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Tia: Pink
or Yellow?
A walk with (12-year-old) Tia on an island in the Indonesian Archipelago

It was dawn and light was bright and clear on
the peak of Gunung Api, the ‘fire mountain’
at the far end of the island.
We walked together down the beach and a
small and mottled heron flew up at our feet,
landed ahead on the sand, ruffled, walked,
watched us coming on, lengthened its neck
in new alarm and flew another few reluctant
yards.
Every time it took flight, it uttered a sharp,
broken “key” sound in a descending tone.
“Puchong laut,” said Tia and laughed gently.
“He sings a green song.”
For a moment I simply enjoyed the bird and
the poetry of her description, but then it
occurred to me that only I knew it as a Little
Green Heron. In fact, it wasn’t very green
at all.

The literal translation of her name for it was
something like “long legs of the sea.”
“Why green?” I asked her.
“That is its colour. His voice is like a sharp
new leaf or thorn.”
“Not brown?”
“No of course not. Brown is the sound
of katak.”
Katak was the local toad. The common
lumpy one that popped itself up near lights in
the village at night and produced a derisory
sound that was indeed rather brown.
The idea was beginning to grow on me.
“What makes a black sound?”
“Buffalo. And thunder.”
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“White?”
The sea where it touches the sand.”
Now I was really hooked.
Tia was giving me these examples without
hesitation, as though she was used to
hearing sounds in colour.
And what really appealed to me was that
the colours were totally appropriate. They
were the colours of the objects producing
the sound.
I thought of the tawny roar of a lion; the scarlet scream of a macaw; of the deep bronze
boom of an important bell, and of how the
little ones that tinkled tended to be silver.
“Tia.” I said her name clearly. “What colour
is that?”
“Pink when you say it, like an orchid. Paman
Abu makes it yellow.”
“And Abu?”
“Sometimes blue, sometimes brown...
It depends.”

“On what?”
“The one who says it, and if they feel friendly.”
She was clearly getting a little impatient with
all this talk about something so obvious, but I
couldn’t leave it alone.
“All sounds have colours?”
“Astaga! You did not know?”
“No.”
“How can you listen to talk or music without
colour?” Her eyes were full of pity.
“When the drums talk, they lay a carpet of
brown, like soft sand on the ground. A
dancer stands on this. Then the gongs call
in green and yellow, building forests through
which we move and turn. And if we lose our
way, there is always the white thread of the
flute or the song to guide us home.”
She shook her head in sorrow and dismay
and, faced with the wisdom of this 12-yearold, I felt like a backward child.

Source: Watson, L. (1976). Gifts of Unknown Things. (pp. 50–51 ). London: Hodder & Stroughton.
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