Why the Kookaburra laughs at sunrise
An Aboriginal Dreaming story recorded in 1898

Long ago, in the Dreaming, the world was very different.
There was no Sun in the sky.
There was only the Moon and the stars, and the world remained in a soft, shadowy light.

One day, on a great plain, two birds began to quarrel.
One was Dinewan the Emu.
The other was Brolga, the beautiful dancing bird.
Their argument grew and grew until Brolga became very angry.
She rushed towards Dinewan's nest and picked up one of her enormous eggs.
Then, with all her strength—
Brolga threw the egg high into the sky. 

Up...
and up...
and up the egg flew.
Higher than the trees.
Higher than the birds.
Until it reached the sky.
There, the egg struck a great heap of firewood.
CRACK!
The shell broke open.
The golden-yellow yolk spilled across the wood—
and suddenly...
the firewood burst into flames. 

For the first time, brilliant light flooded across the Earth.
The animals were astonished.
They had always lived in the dim light of the Moon and stars.
Now they could see the world around them as they had never seen it before.
The trees.
The plains.
The rivers.
And the colours of the land.
At first, the brightness dazzled them.
But a good spirit who lived in the sky looked down and saw how beautiful the Earth appeared in the new light.
And the spirit decided:
there should be a great light every day. 

And so, according to the story, every night the spirit and his helpers gathered wood.
They piled it high, ready to make the great fire for the next day.
When the firewood was almost ready, they sent out the morning star.
Its appearance told the creatures below:
The darkness is nearly over.
Morning is coming.
But there was a problem.
Many of the animals were asleep.
They couldn't see the morning star.
The spirits needed another way to wake them. 

The spirits wondered what they could do.
They needed a sound.
A sound loud enough to travel through the bush and wake the sleepers before sunrise.
Then, one day, they heard something.
A great laugh rang through the air.
It belonged to Gougourgahgah — the kookaburra.
Gou-gour-gah-gah!
Gou-gour-gah-gah!
The spirits listened.
This was exactly the sound they had been searching for. 

The spirits gave Kookaburra a very important job.
Each morning, as the morning star faded and a new day began, Kookaburra was to laugh as loudly as he could.
His call would wake the sleepers.
It would tell them that darkness was ending.
And it would announce the coming of the Sun.
Kookaburra agreed.
And according to the story, he has called at dawn ever since.
Gou-gour-gah-gah!
Gou-gour-gah-gah!
Gou-gour-gah-gah! 

The story also explains why the Sun changes during the day.
When the spirits first light their fire in the morning, its warmth is gentle.
As more of the firewood catches alight, the day becomes hotter.
By the middle of the day, the whole fire is blazing.
Then, as afternoon passes, the fire slowly begins to die away.
At sunset, only glowing red coals remain.
The spirits cover a few of those embers with clouds and keep them safe...
ready to light the Sun again the following morning. 

Today, kookaburras can still be heard calling as the Australian bush begins to wake.
Their famous laughter is often heard around dawn.
And this old Dreaming story gives one explanation for why.
Kookaburra's laughter announces the coming of the light—
and the beginning of another day.

ABOUT THIS STORY
This story was recorded by Katie Langloh Parker and published in 1898 under the title How the Sun was Made.
Parker recorded Aboriginal stories told to her in New South Wales and other areas.
In this story, Dinewan the Emu and Brolga are described as being on a plain near the Murrumbidgee River.
However, the published account does not identify the individual Aboriginal storyteller or clearly name the Aboriginal Nation from which this particular story came.
For that reason, we have not attributed this story to a particular Aboriginal nation.
The story you have heard is a modern retelling based on that historical record. 


