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The Song Sparrow (Melospiza melodia) has extended its breeding range into the
southern Blue Ridge Mountain Province and adjacent piedmont within recent historical
times. Formerly, the bird occurred only as a winter resident in the region, arriving in
early October and departing by late April (J.S. Cairns, unpublished records). In the
early 1900s, however, the species became established as a summer resident down the
main crest of the southern Appalachian mountains and then began extending its range
onto the piedmont plateau (Pearson et. al., 1919; Burleigh, 1958; Sykes, 1966). Previous
analyses of this influx, however, have overlooked several early records.

In an unpublished manuscript, J.S. Cairns (1894) made the following observation
regarding the Song Sparrow in Buncombe County:

"An abundant winter visitor and a rare summer bird. Found on
Craggy Mtn May 20th & June 1st 1892 & 93."

Cairns' previous publications (1887, 1889, 1891) had listed the species as a winter

Fall 1975
	 93



resident only. Subsequently, Cairns mentioned the bird in a letter to William Brewster,
dated 11 March 1895:

"Have found Song Sparrows ... several times on Craggy in the
month of June."

Cairns' death in June 1895 precluded any further observations from Buncombe
County until Pearson found the species breeding there in 1902.

Farther south, Bradford Torrey (1898) discovered the species singing in "a dense
swampy thicket" on the Highlands Plateau, Macon County, N.C., on 25 May 1896.
Recognizing the significance of the record, Torrey remarked:

"So far as I am aware, no bird of this kind has ever before been re-
ported in summer from a point so far south."

Except for a single report by Laurents at Cranberry in 1892, these observations
are the only known summer records of the species from western North Carolina prior
to 1902. Although only single birds were reported, the records by Laurents, Cairns,
and Torrey suggest the rapid establishment of the Song Sparrow as a summer resident
in widely scattered locales through the southern Blue Ridge in the 4-year period of
1892-1896. In contrast, the subsequent spread onto the piedmont appears to have been
a much slower process, occurring after a sizeable breeding population had become
established in the Blue Ridge.
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