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There are many Australians who have never seen a Black Cockatoo, except perhaps zoos.  These fine birds belong mainly to the big timber and the solitary places of the country.  They are shy birds and usually keep well away from people.  Flying often in immense flocks, at a great height, they harmonise with the eerie weirdness of the gaunt, lofty gum trees which seem to reach out to them.

In the south-eastern corner of Australia, the trees grow upwards of 200 feet or 300 feet, and the Black Cockatoos’ nest and rest in their topmost branches, appearing like imps of blackness to ground-tied humanity far beneath.

The favourite haunts of the Yellow-tailed Black Cockatoos are the coastal districts and neighbouring mountain ranges, and the adjacent open forest lands from the neighbourhood of the Herbert River to north-eastern Queensland throughout eastern New South Wales into Victoria, and the eastern parts of South Australia and Kangaroo Island. 

Usually, they are seen in pairs or small flocks of four or five individuals. 

Australians will perhaps be surprised to learn that there are no cockatoos in Europe, none in Asia except India, none in Africa north of the Tropic of Cancer, and only one in North America.  There are various parrots found in other lands, but the only Cockatoo known outside the Australian region is a species in the Philippines.  We are fortunate here, and it is obviously our duty to protect unique bird life.

Like their snowy white cousins, the Black Cockatoos appear to live for 100 years and even longer.  They favour smaller flocks but may be seen occasionally in mobs of 50. 

The black palm cockatoo of the Cape York jungles is the giant of all Black Cockatoos.

The aim of this book is to take an historical look at Black Cockatoos, how they were viewed by people, their history, habits, species, diet, habitat, personality, identification and so much more.  

I hope you enjoy reading and learning more about these beautiful birds.

Species of Black Cockatoos

There are five distinct species of Black Cockatoos in Australia.  The Funereal Black Cockatoo is one of the best known.  Its ear coverts are of a dull yellow.  This bird belongs to the genus Calyptorhynchus, which means a hidden bill, as the bill is often covered by the puffed-up feathers.  These birds always lay their eggs in the hollows of trees.

They live chiefly in the mountainous and heavily timbered country, and feed extensively upon the seeds in the pods, or nuts of the forest oak, eucalyptus, and other trees.

Their flight usually is slow and laboured, yet they can dive about between the trees in a rapid manner.

Their call is slowly drawn out and mournful and resembles “wy-ee-la”.  These birds cut large openings into the green eucalyptus trees with their powerful bills when hunting for big, fat, wood-boring grubs.

In the Dorrigo and Clarence River districts of New South Wales, there are trees eaten into by these birds for nearly ten inches when grub hunting.  In such cases the ground beneath is strewn with large splinters.  The birds are also fond of the flat grubs that live under the bark on recently rung, dead standing trees, and strip the bark off in great quantities when searching. 

The five species of Black Cockatoos are the Big Palm Cockatoo or the Great Palm Cockatoo (Probosciger aterrimus) being the largest and the Glossy or Leach Black Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus lathami) being the smallest  

The others are the Red-tailed or Banks Black Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus banksi), the Yellow-tailed or Funereal Black Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus funereus) and Western Australia’s White-tailed or Baudin’s Black Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus baudini). 

Except for the Palm Cockatoo, which inhabits the Cape York Peninsula and also occurs in the Aru Islands and New Guinea, the others are found throughout Australia.  They are somewhat nomadic, their movements being regulated by the food supply, the seeding of the different species of Banksias, Casuarinas, etc.

The Yellow-tailed or Funereal Black Cockatoos and the Red-tailed (Banksian) are the best-known species. All the Black Cockatoos are to be met with in Queensland, with the exception of that strange West Australian, the White-tailed.  They are picturesque birds, which claim the whole attention whenever they are seen.  An experienced old bushman of the West, claimed that these birds were reliable bush barometers, forecasting storms when they came in after wattle grubs.

The common Funereal Cockatoo has a yellow-banded tail whereas the others have tails barred with red or white feathers.

The White-tailed Black Cockatoo is the only one not found in Queensland.  Black Cockatoos are quite good talkers if kept as pets.  The Great Palm Cockatoo is the only black species with a real crest.

The Size of Black Cockatoos

Black Cockatoos are larger birds than the white except for the Little Glossy Black. 

The Black Cockatoo is a magnificent bird.  It measures about 30 inches, of which the tail is ten inches. 

Black Cockatoo Beaks

Their beaks are specially adapted by nature for biting through wood and other hard substances to enable them to obtain the food upon which they mainly subsist.

The largest Black Cockatoos are found in New Guinea.  Its most curious feature is its bill which enables it to live on the Kanary Nut, which is found on the highest trees.  This nut is so hard that only a heavy hammer will break it.  No other bird can eat it.  The Cockatoo cuts a notch in the nut by a sawing motion of his lower bill.  It then breaks off a piece with a sharp nip.  It’s very long and very sharp upper mandible is inserted and the kernel is eaten.

All Black Cockatoo species have extremely large beaks and jaw muscles so powerful that the birds can crack the triangular Kanary nut which just about defies a table nutcracker.

Besides nut cracking, the birds use their beaks for digging holes in the trunks and branches of trees to extract witchety grubs.

Their bills are exceptionally powerful, as one may judge by the way they tear through pieces of bark and wood of infested trees, often to depths of six inches and into green trees, seeking grubs, and the ease with which they crack hard seed-cones.
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Where do Black Cockatoos Lay Their Eggs?

BLACK COCKATOOS CHOOSE A hole in a very tall gum, very often a dead and rotten tree, the eggs will be found about six feet down inside a hollow.

The males feed their sitting mates in the nesting season as lovingly as little yellow robins do.

Nesting time is in July, August and September.

The young ones are very difficult to rear, and very noisy.
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(a three-week-old baby black cockatoo.)

THE FIRST RECORDED egg of the great palm cockatoo (of North Queensland, New Guinea, and the Aru Islands) came from Papua.  Some years later in 1897, a specimen was collected at Cape York – the first authenticated egg of the giant Black Cockatoo found in Australia.  As a rule, one egg forms the clutch.  

Around 1880, nests of the Banksian Black Cockatoo, which ranges from Queensland to Victoria and South Australia, were found in Western Queensland, nesting in May and June.  The eggs seen were the first authenticated sighting.  The nests were in tall gum trees on the Darling.

Nests of the Red-tailed cockatoo were discovered by the Horn Scientific Expedition to Central Australia in 1894.  Many pairs were found nesting on the Finke and other rivers. 

They nest in holes in trees, usually at great heights from the ground, and one or two white eggs are laid for a sitting.

These birds are not abroad by day, but nesting and roosting in places, which may be located by looking for pellets of food remains, which the birds vomit out of the hollow onto the ground.

The most extraordinary thing about the hatching is, the young are looked after by the parents until nearly 

These birds are not abroad by day, but nesting and roosting in places, which may be located by looking for pellets of food remains, which the birds vomit out of the hollow onto the ground.

The most extraordinary thing about the hatching is, the young are looked after by the parents until nearly fledged.
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Shyness in Black Cockatoos

Black Cockatoos are excessively shy, and will only nest in dense, high forests.

Shy, retiring birds, they prefer the quiet bush recesses, away from the haunts of people.  They are restless birds and rarely remain long in any tree.

They are very shy birds when they have a nest, and it is not often that an opportunity is obtained of observing one going to or coming from the nesting hollow.

The Great Palm Black Cockatoo is a very shy bird and feeds chiefly upon the tender tops of palms, attacking the hearts. 

[image: ]

Black Cockatoos in the Manly Warringah Area in 1913

THE VERY LARGE YELLOW-tailed Black Cockatoo was very numerous in the Manly and Warringah area around 1913, during the winter and early summertime.

They would travel in flocks of 10 to 15, wide distances apart, keeping to the coastline and feeding from off the ground on a certain seed shed from one of the hardest nuts of a native plant.

The birds were rarely annoyed by residents and fed close alongside residences at times.

There was always one of the birds on guard to give the alarm note on the approach of danger.

The Black Cockatoo Diet

Their main diet consists of grubs, borers, etc., which are found in the trunks and limbs of trees, green and dead.  These fine birds, however, are friends rather than enemies of the forester. If they sometimes damage trees they compensate with compound interest by the ceaseless war they make upon insect enemies of the forest timber. 

Black Cockatoos feed on gum nuts, but if forest food is short, they will feed on whatever they can.

Yellow and Red-tailed Black Cockatoos are very fond of the Cullagolla or swamp sandalwood seeds. 

Black cockatoos feed on the seeds of the Eucalypts, Banksia, and Casurinas, and on large white beetles and timber insects and larvae.

The Black Cockatoos are most useful birds, for they are nearly always waging war against the boring insects and pupa thereof.  These destructive insects are a great menace to our forest trees, and the black cockatoo was created to keep them in check.  The birds soon locate the insects under the sappy bark of the trees and branches, and with their strong bills extract the boring insects and their lava from their tunnel-like auger holes. 
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