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One for sorrow,


Two for joy,


Three for a girl,


Four for a boy,


Five for silver,


Six for gold,


Seven for a secret never to be told.


Eight for a wish,


Nine for a kiss,


Ten for a bird you must not miss.


(Traditional)
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Chapter 1: The Secret Life of Magpies: A flappy, feathery, fact-packed journey into one of nature’s biggest gossips




So, you think magpies are just shouty black-and-white birds that divebomb your dog and steal your crisps? 

Think again.

This book is your backstage pass to one of Britain’s cleverest, most mysterious, and seriously underrated creatures. Magpies aren’t just birds — they’re drama queens, thieves, geniuses, mourners, pranksters, and part-time philosophers. No, really.

You might spot one strutting down your garden path like it owns the place, or perched on a lamppost, eyeing your sandwich with military precision. But behind that cocky little tilt of the head lies a brain so sharp it could slice through a logic puzzle blindfolded. Magpies are corvids, which is just science-speak for “birds with freakishly good brains”. They share the same family tree as crows, ravens and jays — all top-tier feathered masterminds.

In this book, we’ll pull the curtain back on what magpies are really up to when they’re not divebombing cyclists or making that bizarre chack-chack-chack noise at six in the morning. And trust us — it’s not what you think.

For starters, did you know magpies can recognise themselves in a mirror? That’s right. Stick a little smudge on their throat, give them a mirror, and they’ll try to wipe it off. That might not sound impressive, until you realise that most animals (including dogs) completely fail that test. Magpies pass. In fact, they’re the only non-mammal to do so. That puts them in a cognitive club with elephants, dolphins, and a select few primates. Not bad for something that looks like it just fell out of a hedge.

They also remember faces. Yours, specifically. Say you throw a pebble at one (don’t), or forget to fill the birdbath. That magpie will remember you. For years. Some researchers wore masks when they tested this, and the birds still recognised the mask later on. So yes, if you’re being watched from a treetop, you probably are.

But intelligence is only half the story. Magpies have style. They’re glossy and gothic, black and white with a flash of iridescent blue-green on the wing. When the sun hits them just right, they shimmer like oil on water. And they strut. Everything about them says confidence. Arrogance, even. Like a bird that knows you should be afraid of them, not the other way around.

And then there’s the mischief. Ask any delivery driver. Magpies have been caught on camera opening parcels, tugging zips, and making off with entire sandwiches. One infamous magpie in Manchester became a local legend for stealing beer bottle caps and dropping them down chimneys. No one knows why. Because it could, presumably.

Of course, you can’t talk magpies without mentioning the old rhyme:

One for sorrow, Two for joy, Three for a girl, Four for a boy...

Most people can recite the first line. Fewer know that there are many versions of this, some ending in gold, others in death, and some that go up to twenty. In parts of the country, it’s considered bad luck to see a single magpie unless you salute it or say "Hello, Mr. Magpie" out loud. (Seriously. People do this. Grown adults.)

Where do these superstitions come from? Mostly, the Middle Ages, when magpies were thought to be half-evil, half-wise, and fully suspicious. In some parts of Europe, they were linked to witches. In others, to souls in limbo. In Korea, they bring good news. In Sweden, they’re considered gossips. In Turkey, they’re thought to sing while flying backwards. Whatever the story, it’s never boring.

And yes, they’ve been accused of theft. Of hoarding rings and watches and spoons. But here's the twist: science says they’re actually not particularly drawn to shiny objects. Recent tests found that magpies were more cautious than curious around glittery items. So where does the myth come from? Possibly opera. In Rossini’s The Thieving Magpie, a servant girl is sentenced to death for stealing, only for it to be revealed that a magpie did it. Cue dramatic music.

In the wild, they eat just about anything: insects, scraps, berries, the occasional baby bird (yes, they can be brutal). They’re opportunists, scavengers, clever foragers. They’ll wait for you to leave your picnic, then swipe the best bit.

But there’s another side to them, too. The weird, sad, almost human side. Magpies have been seen holding what look like funerals. A bird dies, and others gather around it. They peck gently. They call out. Then they fall silent. Some scientists call this curiosity, others think it might be a form of mourning. Either way, it’s eerie. And kind of beautiful.

Magpies also mate for life. They build huge, domed nests and raise their noisy, scrappy young together. Parenting is a full-time job, and magpie mums and dads are fiercely protective. They’ll defend their chicks from foxes, cats, and occasionally, innocent pedestrians who happen to wander too close.

Which brings us to the divebombing. It’s called "swooping season" in Australia, where magpies (a different species, but similar name) go full Hitchcock every spring. Cyclists are advised to attach cable ties to their helmets to keep the birds at bay. In the UK, our magpies are usually a bit more restrained. Usually.

You’ll also find them in cities more and more these days. Urban magpies are thriving. They use streetlights as watchtowers, raid bins, and sometimes build nests in satellite dishes. They’ve adapted. Cleverly. Some even mimic sounds. There’s a recorded case of one magpie imitating a car alarm. Repeatedly. For hours.

Globally, magpies are cultural shapeshifters. In China, they symbolise happiness. In parts of Germany, mischief. In Indigenous Australian mythology, they helped lift the blanket of darkness from the world. In English folk tales, they speak, steal, or warn of coming doom. Name another bird with that kind of resume.

So next time you see one in the park, don’t just shoo it off. Watch it. What’s it doing? Who’s it watching? What might it be planning?

Because magpies are never just being. They’re doing. Calculating. Deciding.

And if you think you are watching them... chances are, they clocked you ten minutes ago.

This book is for the curious. The nosey. The ones who want to know what the birds are whispering about behind your back.

Welcome to the secret life of magpies. It’s about to get interesting.










  
  
Chapter 2: Meet Your New Favourite Bird




So. Magpies. You’ve definitely heard them before you’ve seen them – that weird, raspy screech that sounds like a rusty hinge or someone trying to start a car that absolutely doesn’t want to. That’s the magpie’s calling card. It’s not beautiful. It’s not elegant. It’s just loud. And unapologetic. Much like the bird itself. 

But before we dive headfirst into the drama, let’s start with the basics. Who are magpies, really?

The magpie most of us in the UK are familiar with is the Eurasian magpie, Pica pica. They’re black and white (classic), with a hint of shimmering green or blue in their tail and wings if the light catches just right. Sort of like a bird that dressed for a black-tie event, but then got bored and added some glitter just to stir things up.

They’re roughly the size of a pigeon, but they’ve got a much sharper vibe. Sleeker. More alert. Like they’re always mid-thought. And usually that thought is: “Can I eat this?” or “What is that human doing and can I make it weird?” Magpies have perfected the art of being slightly suspicious of everything while also being deeply nosy about absolutely everything else.

Magpies live basically everywhere in the UK. Cities, towns, countryside, school playgrounds, football pitches, retail parks – if there’s a bin nearby and a half-decent tree to perch on, they’ll make themselves at home. They’re surprisingly adaptable, which is just a polite way of saying they’ll gate-crash your picnic and then stare at you like you’re the one being rude.

They’re urban survivors, countryside schemers, and garden hooligans all rolled into one. And they're not shy about it. They strut through supermarket car parks like they’ve just done a heist. They pick at kebab wrappers, judge your fashion choices, and nest in places that absolutely were not designed for nesting. One pair famously built their nest inside a railway station speaker. The train announcements came out muffled for months.

Diet-wise, they’re not fussy. Magpies are omnivores, which is biology-speak for “hoover with wings.” They’ll eat insects, worms, carrion (that’s dead stuff, sorry), fruit, seeds, and your leftover sausage roll. They’ve also been known to pinch eggs and even chicks from other birds’ nests, which, while a bit brutal, is kind of standard fare in the bird world. Nature isn’t always polite. And magpies? They’re not here for your gentle countryside narrative. They’re here to snack and judge.

And they’re clever about it, too. Magpies aren’t just random scavengers. They’ve got tactics. They’ll watch where you bury something. They’ll remember where they saw a squirrel hide a nut. They’ll time their raids when other birds are distracted. It’s not just instincts – it’s thinking. Real, premeditated, sneaky thinking.








