’s cool climate limits the success of most foreign ants.
At first glance, all ants look broadly alike, yet their bodies are models of efficiency. Like other members of the family Formicidae, they possess three main sections: head, thorax and abdomen, connected by a narrow “waist” known as the petiole. The head carries a pair of jointed antennae, used for smell, taste and touch, and strong mandibles that act as both tools and weapons. The thorax anchors six legs capable of astonishing strength relative to body size. In proportion, a worker ant can lift and carry objects many times its own weight. The abdomen contains the digestive and reproductive organs, and in some species a venom gland.
Most British ants are wingless for the majority of their lives. Only the reproductive males and young queens develop wings, which they use for a brief nuptial flight during the summer. On warm, humid days, often following rain, thousands of winged ants take to the air simultaneously. The phenomenon, popularly known as “flying ant day,” is not a single national event but a series of local emergences triggered by weather conditions. After mating in flight, the males die within hours, and the fertilised queens shed their wings to begin new colonies. Each digs a small chamber in the soil and seals herself in, living on stored energy until her first brood of workers matures and opens the nest to the outside world.
The structure of an established colony varies by species, but in general it functions as a single organism composed of many specialised parts. The queen’s sole role is reproduction; she may lay thousands of eggs over her lifetime. The workers are responsible for everything else — foraging, nest building, tending the young, and
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