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Forshaw and Knight’s Vanished and vanishing 
parrots: profiling extinct and endangered species is a 
work of compelling significance and substance; 
it is rigorous and wide ranging, engaging and 
illuminating, beautiful and yet deeply disturbing. 
Different to the majority of illustrated and 
illustrative texts that take parrots as their focus, 
and indeed the comparisons to Forshaw and 
Cooper’s seminal work on the subject, Australian 
parrots (3rd rev. ed. 2002) are stark, this work’s 
singular concern is the plight of this most 
marvellous and varied of species. Seventy-four 
parrot species are afforded consideration; as the 
book’s title makes clear – each of them is either 
extinct or endangered. And as much as one may 
wish it were otherwise, Forshaw’s treatment of 
this array of birds makes clear that there are no 
quick, clear or easy remedies to the prevailing 
predicament. Instead, what reading and 
consideration of Vanished and vanishing parrots 
does make clear is that, just as the range of 
contexts covered is broad, so too are the concerns 
and catalysts for decline many and varied. 
Nonetheless, if any consolation is to be found 
within the covers of this book, it may well be that 
a knowledge-base clearly exists, and that it is 
growing; that research and restoration initiatives 

are underway – both here and abroad – and are 
being led by proactive and committed entities, 
and that with a work such as this – fashioned as 
it is upon a voluminous array of academic articles 
and publications – a foundation for hope and a 
pathway forward has been established. 

To hold this book is to feel the weight of time and 
effort invested in its production. To leaf through 
the pages, the paper heavy and textured, the 
printing crisp, the formatting and organisation 
clear and easy to negotiate, is to know that this 
is a book that rewards reader investment – not 
only of time, but also money. Because this is an 
expensive book. But to own this book is to be 
richly rewarded, if for no other reason than to be 
privileged to experience Frank Knight’s luminous 
and exquisite illustrations. They are works of art. 
Most famous for his association with Graham 
Pizzey and their Field guide to the birds of Australia, 
herein Knight has been released from the 
constraints of form and genre. In the field guide, 
for the most part his rendering of birds and their 
features lacks for context; an occasional branch, 
some leaves, perhaps a land feature. In Vanished 
and vanishing parrots, the depiction of context 
is integral to the depiction of the species. Each 
is fully realised across the full extent of an A4 
page. Sometimes singularly, sometimes in pairs, 
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occasionally in groups, the depicted birds inhabit 
both place and space. 

The manner and means of Knight’s depictions 
allows the reader to view and consider images 
that are more experiential than diagnostic in 
their function and purpose. In effect, to see these 
illustrations is to see these birds being who 
they are (or were), where they are (or were). 
Furthermore, throughout, dozens of eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century illustrations are 
embedded in the text, be it in support of Knight’s 
speculative rendering of extinct species, or to 
complement and contrast his presentation of 
known and assumed features of rarely sighted 
species. In short, there is considerable value in 
the illustrations alone; but this is a text with an 
agenda far more significant than promoting the 
aesthetic merits of these species. 

Following a forward by Noel F. R. Snyder, 
noted American ornithologist, educator and 
researcher, and director of the US Wildlife Trust’s 
Parrot programs from 1989 to 1998, in which 
he discusses disease as causation factor for 
predation amongst Carolina Parakeet, Conuropsis 
carolinensis, Puerto Rican Parrot, Amazona 
vittata, and Thick-billed Parrot, Rhynchopsitta 
pachyrhyncha populations, the text proper begins. 
Commencing with an introduction from the 
author covering the multitudinous forces and 
factors arrayed against parrot populations, 
Forshaw also makes a case for the book’s central 
concern – the lack of data for all parrot groups 
and the corollary problem that this highlights; the 
lack of in-depth qualitative analyses of the nature 
and trends in threats to parrot populations. 

As Forshaw states, “Parrots are more threatened 
than other comparable taxonomic groups.” But 
why? And perhaps that’s the underpinning 
function and purpose of this work – to suggest 
that ‘context matters’ and that ‘there’s no one-
size-fits-all’ solution is a moot point; what 
is irrefutable is that we know so little about 
how and why so many birds can warrant a 
publication titled Vanished and vanishing parrots.

Followed by a detailed and wide-ranging 
account of the Fossil History of Parrots by the 
Australian Museum’s Walter E. Boles, the body 
of Vanished and vanishing parrots is organised 
into three distinct categories: Australasian 
distribution (35 birds); Afro-Asian distribution (5 
birds), and Neotropical distribution (34 birds). In 
keeping with its ostensible function and purpose 
of being a reference work, the text subscribes to a 
clear and consistent set of organising principles: 
prior to discussion of each bird, across all three 
categories, contextualising information and data 
is provided on the bird or birds’ superfamily, 
family, genus, and where appropriate, their 
subfamily and/or tribe. Thereafter, each bird is 
afforded detailed diagnostic treatment under 
each of the following headings: description; 
distribution; status; habitats; habits; calls; diet 
and feeding; breeding, and eggs.

The text for each entry is, for the most part, 
surprisingly engaging for a text-type of this nature. 
The superfamily ‘framing narrative’ for each bird 
is, clearly, both necessary and useful in order to 
orientate the reader and situate the bird within 
a larger schema, but, along with the material 
presented under the headings Description, 
Distribution and Eggs, is dry and perfunctory. It 
is when these matters of particular detail are dealt 
with that Forshaw’s text takes flight. 

A reference work this is, but so too is it a text 
inflected with the passion and insights of 
not only an eminently qualified and learned 
individual, but also that of an author who is 
both deeply engaged with and concerned by the 
situation of his subjects. The authorial voice is, 
in effect, that of Forshaw speaking; it reads as if 
he is offering a personal account of that which 
matters, but his judgements and pronouncements 
are not singular in their making. The References 
Cited section runs to 19 two-column pages, 
with 808 texts cited within the book, and when 
deployed throughout, these works and their 
concerns are synthesised into Forshaw’s account 
and serve to add texture rather than function as 
substantive text. 
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Reading the treatment of each bird is akin to 
accompanying Forshaw on a fieldtrip as he 
tells of and talks to both the behaviours and 
experiences, and contexts and concerns of each 
bird. This is especially so as Forshaw journeys 
through members of the Australasian species, 
and it becomes manifestly clear that here he is 
negotiating intimately familiar terrain. Suffice to 
say, treatments of the Afro-Asian and Neotropical 
distribution birds are erudite and illuminating, 
and no less rewarding for the effort expended in 
reading of them, but are rarely privileged to the 
welcome intrusion of the first-person voice and 
the anecdotal embellishments that characterise 
the Australasian section. 

When reading about the Golden-shouldered 
Parrot, Psephotellus chrysopterygius, the Swift 
Parrot, Lathamus discolor, the Ground Parrot, 
Pezoporus wallicus, and most especially the 
Orange-bellied Parrot, Neophema chrysogaster, 
the experience transcends that of being simply 
educative and morphs into a pleasure more 
profound, and more rewarding. To this end, and 
being mindful that the book never positions 
itself as being anything other than a reference 
text, and I have every confidence that it will 
be highly regarded and widely employed as 
such, I must confess to wishing at times that 
this book was something other; that in a parallel 
universe, Forshaw released a complementary 
book contending only with the Australasian 
birds, dispensed with conventional organising 
constraints, and gave free reign to guiding 
us through what needs to be said and shown 
about each of these birds, such is the power and 
potency of his prose.

A caveat to this recommendation of the visceral 
rewards on offer is carried in the book’s title: 
Vanished and vanishing parrots. As engaging and 
compelling as Forshaw’s prose may be, the book 
remains a sobering and at times confronting 
reading experience. Turn to the entry for the 
Paradise Parrot, Psephotellus pulcherrimus, and 
in the margin is a sizeable red tag with the word 
‘EXTINCT’ embedded there; the first words 

under the heading Status, “It is a tragedy that 
arguably the most beautiful of Australian parrots 
has been lost.” To his credit, and reflective of his 
authorial and academic integrity, Forshaw does 
not descend to the didactic. Nor does he shy away 
from predation attribution or the apportioning 
of blame, but does so in a manner that is both 
dispassionate yet calmly and clearly reasoned. 
As an example of such, with regard to the Red-
fronted Parakeet, Cyanoramphus novaezelaniae, 
Forshaw writes, “I do not share the view that 
recognition of the Norfolk Island population as a 
separate species enhances conservation priorities, 
for that endangered population is deserving of 
the highest conservation effort irrespective of its 
taxonomic status.” 

Be it habitat loss or degradation, competition 
from introduced species, disease, the live-
bird trade, environmental change and its 
consequent impacts, biological attributes, or 
anthropogenic and socio-economic factors, 
Forshaw presents a wide-ranging and balanced 
treatment of the forces and factors impacting 
upon parrot populations; his determinations are 
consistently and comprehensively supported 
and/or substantiated with varied case-study 
evidence and interpretive analysis. By no means 
an ‘easy read’, when appropriate or necessary, 
Forshaw’s argumentation is presented in a clear 
and considered fashion; I particularly liked that 
Forshaw questions and challenges authorities and 
received orthodoxies – for instance, in regards 
the listing of the Grey Parrot on CITES Appendix 
I, he writes, “… it is timely to pose the question 
– How effective are CITES controls in restricting 
trade in this, or in any other parrot species?” and 
then proceeds over a couple of columns to make 
a sound case, through linked comparisons, for the 
need for synthesised research studies to provide 
appropriate and sufficient data to support and 
substantiate better policy determinations.

Does Vanished and vanishing parrots have flaws 
or weaknesses? If there are any, when reading 
and thinking on this text, I did not feel at all 
inclined to consider such. I’m no ornithologist, 






