
‘Mack the Magpie’

Father was a ‘vigneron’ toiling in the legendary vineyards of 
Champagne.  When I felt like dawdling in his company, or perhaps 
on a cool day when Mom dispatched me with a thermos of hot soup, 
I’d head for the perfectly aligned rows of green foliage, the 
backdrop curtain to Ay-Champagne.  

I’d scan the hillside vineyards belonging to ‘Maison Pommery’ 
for a solitary figure, hunched over, stutter-stepping up a steep row of 
vignes.  Notwithstanding the number of anonymous other backsides 
in view, I could always pick out Dad’s – always a little apart, a bit 
further up, usually a row or two removed from the others.  
Depending on the season, the work was in turn delicate or at times 
bone-wearying but in late September and into early October, the 
sticky-sweet, densely bunched Pinot Noir grape was the reward that 
eventually was tenderly coaxed into producing the king of wines – 
Champagne! 

The outdoors and meticulousness of the job perfectly suited to 
his temperament, Dad had a deserved reputation as a hard-working, 
laconic man.  Years after we’d immigrated to Canada, on a 
sentimental journey to my former hometown, I was playing three-
cushion billiards at the ‘Café Sport’ with Jean H., my very best 



childhood pal, when a long retired ‘vigneron’ stood us to a drink.  
“Tell Michel,” he toasted, “he’s well remembered.  Not much talk 
but a good working buddy just the same.  Always passed around 
that home-grown cut tobacco and, God’s truth, could he ever 
work… left us behind even if we were twenty years younger. ” I 
promised to pass the word along and did.  Dad, an ever present 
cigarette dangling, nodded and a satisfied sparkle in his blue eyes 
flashed long enough to know it had meant something to him.

“God’s truth, could he ever work!” That’s was him alright.  
Always up before six a.m., rain or shine, weekday, weekend or 
holiday.  Never heard of ‘later!’ and even less of ‘tomorrow!’  
Simply wasn’t in his vocabulary.  How often he had dunned me to 
perform some task that really could have waited another hour, day, 
month or for all I cared, for ever.  No matter how I’d negotiate, 
procrastinate, fib or out and out lie, impatiently he’d wait, then call 
to remind, or ultimately challenge when he’d start without me.  I’d 
invariably surrender to the least painful alternative – in other words, 
do and be done with it.  No two men ever took more disparate 
routes to get the job done. When he got a little too insistent and I 
was a touch too stubborn, soon inside, a little voice would nag.  At 
such times, I’d remember another time and place when he was the 
best father a boy could hope to have.

Back then, I always rummaged in his pockets, seeking a little 
something he’d bring back from work; an apple or a handful of 
cherries freshly plucked from a tree.  In late autumn he was sure to 
scour the patches of sandy soil overrun with bramble, blackthorn, 
sloe plums and wild roses deemed unsuitable for viniculture.  
Incongruous blots on the otherwise perfectly symmetrical rows of 
vineyards that dotted the immodestly named (or should I say 
optimistically?) ‘Montagne de Reims’.  A mountain certainly not, in 
fact not much more than a respectable hill.  He’d be looking for wild 
quince and in a good year perhaps find a half-dozen or so.  The tart, 
pulpy fruit was best after a first frost had softened the flesh, smelling 
and tasting so fine on my eager palate; I imagined them plundered 



from a Pasha’s garden.

And what could be finer for a boy than to have a father bring 
back part of a sandwich? Don’t snicker! He almost always saved a 
tidbit from lunch – here, ‘food from the fields’ he’d announce as if 
he really meant ‘manna from heaven’.   Often the baguette was 
soggy soaked with meat juices and inside there might be a man-
sized chunk of beef, a piece of sausage or remnant of ham omelette 
Mom had put in.  My favourite morsels were pork chop with 
untrimmed fat and the slightly sour taste of Dijon mustard.  Indeed, 
had I wandered the wilderness alongside Moses, honeyed ‘manna’ 
surely wouldn’t have tasted better. 

That wasn’t all.  At one time or another he’d brought home a 
whole menagerie of wild critters.  Once it was a male mallard found 
tangled on a barbed wire, battered wings and missing flight feathers.  
I remember four motherless leverets and every spring there seemed 
to be a wide-mouthed sparrow fallen from the nest.  Once, I’d 
hauled out a bug-eyed frog indignantly croaking in his ‘musette’; 
another time a grey lizard minus a piece of tail; and a tiny, soft-
furred mole thrown-up by a ploughshare had found safety in his 
canvas haversack.  Dad never failed to rescue a wild creature that 
had run afoul of weather, man-made obstacles or bad luck, however, 
that’s where he ended his obligation to succour fallen beasties.  
Mother and my sisters did their best to mend broken wings or feed 
little ones until they could fend for themselves, sometimes 
succeeding, more often not as sadly wild animals tend to succumb to 
stress as much as to their physical hurt.  Dad checked in the morning 
and when a patient died, he’d quietly make it disappear.  In turn, 
when I woke up and found an empty box, I’d be told the animal had 
recovered and skedaddled out the forgotten open door, or a bird had 
flown the coop via the negligently left ajar window.  I never caught 
on.

I was in second year of primary school when one fine day, 
from his magical ‘musette’ Dad retrieved a young magpie with a 



broken wing.  It’s a handsome, long-tailed bird, about the size of an 
underfed crow – of equal parts black and white.  The beak, head, 
breast are ebony with iridescent flashes on wing and tail and white 
belly, shoulders and primaries.  Unlike its coarse-mannered cousin 
that seems to rise and fall as an autumn leaf in a swirling wind, the 
magpie travels in a straight, bobbing flight with white primaries 
conspicuous as snow-white wing patches.  

For a reason I can’t quite recall I’d chosen to baptise my new 
friend by the name of Mack.  It was fast and easy on the tongue and 
a popular nickname around these times, a left-over I imagine from 
post-war days when American G.I.s were still very present and 
popular around the country.  It seemed every second one was named 
Mack or in turn called everyone they didn’t know with a bright, 
“Hi-ya Mack!” 

 “Hey, what’d ya know Mack? What d’ya say?” had become a 
fashionable greeting between older local boys keen to emulate the 
wise-cracking, perpetual gum chewing Yanks. 
 

As it turned out Mack was a scrappy bird and the wing 
mended but it seemed in no hurry, unlike former guests, to make a 
quick exit and head for the hills.  Realizing how much I liked the 
critter, Dad encouraged his stay-at-home attitude by trimming the 
wing feathers, just a little at the tips, but enough to keep Mack from 
making a long, unscheduled fare-thee-well flight.  The precaution 
was redundant, when Mack could indeed fly properly he stayed put 
anyway, obviously liking its new home just fine.

If you know anything about magpies, you must know how 
mischievous they are and mine turned out to be the Prince of 
Buffoons.  He was a remarkable creature, droll and clever, the best 
pet a boy could ever hope to have.  We became a duo.  Whenever I 
was around, Mack was nearby, most likely perched on my right 
shoulder.  Not toilet-trained, he’d had a couple of unseemly 
accidents and Mom, somewhat disgusted but a good sport, 



fashioned something like a bib to be worn over my shoulder.   In 
time, after I’d squawked a loud and clear, “Pouah!” he thought 
better of it and hence when the urge came flew off and deposited a 
dropping somewhere other than on me.  Deucedly considerate you’ll 
agree. 

Magpies are clever and Mack, I’m convinced, was a genius 
amongst his ilk. He’d learn to recognize himself in the mirror and 
he’d preen his feathers like the prima dona that he was.  It learned to 
whistle right smartly, imitating Father’s predilection for tuneless 
toot-tootling while puttering about.  Sensing when I was coming 
home for lunch or after school, he’d be on the look out and on first 
sight swoop down from his perch on the second floor window sill 
and in a long, perfectly straight graceful glide land on my waiting 
shoulder.  What a thrill that was!  My school buddies took to 
accompanying me home just for the sight.  Jean H., my inseparable 
companion, got to sport him on his shoulders too, but only for a few 
moments as I was protecting my turf.  One day, Mack surprised 
everyone at the dinner table by chattering: “Papa… papa… papa!” 
We couldn’t believe it.  A few days later he ingratiated himself 
forever by crowing: “Mama!” That did it!  Henceforth, he was 
allowed to cadge for scraps at dinner time, something fiercely 
resisted by Mom before then as ‘unhealthy’ and somewhat 
‘disgusting’.

Mack slept in the loft amongst a jumble of three-legged chairs, 
discarded household paraphernalia, broken toys, frazzled dolls, an 
old crank-up Vitrola and stacks of classical music vinyl records.  
Within the lot was a circular area, swept clean where were we 
children played in inclement weather or sometimes just because we 
found it a cozy hide-away.  The little thief had a passion for 
anything shiny or that matter, gulp-sized.  There, my two sisters kept 
glass beads of all sizes, colours and shapes, for stringing into 
necklaces and bracelets.  Insatiably, Mack snacked on as many as he 
could find lost between cracks in the wooden floor.  One time, I was 
teasing my pal with a shiny coin about the size of a Canadian dime, 



perhaps slightly smaller and thinner.  I’d drop the coin on the floor 
knowing he’d grab for it.  Quicker than him, I’d snatch it away and 
start over.  Finally, he put an end to the game by beating me to it – 
and, presto, down the gullet it disappeared.  

Horrified, I ran to Mother pleading she save my pal from a 
horrible death.  Nothing to be done, she said, pray he can digest it.  I 
waited for Dad to return home from work and he allowed there was 
a ray of hope.  Laughing, he claimed if the safety pin, dozens of 
beads and metal buttons Mack had downed before hadn’t killed him, 
neither would a mere coin.  “On the other hand, had it been a gold 
Napoleon, I’d have split his tummy to be sure to recover it, but a 
mere ten centimes, he’s safe enough!”  He thought it a funny joke 
but I certainly didn’t although it did make sense.  A couple of days 
later, Dad who secretly had been checking up fetched me to look 
over a bit of dried droppings.  “Recognize anything?” he pointed.  
Sure enough, the coin had laboured its way out, and in retrospect, I 
might add, surely at the cost of some considerable gut-wrenching 
pain given the relative sizes of object and outlet. 

Several months went by and I loved Mack more than ever and 
I’m certain the affection was reciprocal.  I did homework with him 
hopping around the table, scattering pens and pencils, perching on a 
book or pulling at my ear with his strong beak but without even 
hurting.  I became a minor celebrity in town thanks to him.  I was 
even honoured by my teacher, the great and awesome Monsieur 
Houppe.  He commanded a personal appearance by Mack so he 
could see for himself the feathered prodigy he’d heard about.   I had 
placed Mack on Jean’s shoulder and, on tip-toe, gingerly placed a 
clean bib brought along for the occasion (thank you Mom for the 
excellent suggestion,) on the shoulder of the imposing man who was 
nearly two metres tall.  I hid behind and whistled for Mack, hoping 
he’d get the point.  He didn’t disappoint and in one fell swoop 
landed on the Principal’s shoulder and let out a string of, “Papa… 
Papa… Papa!”  The event, an absolute delight for the assembled 
school children, was long remembered.  Childless, Madam Houppe 



stood by with a wan smile.   A short lived moment of glory but it did 
garner brownie points I needed subsequently, but that’s another 
story.

I had a real scare when an itinerant performer spotted Mack 
and I playing hide and seek, at first oblivious to his greedy stare.  It 
was a simple enough game.  I’d swat Mack off my shoulder and 
dash behind one of the magnificent chestnut trees that lined the 
Boulevard Sadi Carnot – Ay’s version of the `Champs Elysées.  
Unerringly, Mack would find me in a few wing flaps.  We’d keep 
the game up until Mack tired and refused to be bumped off by the 
simple expedience of latching on with his claws and swatting my 
head with flailing wings.  Seeing how clever my Mack was, the 
shady character sidled over and offered to buy him from Dad then 
sitting on a bench, idly puffing on an ever present home-rolled, 
keeping an eye on us as per Mom’s instructions.  Dad told him 
where to go in no uncertain terms.  

Not put off that easily, the next day, skulking about in wait, 
when I came out to play, the Romani was there trying to bribe me 
with a grubby sack of rock candy, although to be fair,  I’ll admit it 
was a big sack.  I ran off clutching Mack.  I was convinced there 
would a plot to bird-nap my precious pet and so kept him in the attic 
until a couple days later, in the dead of night, the tawdry, two-bit, 
one pony circus sneaked out of town.  Mack had spent three days 
squawking, very displeased at the enforced sequestration.

As far as I was concerned life was a bowl of cherries, just as it 
was meant to be, that is until an unusual event intruded into our 
placid, well-regulated family life.  For weeks Dad had been meeting 
with other Ukrainian expatriates who lived in Ay-Champagne and 
scattered in neighbouring towns and villages.  Evidently, we were 
soon to host some kind of large gathering.  Mom was busy for days, 
and with the help of a couple of other women, she prepared tons of 
pierogis, cabbage rolls, baked pies and cookies, along with other 
assorted goodies.  Dad in the meantime was readying a large cache 



of wine and Champagne.  Like all children I’m sure, I always liked 
the atmosphere preceding holidays and that presaged as something 
special, particularly as it was unscheduled, not Christmas nor a 
Christening or a birthday.  

On the big day, a Sunday afternoon, a couple dozen people 
gathered in what was normally the laundry room for the entire 
apartment block.  They sat at a makeshift, long rectangular table  
created with several wide planks set atop wooden saw-horses.  
Mother, seconded by my lovely God-mother, catered to the guests.  
The Ukrainian padre, one of the honoured guests, had arrived that 
morning from Reims, the biggest city for a hundred kilometres 
around, renowned for great Champagne Houses and a celebrated 
visit by Jeanne d’Arc.  He’d said mass in the morning for a smallish 
but loyal flock, and now started off proceedings on the right note by 
bestowing a magnificent blessing, on one and all and in particular to 
the hosts of this party, namely my parents.  I was flushed pink with 
pleasure at the mention of my parents as paragons of virtue and 
many other fine things, especially the providers of fine cuisine and 
wine that could already be smelled waiting to be partaken by all and 
sundry.  The atmosphere was animated, banter and laughter, food 
and wine, perhaps too much wine.  Dad got up, tapped a knife’s 
edge on a Champagne flute, asked for and received silence, then 
proceeded with a heartfelt presentation of the ‘great man who’d 
come all the way from Paris to visit with us humble folks’.  Or 
something like that. 

A most ‘illustrious’ man had indeed showed up from Paris to 
visit our small community of expatriates.  He was, it turned out the 
‘editor/publisher’ of the only Ukrainian language newspaper in the 
country.  For what exact purpose he’d honoured us with his 
presence is somewhat beyond my memory but he did have a 
patriotic message to deliver to one and all. With grandiose gestures, 
dramatic pauses and flourishes, he stood waxing eloquently about 
the evils of Stalin and Communism but what did it mean to a seven 
year old boy? Nothing much, I’m afraid, but whatever, I was 



dazzled by what I considered my father’s poetic and magnificent 
introduction.  I’m sure I must have been wearing the biggest, idiotic 
grin in the world! 

Much more eating and drinking followed the speech.  
Naturally, Mack had been party to the festivities and making a flying 
pig of himself.  The ‘man of the hour’ found my pet amusing and 
feeling no pain himself, convivially shared the good booze with my 
bird. Let me be straight about this – Mack was a willing victim!  He 
dipped his beak in the wine and drank as if it were water.  Pretty 
soon, most everyone, good padre included, found it droll to see the 
poor creature drunk! Stumbling and flopping, beating its wings in 
futile attempts to fly off.  The ‘illustrious jerk’ kept pressing the glass 
to Mack’s beak.  Mortified, I was begging Mother to put a stop to it.  
She silently stared at Dad but he only shrugged his shoulders in a 
helpless gesture.  I never knew my father to be a coward but this 
day?  Finally, exasperated, my Polish Mother, a ‘Grande Dame’ if 
ever there was one, with me hanging on to her hand, marched to the 
table.  She snatched Mack away, firmly stating: “Monsieur! That is 
quite enough!”

“Sure, no offence taken, my dear hostess.” The man turned his 
back to take up a conversation with the priest as if the incident was 
barely worth another second’s thought.

I burst out and called him a hateful man.  Dad silenced me 
with a stern ‘look’ that which only he had the secret possession of.  
It was his ultimate warning to me when I was misbehaving beyond a 
point he found acceptable.  At that time I got the ‘eyes of doom’ and 
boy did it work.  (Years later I too perfected the ‘look’ for my usage 
and it mostly worked too.)  But I sensed he too was relieved by 
Mack’s deliverance.  We carried Mack away and Mom secured him 
in a shoe box with a handful of chopped straw for a bed.   She 
covered the box with a towel and advised me to let the drunken bird 
sleep it off.  Not forgetting her hosting duties, she returned to the 
guests.  I stayed by the patient’s bed side but couldn’t resist peeking 



under the towel.  I couldn’t let the poor bird be, instead, I stood 
poor, bedraggled Mack on his feet but he was still besotted.  He 
whistled weekly, beat a feeble wing, and flopped over in a swoon; 
dead drunk!

Whispering in my ear, the devil did his work, “the best way to 
sober up a drunk is to dunk his head under cold water.”  

Quicker than poor, slandered Eve, I immediately proceeded 
with Mack’s salvation in the kitchen sink.  The unfortunate creature 
was kept under the water tap and, all the while shedding genuine 
tears, I persisted in spite of my pal’s feeble squawking.  “It’s for 
your own good my dear friend,” I piped soothingly; “you’ll soon 
feel better.”

My black and white friend actually seemed to revive from the 
enforce immersion, a kind of baptism under duress, finally managing 
to stand erect, albeit on shaky legs, using what strength left to flick 
off droplets of water.  His soaked plumage made him look all the 
more pitiful and I finally brought the torture to an end.  I desisted 
and Mack was no longer shivering; he just chattered, a little, weakly, 
that’s all.  I remember now that I had that indefinable sinking feeling 
when I put him back inside the box and this time, used the towel to 
cover him up rather than the box.

Feeling like a thief sneaking back home, I returned to the 
festivities and let the ‘famous man’ make up to me.  With one 
measly bill he bribed me, and I was too easily bought.  Still, Mack 
was not far from my thoughts and every few minutes I’d run across 
the courtyard, take the steps two by twos, and sneak a peek at the 
convalescent bird.  He was sleeping peacefully.  A couple of hours 
later, when peering in yet again, he’d taken up a strange position – 
on his back, legs stretched straight up.  No matter how I tried to 
bend them back into what I thought would be a more comfortable 
position for him to sleep in, they remained stiff – ‘rigor mortis’ had 
set in.



I sincerely hope there’s a blue-sky heaven for a martyred 
magpie because that’s where I’d sent Mack.

With the dawning realization of what had happened and the 
role I’d played, I screamed all the way to the still going on strong 
party.  I ran straight at him, pummelling the startled ‘man from hell’ 
– calling him a murderer.  More than a little miffed, Dad threw me 
under his arm and toted me, kicking and incoherent, to the 
apartment, loudly wondering what had gotten into me.  He soon 
discovered the awful truth.  I wouldn’t be consoled or pacified under 
any circumstances.  I cupped Mack in my hands… I kissed him… 
but more than that, I begged for forgiveness.  
 

There were but two mourners at Mack’s burial – my father and 
me.  The following morning, at five-thirty, shivering, rubbing my 
eyes, I followed Dad up to the vineyards.  He was on his way to 
work and I’d return for an hour or two of sleep before school.  Mom 
had fashioned a burial shroud from remnants of a flour bag and my 
sisters had had the good idea and kindness to stuff it with flowers, 
along with my dear Mack.  To bring some kind of merciful 
conclusion to the episode, Dad dug a hole under the crab apple tree 
where he’d found the young magpie a year earlier.  He assured me 
in this way, Mack would not be alone and he’d hear the call of his 
magpie family chattering above.   It seems the height of naiveté now 
to think I even believed half of it – but I wanted to and did.  In the 
swirling, early morning mist it was somehow easier to believe in 
magical events. On the way, ever resourceful, Dad had cut a cross 
from a grape vine and after I’d carefully stuck it in the fresh soil; we 
murmured a prayer and left, me home and Dad to another day of 
back-breaking work.  

My chagrin was compounded by knowledge of my own 
cruelty, unwitting though it was and kept secret except for my ever 
knowing Mother who had soon guessed what had transpired. 
Everyone in the family was aware I had played some role in Mack’s 



demise but through some mysterious family alchemy, neither father 
nor sisters asked more than I wanted to answer.  As for my friends, I 
was left free to explain variously he’d been bird-napped by the 
thieving Gypsy who’d snuck back in town for the express purpose.  
Or, alternatively, that Mack had taken to the hills to rejoin his 
family; but he was expected back any day. My pal was sorely 
missed, and yet, youthful exuberance, the novelty of each new day, 
allowed the pain to recede and finally disappear. 
 

However, there was an unexpected legacy.   It didn’t take me 
long to realize that Mack had been the main attraction, as far as our 
duo was concerned.  In reality I wasn’t much more than the piano 
accompanist to the famed diva, no matter that I was in for my 
cursory bow to receive the usual cursory applause.  Once the star 
feature gone, that didn’t last but a day or two.  All too soon, I 
discovered that on my own I wasn’t quite as popular as I’d 
imagined.  The bigger boys no longer pointed to me as an early pick 
for their side when we gathered to play soccer by the canal.  In the 
past months, I’d grown accustomed to being picked on the best 
teams, ahead of even Jean H., my good buddy, my best pal, but 
actually a better player.  No longer did I get special treatment from 
adults, nor a surprised, second look from strangers when Mack came 
in for one of his swooping, perfect two-point landing on my 
shoulder.  And neither did Marie-Jane, the prettiest, little blonde in 
town, pay more than scant attention when I showed up at her door, 
sans-Mack.  The ‘jeu de marellle’ she invited me to participate in 
with her were soon a thing of the past.  No longer was I offered 
what in retrospect was a quick, guilty peek at frilly panties as she, 
already a precocious teaser, and precursor of the seductress she’d 
become as she bent over, slow and deliberate, to pick up a stone 
while ostensibly playing hop-scotch.  No, that was over and the rich 
kid whose father owned the local distillery had now the undisputed 
privilege of watching her bend over.

       Ah yes! Fame was a fleeting commodity when it depended on 
someone else’s talents and prowess.  For a time, I became like a 



second-rate impresario, who having lost his one and only star 
attraction, takes to the stage himself.  I wandered around, talking up 
Mack, inventing tales and implausible feats to his credit.  It didn’t 
win any plaudits, in fact the almost tangible derision was 
embarrassing and it soon became clear my days of strutting with 
Mack were over.  Soon I was cured by a double bitter pill – I’d lost 
my pet pal and self-esteem at the same time.  Chastened, I learned to 
accept the former anonymity of being a young boy, no more, no less 
interesting than any of my companions.

And yet, this sad epilogue brought about some good; namely, 
the nascent realization that grown-ups had no monopoly on wisdom.  
That potent knowledge lingered, invisible, like a grain of sand, 
encrusted in the pit of my brain.  Much like an oyster, irritated by 
that granule eventually a priceless pearl of wisdom was the result.  I 
never wholly trusted an adult again, especially when touted as 
‘important’ men.  Remembering the ‘illustrious intellectual’s’ callous 
stupidity, I have since scrutinized one and all, especially those that 
come with a reputation that often proves all too flattering.  That 
unwillingness to be taken in by a skin-deep façade of superior 
character and lofty status has saved and maintained my own self-
esteem, more than once. And for that, I’m forever grateful, my dear 
Mack! 
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