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In the spring of 1980, Mars Hill College professor Alan Smith (pers.
comm. 2002) discovered about 20 singing Cerulean Warblers along the Blue
Ridge Parkway several miles north of Asheville in Buncombe County. The
first note concerning this colony appeared in Briefs for the Files in 1984:
“Perhaps on the breeding grounds was one [Cerulean Warbler] at Bull Creek
Valley Overlook, northeast of Asheville, N.C., on 13 May, as noted by Ruth
and Jerry Young. It, or another bird, was also there last year. The 3500-foot
elevation is much higher than other breeding-season locations in the state”
(LeGrand, 1984). Since then, the area from Craven Gap (MP 377.3) to the
vista just north of Bull Creek Valley Overlook (MP 373.6) has become
known as the most reliable place in western North Carolina to find Cerulean
Warblers.

In 1998 1 started surveying this same section of the parkway for the
Cerulean Warbler Atlas Project (CEWAP) run by the Cornell Laboratory of
Ornithology (Rosenberg et al. 2000). I made a concerted effort to find
fledglings in 2002, and managed to locate six family groups with at least
eight total fledglings.

On 18 June 2002, around milepost 373.5, as I was walking north along
the parkway, I became aware of chipping ahead of me and observed to my
left a female Cerulean Warbler with a food item in her bill. The female was
just a few feet uphill from the road, and moving north parallel to it. I kept
walking north, attempting to locate the chipping, when a male Cerulean
Warbler appeared about 20 feet uphill from the road approximately 75 feet
north of where I had observed the female. The male was also carrying food
in his bill, and was only two feet above the ground when first found. I
watched the male make three trips to this spot, each time with a food item.
During this time, I worked my way up the bank toward the spot where I
presumed the male was feeding a fledgling. I then saw the male fly in with
an unidentified long-winged insect. The male was obviously disturbed by my
presence and hopped back and forth chipping loudly. Eventually the bird
dived down into the vegetation, ceased chipping, and then emerged, chipping
loudly when flying off. The chipping of the presumed fledgling had ceased.

This activity allowed me to pinpoint the location of the fledgling, but I
still could not see it. I cautiously moved toward the spot, and was only three
feet away from the fledgling when I finally found it. The fledgling looked
very small, and was sitting on a cup of dead leaves, partially sheltered by a
dead log behind it. The fledgling tried to raise itself up a few times, but
apparently did not yet have the strength to lift itself completely to a standing
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position, so it gave the impression of doing a few deep knee bends. While I
was making my way up to the fledgling, I heard the male singing
occasionally from farther north. This male obviously was tending this
fledgling. I never saw the female again.

After returning to the road, I heard more chipping coming from a
different location about 20 feet south of the first fledgling. As I attempted to
locate the source of that chipping, I took a few steps uphill from the road,
and then stopped to listen again. Suddenly what looked like a small white
cotton fluffball fell through the air directly in front of me and into the poison
ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) that covered the ground at my feet. I
immediately reached down and moved the vegetation with my hand, looking
for it. The bird started to chip, and I caught sight of it. Above, it was the
grayish-blue aqua-green color unique to Cerulean Warbler. The fledgling
was making short hops about one inch long, moving uphill and away from
the road and me.

Neither of the two fledglings I observed could have been capable of
sustained flight, and probably were incapable of any form of flight. Although
the second observed fledgling seemed to have fallen from the branches of a
sapling over my head, the nest from which the two fledglings came must
have been in one of three taller trees behind the sapling, a black locust
(Robinia pseudoacacia), a hickory (Carya sp.), or an oak (Quercus sp.). |
looked for the nest, but the foliage was so thick that I could not locate it.
During the hour and twenty minutes I spent in this area, the male seemed to
remain north of where I had spotted the female.

The next day, 19 June 2002, I heard chip notes at the same location, and
observed the male Cerulean Warbler repeatedly diving down to the ground
with food. He was apparently feeding one or more fledglings at this spot and
up to 30 feet east of it. On 22 June at this spot and within 50 feet west of it I
heard chip notes and a Cerulean Warbler singing, but did not see any adults
or juveniles.

The first documented nest of a Cerulean Warbler in North Carolina was
found by Simon Thompson in the former Chimney Rock Park in Rutherford
County on 17 June 1990 (Thompson 1995). On 30 June 1990 Thompson
observed three juveniles in the nest, and watched the female feeding them.
The second Cerulean Warbler nest documented was found by Ricky Davis in
the colony area I have been surveying, when Davis observed a female on her
nest on 7 May 1993 (Davis 1994). Most recently, Thompson and the late
Larry Farer discovered an active Cerulean Warbler nest in Chimney Rock
Park on 26 May 2002 (pers. comm. 2002). On 14 June 2002, the adults were
re-sighted, but the nest was no longer active.

Unfortunately, no one observed any fledglings leaving these nests. To my
knowledge, my observation on 18 June 2002 is the first documentation for
North Carolina of a Cerulean Warbler fledgling that has just left the nest.
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