
Magpies                  by Dennis Whelan

I’ve had a family of magpies living around my

place for what seems like forever. Bill, my very

big dachshund weighing in at 18 kg, just

happened to decide to chase after some of the

maggie family when we went for walks when he

was a pup. Now that was not a good thing to do,

as maggies have very long memories. Every year

since then when we come to the breeding

season they wait for him. I think they enjoy it, and

dive bomb him. Bill being none too bright has no

idea why they do this; all he knows is something

comes down from on high and sometimes gives

him a peck. But he never seems to associate it

with the magpies.

I see the male (evidently it’s the male that does

the attacking) waiting on a power pole or a

branch. As we pass he comes down, completes

the attack, then, converting speed into energy,

soars up to another vantage point and down he

comes again. This carries on until he’s satisfied

he’s driven the little bugger away. Interestingly he

never attacks me, only Bill, although he passes

right beside me on his bombing run. Evidently

maggies tend to only attack something they think

is an enemy. Trying to hit them doesn’t help,

better to just get out of the area and especially to

be kind to them out of the breeding season. They

can be dangerous if they make a frontal attack-

every year there are reports of people losing an

eye - though generally they prefer to attack from

behind.

I love it and encourage the maggie to teach Bill a

well-deserved lesson, although this year when

they seem to have decided he’s been punished

enough.

Radio National ran an interesting program

several weeks ago on our much loved magpies.

Magpies mate for life and evidently the female

always sits on the nest while the male does most

of the foraging. Sometimes the male gets killed,

perhaps by being hit by a vehicle, but it’s pretty

rare. With some kind of in-built intuition it’s then

likely another male will replace the now

deceased father of the chicks and will

immediately start foraging for food to feed the

chicks even though they have no blood tie to him.

They usually have between one and three chicks

in a brood. Their nests are large straggly things

made mainly of twigs and branches and they like

including bright items such as tinsel and shiny

paper

Although in a ‘committed relationship’, magpies

can and do sleep around a bit during the

breeding season.

Magpies are native to Australia and are found in

every state or territory. They are not related to

the English magpie but are similar in appearance

and behaviour. They do not flock together like

crows or ravens but stay in families.

They have a territory of about 15 to 25 acres and

they stay in that area for life. Sometimes the

young birds hang around for a year or more with

mum and dad but sooner or later the parents kick

them out and they have to move on to find an

area of their own.

The magpies remember and store information

about everything in their territories, cats, dogs,

and humans. They can identify individual humans

by facial features and presumably animals in the

same way. Nothing happens in their territory that

they don’t know about as they are naturally

inquisitive birds and have excellent eyesight.

They’ve never attacked me because they know I

like them and feed them; they’ll come down to

take food even when I’m quite close.

The beautiful carolling that we all love so much is

mainly carried out in the morning and evening

and is their way of saying,” This is my territory  so

piss off”.

Magpies have phenomenal hearing. When you

see them wandering around the nature strip,

garden or parkland and they cock their heads to

one side they are listening to insects or worms

moving around under the grass. They can

accurately assess the position of the tasty item

and take it with one peck of their powerful beak.

The exact life span of magpies is not known, but

it is estimated as well over 25 years, so the

families we see may well have been in that

general location for hundreds of years. Contrary

to urbanisation destroying the natural habitat of

birds, in fact it has been of enormous benefit to

magpies, as our well-watered lawns, gardens

and parklands are exactly what is needed to

grow the insects and worms that provide their

natural diet.


