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ABstrAct: Vaux’s swift has finally been documented in new Mexico on the 
basis of two observational records supported by photographs and a specimen. here 
I report on the circumstances of collection of the specimen and review the status of 
Vaux’s and chimney swifts in the region. In new Mexico, Vaux’s swift appears to be 
a rare but regular migrant in the fall and perhaps the spring, with most records from 
the southwestern part of the state. the chimney swift is established as an annual 
summer resident on the eastern plains of new Mexico with a tendency to wander 
farther west. More data from chihuahua are needed.

small dark swifts of the genus Chaetura occur regularly in new Mexico 
(hubbard 1978), but these birds are often left identified only to the genus. 
new Mexico lies between the core ranges of the two northern species of 
Chaetura, the chimney swift (C. pelagica) to the east and Vaux’s swift (C. 
vauxi) to the west (AoU 1957). Until recently, all of these swifts definitively 
identified in new Mexico had proven to be chimney swifts (e.g., Bailey 
1928, hubbard 1978). the chimney swift is now a confirmed breeder on 
the eastern plains of new Mexico (Williams 2001), and Vaux’s swift is a 
transient in the southwestern United states (e.g., Phillips et al. 1964). this 
pattern of occurrence along with the two species’ similarity makes every 
Chaetura observed in new Mexico an identification challenge.

the chimney swift is larger (table 1) and darker ventrally than Vaux’s 
swift. their vocalizations are different, but most observations of Chaetura 
in new Mexico are of silent birds. Indeed, accounts of Vaux’s swift from the 
early to mid-20th century cautioned against attempting to distinguish these 
two species in the field (Lowery 1939, oberholser 1974).

Vaux’s swift is in general more likely in the southwestern part of the state, 
and the chimney swift occurs primarily in the eastern plains (Figure 1). 
however, specimens of chimney swifts in new Mexico as far west as 
the Mimbres and rio Grande valleys (Figure 1), records from the extreme 
southwestern part of the state and in Arizona, and at least intermittent breed-
ing in california (hamilton et al. 2007) demonstrate that every Chaetura 
in new Mexico needs to be identified with the utmost caution, especially 

table 1 Wing chords of Females of three taxa of Chaetura

 Wing chord

taxon Mean range n source

C. v. vauxi 111.9 107–117 10 ridgway 1911
C. v. tamaulipensis 112.4 109–115 4 sutton 1941
C. pelagica 129.7 122.5–133.5 8 ridgway 1911
MsB 29000 114.2
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 during migration. here, I report on the first specimen of Vaux’s swift for 
new Mexico, collected in the Peloncillo Mountains, hidalgo county, and I 
review the occurrence of Vaux’s swift as a migrant in the southwest United 
states and northwest Mexico.

Methods

I compiled records of Chaetura swifts from published literature, online 
resources for bird distribution (databases of ornis, www.ornisnet.org, eBird, 
www.ebird.org, and the new Mexico ornithological society [nMos], http://
nhnm.unm.edu/partners/nMos/query.php5), and the nMos rare-bird 

A VAUx’s sWIFt sPecIMen FroM neW MexIco

Figure 1. distribution of records of Chaetura swifts in new Mexico. data from eBird, 
ornis, nMos Field notes database, and nMos records courtesy s. o. Williams.
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archive courtesy of s. o. Williams. I also solicited observations from sur-
rounding states, especially those in Mexico. I could not evaluate the validity 
of each of these records myself but relied instead on the judgment of those 
who published the records.

on 20 september 2009, I visited the Peloncillo Mountains, hidalgo 
county, new Mexico, accompanied by shane G. dubay and Michael J. 
Lelevier. that evening, as we scanned for birds along the lower reaches 
of clanton canyon, we saw up to three small ashy brown swifts that we 
identified only as Chaetura species. Knowing that bodies of water often 
attract swifts, we proceeded up the canyon to Geronimo tank (31° 31.231′ 
n, 109° 0.991′ W), a small earthen tank ~100 m in diameter. We had 
brief views of Chaetura swifts, but at great distances. the next morning, 
21 september 2009, we returned to Geronimo tank and found what we 
estimated to be six Chaetura swifts flying over the tank and apparently 
foraging in the company of about 15 Violet-green swallows (Tachycineta 
thalassina). the swifts were pale ventrally, and we tentatively identified 
them as Vaux’s swifts. I was able to secure a specimen, confirming its 
identification as a Vaux’s swift.

I prepared the specimen as a study skin and deposited it in the division of 
Birds at the Museum of southwestern Biology (MsB 29000; Figure 2). the 
specimen weighed 15.6 g, with a wing chord in the dry specimen of 114.2 
mm. Its ovary was 3.5 × 1.5 mm, and the presence of a bursa 6 × 4 mm 
indicated that the bird hatched that year. Its stomach was full of small insects. 
It was carrying light fat and had trace amounts of molt on its head and neck.

A VAUx’s sWIFt sPecIMen FroM neW MexIco

Figure 2. MsB 29000, ventral and lateral views. 
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resULts

Vaux’s swift has a breeding distribution from southeast Alaska to central 
America and Venezuela (AoU 1957). there are five recognized subspecies, 
with the nominate subspecies nesting in the Pacific northwest and migrating 
largely to southern Mexico (Bull et al. 2007). Most records of Vaux’s swift 
in the United states are assumed to refer to the nominate subspecies, but 
C. v. tamaulipensis has been collected in south-central Arizona (Phillips 
1954) and may nest in the mountains of west-central Mexico (Phillips and 
Webster 1957). I compared MsB 29000 to the small series of C. vauxi at 
MsB, and although I did not see any indication that this specimen represents 
anything other than the nominate form, comparison to a larger series would 
be informative. subspecies tamaulipensis differs from nominate vauxi in 
its darker underparts, more glossy upperparts, and lack of a fine whitish 
supercilium (sutton 1941).

the nominate form of Vaux’s swift nests in forests from southeast Alaska 
and adjacent British columbia southeast to western Montana and south to 
santa cruz county, probably Monterey county, california (AoU 1998). 
the bulk of the population migrates through the Pacific coastal states, with 
diffuse records from the Great Basin east regularly to southeast Arizona 
(eBird). dates of migration for Arizona extend from mid-April to mid-May 
and mid-september to mid-october (Phillips et al. 1964; eBird). hayward et 
al. (1976) considered Vaux’s swift casual in Utah. there are no confirmed 
records from colorado or trans-Pecos texas. eastern texas has several sight 
records (oberholser 1974, rappole and Blacklock 1994), and Louisiana 
(Lowery 1939, s. W. cardiff in litt) and Florida (Webber and collins 1995) 
host small wintering populations during at least some years. two of the 
three records for new Mexico accepted by the new Mexico Bird records 
committee are from the southwestern part of the state; the third is from 
Albuquerque in the middle rio Grande valley (table 2).

dates of autumn migration for Vaux’s swift in the state are roughly sep-
tember through mid-october, with most records for the last two weeks of 
september through the first week of october. spring has fewer records over 
a shorter interval, 12 April through 25 April.

In adjacent Mexican states, Vaux’s swift is poorly known, despite pre-
sumed passage of nearly the entire population through sonora (russell and 
Monson 1998) and perhaps chihuahua during migration. Friedmann et 

A VAUx’s sWIFt sPecIMen FroM neW MexIco

table 2 new Mexico records of Vaux’s swift Accepted by the new Mexico 
Bird records committee

date county Locality notes

18 sep 2007 hidalgo san simon cienega Lone bird; photographed
   (Williams 2001)
21 sep 2009 hidalgo Geronimo tank one of ~6; specimen  
   collected (MsB 29000)
1–2 oct 2009 Bernalillo Albuquerque; rio Lone bird; photographed
  Grande nature center (Williams 2009)
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al. (1950) listed C. v. vauxi as a spring migrant through sonora and Baja 
california but noted that its distribution and season of occurrence were 
imperfectly known. I was able to find only two records from chihuahua, of 
a flock of eight observed near Madera on 28 August 2010 (eBird; W. h. 
howe in litt.) and of a possible Vaux’s swift at Basaseachic Falls 14 August 
1997 (n. Moore-craig in litt.). russell and Monson (1998) considered Vaux’s 
swift to be a rare transient in spring and fall in sonora, with small groups of 
birds observed near the Gulf of california and additional records from the 
sierra Madre occidental. spring dates for sonora are 11 April–22 May; fall 
16 september–19 october (eBird).

the chimney swift was once restricted to nesting in hollow trees in the 
forests of eastern north America (cink and collins 2002) and historically 
did not occur on the southern Great Plains. It spread west as the building of 
chimneys accompanied settlement (e.g., sutton 1967). observations of this 
species on the eastern plains of new Mexico go back to at least 1962, and 
it has been an annual summer visitor to the eastern plains of new Mexico 
since 1978 (nMos database), with records from carlsbad to clayton (Fig-
ure 1) and confirmed nesting at carlsbad in 2001 (Williams 2001). Farther 
west, chimney swifts have been reported from silver city, redrock, and 
san simon cienega. supporting these observational records are three speci-
mens from new Mexico: as far west as rinconada (near dixon), rio Arriba 
co. (U.s. national Museum of natural history 193249), 1 May 1904; the 
Mimbres river valley at canagra Place 30 miles southeast of silver city, 
Luna co. (cincinnati Museum of natural history 24449), 22 May 1921; 
and san Antonio, socorro co., 22 April 1952 (MsB 20287; Figure 1).

In surrounding states, chimney swifts have been known to breed in colo-
rado since 1938 (Bailey and niedrach 1965). there are two specimens from 
the University of Arizona campus, tucson, 18 June 1952 (Phillips et al. 
1964) and scattered sight records (eBird). In california, the chimney swift 
was first documented in Imperial county, a specimen collected along the 
colorado river 6 May 1930 (huey 1960). It was reported “in numbers” in 
california from 1968 to 1974, and the first documented nest was at Fort 
Bragg in 1975 (small 1994). It is currently a rare but annual summer visitor 
to Los Angeles from 30 April to 12 october, though since the late 1990s 
its numbers have apparently diminished (hamilton et al. 2007).

Birds thought to be chimney swifts have been reported in new Mexico as 
early as early March, but the majority of records come from the third week 
of April through the third week of september. there are no fall specimens 
of the chimney swift, and reports of it after the third week of september 
seem highly speculative, so I don’t include them in Figure 1.

dIscUssIon

this summary of occurrence of Chaetura in new Mexico is only as good 
as the data it is based on. some of these birds were likely misidentified. I 
use the records because most of the observers are experienced with birds 
in new Mexico and understand the difficulties in identification of swifts. 
Many of these observers have reported “Chaetura sp.” from parts of the 
state where one species is much more likely than the other, implying that 
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they are making their identifications on the birds’ field marks, not simply 
geographic location.

Field identification of Chaetura swifts will always be among the great-
est challenges to field ornithologists in new Mexico. observers have been 
reporting probable Vaux’s swifts for years, mostly from the southwestern 
part of the state, but also up to the middle rio Grande valley (Figure 1). 
the nMos has accepted three records of Vaux’s swift that mirror these 
unsubstantiated reports, so it seems likely that many of these identifications 
of Vaux’s swift are correct. there are no accepted spring records of Vaux’s, 
and all chimney swift specimens from new Mexico are from the rio Grande 
valley or farther west, making definitive documentation of Vaux’s swift dur-
ing the spring highly desirable. In northwest Mexico, chihuahua is devoid 
of published records, and further documentation of passage of Vaux’s swift 
should be a priority in this little-known state.

the confirmation of Vaux’s swift in new Mexico seems long overdue, 
given the proximity of records from adjacent Arizona, where the species is 
known as close as the chiricahua Mountains (Phillips et al. 1964). Many 
sight records from southwestern new Mexico by experienced birders were 
conservatively reported as Chaetura sp. because definitive details could not 
be documented (eBird, nMos database). there now is definitive evidence 
that Vaux’s swift occurs in new Mexico. Additional specimens and careful 
documentation will be critical to elucidating the status of both species of 
Chaetura in new Mexico further.
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