
Common Swift 
Apus apus  

 
Description: 
 
The adult Common Swift has very plain even colouring:   

 



Juveniles, just prior to fledging and for much of their first year, have a white fringing to the head, remiges and 
wing coverts as shown in my photo from Erich Kaiser’s colony in Kronberg.  Note the pale edges to the 
primaries – a feature I use in Australian and White-rumped Swiftlets to ID nestlings sitting on eggs as opposed 
to adults.   Photo:  Mike Tarburton.   
 

 
 
 
MEASUREMENTS:  Mean ± se Min Max n Sources: 
Wing (mm)   174.2 ± 0.4 162  184 91 91 from live birds in Erich Kaiser’s colonies  
Weight (g)   41.3 ± 4.2 28 56 98 Kronberg, Germany. 
Outer Rec (mm)  72.7 ± 1.5 69 77.3 5 9 from Basel Switz: Weitnauer 1947. 
Cen Rectrix (mm)  43.4 ± 0.7 41 45 5 1 Harz, Germany: skin in Canberra Mus. 
Tail (mm)   4.7 ± 2.3 72 81 4 4 UK, Europe: skins at Mus Victoria. 
Tarsus (mm)   12.7 ± 0.4 11.4 13.8 5 1 UK, skin in Sth Aus. Mus. 
Mid Toe (mm)   6.3 ± 0.4 4.9 7.1 5 
Claw (mm)   6 ± 0.2  5.6 6.6 5 
Culmen (mm)   10.8 ± 0.5 9 11.9 5 
Exposed Culmen (mm) 5.9 ± 0.2 5.4 6.3 5 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Distribution: 
 

  
Sources:  Wikipedia 7.8.2017.   Chantler et al 2017. 
 
There are just two subspecies:  A. a. apus which lives in the western part of the breeding range and A. a. 
pekinensis which inhabits the eastern portion of the breeding range and is the paler and browner of the two 
forms.  A. a. pekinensis also has a larger paler throat and forehead and it’s pale fringing on the wing lasts into 
adulthood, unlike A. a. apus..   
 
Migration: Swifts breeding in England first arrive near the end of April with most birds arriving in the first 
three weeks of May (Lack 1956).  Cold weather with strong winds can hold up migration as it did in 1951. Such 
weather covered the whole of France and no new arrivals were recorded at the Oxford tower for eight days 
(Lack 1956).  Sometimes the last birds to leave Erich Kaiser’s colony in Kronberg, Germany, have returned to 
their nests a few days after departing and stayed several more days because of cold windy weather over France 
(Tarburton & Kaiser 2001).  So, both arrival and departures can be affected by extreme weather.  In 
Switzerland, it was found that parents normally departed their nests the same day their progeny left (Weitnauer 
1947).   
 
Some of the most southern breeders are those in Israel.  Thus, they are the earliest to arrive for breeding.  In Tel 
Aviv the first birds arrive around 11th Feb (Tigges 2001).  Possibly the last to arrive are those breeding in the 
Swedish Lapland where the first breeders arrive around 22nd May (Leidgren 1985).  
 
Tigges has placed on his webpage (www.commonswift.org/arrival.html ) a map drawn up by Sliwinsky in 1938 
showing most of the arrival dates for the first breeders over most of Europe.  The key may need some 
interpreting so I outline it here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zone  Arrival  Zone  Arrival  Zone Arrival  Zone Arrival 
1 12 Apr  4 24 Apr  7 6   May 10 18 May 
2 16 Apr  5 28 Apr  8 10 May 11 22 May 
3 20 Apr  6 2   May 9 14 May 12 26 May. 



 
After breeding the Common Swifts head south to winter in Africa.  Recent advances in tracking birds over a 
whole year have made it possible to determine the routes Common Swifts use to reach Africa and return to 
Europe.  Data from the first successful experiments in tracking these birds are provided in Åkesson et al 2012.  
From that paper, we can see the routes below: 
 
 



 
 
From the same paper (Åkesson et al 2012) we can also see where in Africa those birds spent their Winter. 

 



 
Migration of Common Swifts gets even more interesting when we follow the work done by Dick Newell and 
Lyndon Kearsley.  These men also placed light-level geo-locators on Common Swifts in the temples of Beijing 
in 2015/16 and found that after crossing Asia all the way to the Middle East they then went further south in 
Africa than those that breed in Europe. It is interesting to wonder why these Beijing birds do not join the Fork-
tailed Swifts of Beijing and fly with them to Australia for the winter.  
 

 
 
 
Habitat: 
 
Lack (1956) says its magnificent flight enables it to take all its food and nesting material from the air, to drink 
and to bathe without alighting, to mate in the air and to spend the night on the wing, while except when 
weakened or surprised it can outfly birds of prey.  We now have photos to demonstrate that swifts feed, 
defaecate, drink and bathe on the wing but what about spending the night on the wing?  Lack’s statements were 
made on the basis of seeing swifts rising into the sky around dusk.  On p. 129 he says “On warm and still 
summer evenings, both in the city of Oxford and in the surrounding villages, we have often seen swifts circling 
and screaming fairly high in the air; as the light wanes, they bunch more tightly together, fly with rapid beats, 
almost quivering the wings, scream more shrilly and rise higher, then the breeding adults break away and come 
down to enter their holes singly in the usual way, but still there is a screaming party high up, which gradually 
rises higher until finally the birds vanish from sight. 
 What happens to them? Various earlier observers claimed that they came down again to their holes soon 
after dark.  This is almost certainly wrong.  Swifts roosting in their nests often scream and may even scramble 
about after dark, and this noise has probably been mistaken by the observers for the return of swifts to their 
holes after dark.  The question has been studied particularly by the Swiss observer Weitnauer.  He attached an 
automatic recording device to his nesting boxes and has never yet registered the entrance or departure of a swift 
during the hours of darkness, even on those evenings when night ascents have occurred.  He further pointed out 



that a swift finds it exceedingly hard to enter its hole in fading light, which we have also seen, and the other 
available evidence suggests that a swift cannot see at all well in the dark. 
 What happens to the birds last seen, still rising, at dusk? The next step clearly, was to watch in the early 
morning, and Weitnauer as well as two other observers has now seen swifts descending from a height down to 
the colony in the early morning, which strongly suggests that they have stayed up in the air all night. To carry 
the matter further, Weitnauer flew in an aircraft looking for swifts at dusk, and found several parties high in the 
air, both later in the evening than the time at which his breeding adults normally retire to their holes, and earlier 
in the morning than the time at which they normally emerge. These observations do not finally settle the matter, 
since the birds might conceivable return to the ground (though not to their holes) when it is too dark for them to 
be seen from an aircraft.  . . . .  Finally, there is one definite observation by a French airman in the 1914-18 war, 
an account which until recently was by most people dismissed as absurd.  One night he was on a special 
operation on the Vosges front which involved climbing to 14,500 feet above the French lines and then gliding 
down with engines shut off over the enemy lines. ‘As we came to about 10,000 feet, gliding in close spirals 
with a light wind against us, and with a full moon, we suddenly found ourselves among a strange flight of birds 
which seemed to be motionless, or at least showed no noticeable reaction.  They were widely scattered and only 
a few yards below the aircraft, showing up against a white sea of cloud underneath.  None was visible above us.  
We were soon in the middle of the flock, in two instances birds were caught and on the following day I found 
one of them in the machine.  It was an adult male swift’. 
 
Lack added as a postscript that he confirmed the suggestion that swifts on passage might sleep on the wing, by 
observing mass ascents at dusk from Tring reservoirs, in May when migrants are passing through.  Nearly all 
those feeding over the water rose up together as it grew dusk, with a few screams, and after reaching a height of 
one or two hundred feet, circled and drifted away together.  
 
The findings to this point did not prove that the same birds ascending in the evening are the same ones 
descending in the morning.  The first proof of this came when Erich Kaiser and I placed 10 radio transmitters 
on nestlings and 10 on pre-breeding bangers that visited his colony in Kronberg, Germany (Tarburton & Kaiser 
2001).  By tracking the birds when they departed the colony (usually an hour after sunset for fledglings) we 
were able to show that the fledglings and the pre-breeders joined together rising higher and higher.  They 
reached an estimated two to four kilometres in height by midnight and moved very slowly in circles towards the 
Frankfurt airport.  When they came close to the airport they turned around and headed back towards Kronberg, 
but before dawn they would head off in different directions as though they had to see Europe before heading off 
to Africa approximately two weeks later. 



 
Not all pre-breeders sleep in the air every night, and some of the best examples of migrating pre-breeders 
roosting in trees is in southern Sweden where Holmgren (1993, 2004) has recorded hundreds of Swifts roosting 
in trees for the night.  Almost all of these were recently fledged birds on their migration southwards, and it was 
more likely to occur in cold weather. He suggests a lack of food and stored fat (from days of extremely cold 
weather) encourage fledgling and pre-breeding birds to roost by hanging in tree foliage rather than spending the 

night high in the sky.  



 
Holmgren (2004) summarises the few records of swifts roosting in Africa and maps the European records as 
below: 

 
 
So, having these trees in places suitable for energy-deprived young swifts is now obviously important. Another 
behaviour observed in cold weather is that of clinging together or clumping.  Lack (1956 p. 127) describes this 
facultative hypothermia behaviour as looking like swarms of bees, and records early British reports of such 
behaviour.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Breeding Behaviour:  
The first swifts appear over Oxford in the last days of April (Lack 1956). At this season the weather is usually 
cool and insects scarce, so that the birds spend nearly the whole day away feeding and are not seen in or around 
the tower except at dusk, when they come in to roost. From early May onwards, more birds gradually arrive, 
until by about the fourth week in May the colony has effectively assembled.  Ringing has shown that the adult 
swift normally returns to its nesting hole of the previous year.  Young birds select a site as yearlings in their 
first summer, form a pair and build a nest, occupying the site throughout the summer but without laying eggs. 
Lack says they then return to the same nest the following year to breed. This is contrary to Perrins (1971) later 
finding at the same colony that they do not breed successfully before four years of age.  This later finding 
agrees with Kaiser’s (1992) work on three German colonies that they do not breed until 3-5 years of age. 
 
As the weather warms up groups of swifts fly around nest colonies in what are called screaming parties, as they 
make a lot of noise.  This happens for an hour or two early morning and again close to sunset. From these 
groups breeders enter their nests for a minute or two then re-join the screaming party.  Each nest entrance is 
occupied by only one pair (unlike Apus melba).  The site is defended by both birds calling in duet, a call which 
with practice can be used to sex the birds, as one is higher than the other.  It took two weeks for Erich Kaiser to 
teach me how to differentiate these calls.  However, the birds know from the call the sex of an occupant and 
whether a single bird is looking for a mate.  If an intruder gets this wrong, and does not depart soon after the 
challenge, a fight ensues.  The birds lock together with their feet and fight to take the lower position so that they 
can manoeuvre the upper bird out the nest entrance. 
 
Swifts locate empty nest sites or boxes by flying past the opening and hitting the entrance with their wing.  If 
this “banging” results in screams from the nest then the prospector knows how many occupants there are and 
what sex they are.  This banging occurs mostly on the first fine day after a patch of wet or cold weather.  Swift 
nesting sites can be taken by Starlings or ……… but swifts are able to re-possess them at least sometimes.  If 
recordings of swift calls are slowed down their complexity is further realised and makes it easier to understand 
how status of the caller can be determined. Lack (1956) concludes his chapter on swifts settling into their nest 
sites by saying “If we could hear properly at high frequencies, we would probably think our swift’s shrill 
scream beautiful”. 
 
While Swifts usually pair with the same mate as the previous year, Lack (1956) believed they do not stay 
together on migration or while in Africa. His evidence was that in just over three-quarters of the pairs, the two 
individuals returned on a different day, the interval varying between one and 21 days.  Over three-quarters also 
left on different days.  He believed that it was returning to the same nesting hole that brought them together 
again.  This concept is supported by Erich Kaiser’s birds from Germany, where geo-locators on a pair of birds 
indicated they stayed approximately 200 km apart while in Africa. 
 
If a breeding bird’s mate does not arrive, newcomers are challenged and if they respond in a freeze with the 
head held up high, exposing the pale throat in a submissive posture, then the nest owner will preen the 
newcomers throat – apparently saying I need a new mate and you will do. Weitnauer found in three instances 
that it was the male that held the nest box and welcomed a newcomer after losing their mate.  But he also saw 
an unusual incident in which a female took the initiative in pair-formation.  This bird lost it’s mate shortly 
before the time of egg-laying.  On the following day, it flew slowly in front of the colony with vibrating wings 
and a long-drawn call, a male following behind.  Five times it flew up to and entered its box, the male each time 
flying on, but on the sixth occasion the male also entered and coition followed.  Pairs recognise each other 
apparently by individual differences in the challenge call they throw at any bird entering the nest tunnel.  
Strange birds are attacked, but mates are not, they are welcomed & mutual preening ensues. 
 
At Oxford, coition in the nest boxes usually occurs around 0700h or 1800h.  However, it can also occur in the 
air as the following photo sequence by Graham Catley demonstrates.  Lack (1956) records that coition at the 
nest was first recorded in 1906, in the Protestant Church at Wolfstein in Germany.  Aerial mating, on the other 
hand, was described by Gilbert White at the end of the 18th Century, but there were few other records of it until 
the 1930’s.  Bannerman (1955) also reported aerial copulation.  It appears that if the nest box/hollow is too 
small and the weather is alright then they mate in the air.  But, if the weather is bad or there are too many 
falcons around then they use the nest site.  Ptushenko (1951) quoting Ognev (1948) in describing aerial 
copulation in Russian birds: “Males pursue females for rather long periods before females finally reduce speed 



of flight.  The male thereupon flips over in the air with the back down, approaches the female from below, and 
in a flash applies the cloaca to that of the female, with the birds then gliding down through the air in this 
position for a few moments before parting. 

 

 
 
Nests are placed under a roof [as at Oxford] or in a hole in a high wall [such as in the Western Wall, Jerusalem] 
(Lack 1956).  Their natural nesting place is a hole in a cliff.  Nests have been reported from sea cliffs in 
Devonshire, Yorkshire, Norfolk and the rocky coasts of Wales, Scotland and Ireland.  There are also records 



from natural inland cliffs in the Pennines at Malham and in Dovedale, and also in quarries excavated by man. 
(Lack 1956).  Lack (1956) records two old British records of swifts nesting in disused woodpecker holes in old 
trees in Scotland.  That forest and the woodpecker have become extinct, and the other old record came from 
Devonshire, but no recent records are extant.  There are old records of tree nesting in the Ural Mtns and the 
Atlai Mtns of Southern Russia and Western Mongolia (Ptushenko, E.S. 1951) where such behaviour may still 
continue, but in other parts of Russia numbers declined as forests were cleared but are now picking up again at 
tall buildings are being built.   
 

                            
This tree nest hole is in Lapland.    & this load of insects is being delivered in Finland. 
 
Nests are constructed of various types of materials carried by the wind and collected in mid-flight: straw, 
leaves, bits of rag, threads, hairs, wool, and other items (Ptushenko 1951).  These materials are cemented 
together by their sticky saliva, which quickly hardens in the air.  These nests often start off being only 9cm in 
diameter, but may grow to 15 cm over the years. Ptushenko quotes Filatov (1915) as finding unlined nests in 
hollow oaks that were completely unlined but contained nestlings in the Kaluga region South of Moscow.  
 
Laying dates will vary according to the arrival dates for that region.  Cold weather delays the laying date of 
both the first and subsequent eggs, which in warm weather are laid a day apart.  2-4 eggs constitute the normal 
clutch. Eggs are white and range 22.8-27.0 x 16.0-17.24, av. 24.28 x 16.38mm.  Weights are around 3.5 g 
which is one twelfth of the females weight 
 
For the first 18 days the female incubates alone, while the male brings her food. 
 
Two to four eggs are laid at Oxford, but with so much cold weather 4 were produced only twice in ten years. 
From 1947-54 the Oxford birds raised only 71% of the young in broods of three.  During the same time the 
warmer weather in Switzerland allowed Weitnauer’s birds to raise 99% of broods of three. (Lack 1956. 190).  
But, all is not equal again, for in the wet and very cold Swiss summer of 1948, only 18% were fledged.  Some 
of the evidence Lack gained on the effect of wet and cold weather on success rates, was that in poor weather 
parents fed only 7 times in 10 hours, whether they had one, two or three young.  They were stretched to the 



limit to gather just that much food.  Weitnauer’s birds tended not to feed more often than Lack’s bird in good 
weather, but brought larger boluses – which gave them a higher fledgling rate. 
 
Pairs laying late usually lay smaller clutches as they would never gather enough food to fledge more young 
than those that started on time.  In the Lenningrad region parents with young nestlings feed up to 19 hours per 
day for 35 days.  They bring up to 34 feeds to their young per day at the peak but this declines to 4-6 feeds per 
day towards fledging (Promptov 1940 in Ptushenko 1951). 
 
How do Common Swifts die?  A huge German study of hawk and owl prey found that swifts composed just 1% 
of prey; of Peregrine Falcon prey they were just 1.5% and of Hobby prey they made up 2.25%.  However, 
prolonged cold and wet weather can weaken swifts, such that during one such period in Germany, 40% of 67 
birds taken by Hobbies were Swifts (Lack 1956 p. 200). 
 
In Tuscany, nesting towers have been built for hundreds of years, and the young are harvested for the table.  
Parents were not taken and one young was usually left – they had learnt that conservation pays – long-term. 
  
 
Feeding Behaviour: 
As with all swifts its food is taken from the air, but because it breeds in cooler regions than most swifts it can 
have problems finding sufficient food at times.  Lack (1956) says the air-borne insects upon which it relies for 
food become extremely scarce in bad weather, and the danger of starvation can be overcome only by unusual 
behaviour and other adaptations.  Swifts avoid rain whenever possible – either entering their nests or flying 
away from the storm (Lack 1956).  It was Koskimies (1947) that first determined that most large movements of 
swifts in Finland and Sweden started before a storm approached and that the swifts moved into the wind, which 
took them away from the heaviest rain in the shortest time.  
 
Koskimies (1950) and Svärdson (1951) followed scores of swift movements from the Öland bird observatory 
and determined that even when the storm came from a different direction the swifts were able to move around 
the edge in a different direction than they usually did, using the wind to aid their flight.  Six of the flocks 
studied were of over 10,000 swifts, and the largest contained 27,000.  Birds banded at Oxford and at Öland then 
recaptured at up to 375 miles away suggests that these weather movements may involve 1,000 miles or 1,700 
km. 
 
Nestlings are fed by both parents.  Total feeding time about 19 hours daily in the Leningrad region, continuing 
for some 35 days, with parent bringing food up to 34 times per day at the beginning of nestling period, but only 
4-6 times daily prior to departure from the nest (Ptushenko 1951). 
 
Wintering Behaviour: 
 Common Swifts do not call or scream in their wintering quarters (Brooke 1971).  As the screams are 
used to identify not only the differing species but also the sex of the individual, this means that the Common 
Swift cannot identify its mate, and so this phenomenon appears to explain why Common Swift pairs do not 
maintain their pair-bond in their winter quarters.  Common swift’s gonads start to enlarge as they migrate 
northwards and they start calling.  The most southerly locations where their calls have been heard is Malawai 
(Benson 1940 p. 22.) and Kinshasa (Curry-Lindahl 1960).  Most records of screaming come from west Africa 
(Cameroons, Nigeria and Togo (Brooke 1971). 
 

Not all swifts are created equal as the White-throated Needletail keeps calling while wintering in 
Australia and the pairs maintain their bond, not only by calling together but by flying complex co-ordinated 
display flights that I have found absolutely fascinating to watch.   
 
 It has now been shown by using data loggers with accelerometers attached, that Common Swifts rarely 
land during the ten months they are wintering and on migration.  When they do, it is usually for a brief time 
only, and dawn and dusk ascents occur throughout the migration and wintering period.  Some birds did not land 
at all in the ten months. (Hedenström et al 2016).   
So, what are Common Swifts doing in Africa while on the wing?  The answer comes from a note sent by John 
Mendelsohn to Erich Kaiser (30 Aug 2014). The presence of your swifts in Namibia depends very largely on 



rain.  Sometimes, we see tens of thousands in a small area, all feeding on termites or other insects.  We also 
often see spectacular movements, again with thousands of birds all flying fast in exactly the same direction, 
presumably towards rain and new food supplies hundreds of kilometres away.  No time to sleep apparently. 
 
Conservation: 
 Common Swifts can live for 30 years (Dick Newell) so long as they can find nest sites and food. Nest 
invaders such as the common starling in Europe, the Vinous-breasted Starling and Common Myna in Israel (A. 
Hahn pers. Comm.) can evict eggs, nestlings and adults from established nest sites.  Because Common Starlings 
often take over a nesting site before the Swifts arrive in Europe, those who care for swifts sometimes block the 
entrances until just before the Swifts arrive.  Still, sometimes disputes over ownership develop. Lack (1956 p. 
34) reports “Often the dispute does not result in injury, but when, as sometimes happens, the two birds fall to 
the ground, the starling has sometimes been able to wound or kill the swift with its beak, while a starling has 
been found with its breast torn and bleeding, probably from the claws of a Swift.  In another instance where 
both birds fell to the ground, a cat caught the swift before it could take off again.” 
 
Recently swift enthusiasts have developed inserts that are fitted into nest entrances and are so sized and shaped 
that swifts can enter, but most starlings are prevented from entering.  Amnonn Hahn has in addition placed 
cameras at his nests in Tel Aviv, and while watching these during the 2016 Common Swift Conference in 
Poland we saw a Vinous-breasted Starling trying to force its way through a starling restrictor into an occupied 
nest.  A quick phone call to his wife soon had a pole at the nest and the starling was successfully chased away.  
Lack adds “Swifts at times displace House Sparrows from holes in thatch, in which one would suppose they 
have little difficulty, though there is a published record in which House Sparrows apparently broke a swift’s 
eggs.  Hole-nesting birds are in general safe from egg-eating mammals or birds, whereas those that nest in 
bushes or on the ground are often robbed by weasels, jays and the like.  But suitable holes are usually too few 
to go round, so that competition for sites between hole-nesting species may be severe.  Their added safety from 
predators is obtained only at a price” (Lack 1956, p. 35). 
 
Because suitable holes have become fewer as thatch rooves and old style buildings have been replaced by 
buildings that are unfriendly, swift enthusiasts in most European countries have been sharing ideas and 
techniques on how to build nest boxes and nesting towers that overcome the shortage to help reverse the decline 
of the Common Swift in Europe.  A few of the designs are shown below.  
 

 
First one is in Troubadour, Netherlands. 
 
 



 
 
 

 
The second one is at Castellaro, Italy.      The third is at Dokkas, Lapland.  Photo: Jan Holmgren. 
 
 



 
The 4th is an elegant tower alongside the Vistula river, Poland. 
 

 



Architects not only maintained the nest boxes in the restoration of this old building but also added these boxes 
on the outside, in such a way as to add to the beauty of the building and induce enquiry about why so much 
interest in these birds. Maiden Tower, Baku, Azerbaijan.  (Action for Swifts 2017).  
 
Swift numbers in Britain have been declining by 3-4% per year. That is 3-4,000 swifts per year so many groups 
are encouraging the erection of new nest sites as above. (Dick Newell 2016).  So even changing a few tiles on 
your roof can help provide a swift with a nesting site. 
 

 
 
History: 
Hirundo apus.  Linnaeus, 1758.  Sweden. 

A. apus apus.  Linnaeus 1758. 
A. apus pekinensis Swinhoe 1870. 

Former Common Names: 
Devil’s Bird, Rain Swallow, Thunder Swallow (Lack 1956). Eurasian Swift (Chantler 1995). European Swift,  
 Northern Swift (Chantler et al 1999). 
French: Martinet noir, German: Mauersegler, Spanish: Vencejo Común. 
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