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INTRODUCTION

Amazilia distans was described as an endemic
from SW Téchira, Venezuela (Wetmore & Phelps
1956), and it occupies an isolated position among
the 97 Venezuelan hummingbird species. The
reasons for this are that the taxon was discovered
relatively recently and that only one skin
specimen exists. Although the validity of this
species has not been questioned by later authors
(Mayr 1971, Meyer de Schauensee & Phelps
1978, Sibley & Monroe 1990 among others), and
although subsequent, unconfirmed observations
of A. distans have been made, almost nothing is
known of its biological or ecological character-
istics (reviewed in Collar et al. 1992). As a result
of its apparent extreme rarity and its relatively
threatened habitat, which can be described as
mixed tropical and semideciduous forest (Huber
& Alarcén 1988), the species is classified as
critically endangered (Collar et 4l 1992). How-
ever, as we point out below, the unusual colora-
tion of the holotype does not allow it to be
assigned to any of the currently recognized
South American Amazilia species groups. We
hypothesize that A. distans is a hybrid namely
Hylocharis cyanus x Amazilia fimbriata.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In the course of biogeographical and taxonomic
studies of the hummingbird genus Amazilia, the
type specimen of Amazilia distans in the Nation-
al Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian

Institution (USNM) bird collection (Coleccién
Ornitoldgica Phelps [COP # 60790], Caracas,
presently on loan to USNM, as USNM #
461965; cf. Deignan 1961) was examined and
compared directly with skins of other taxa
(Amazilia, other genera). Data from Amazilia
specimens in other museums were also included
in the comparisons (see “Acknowledgments”).
Measurements, rounded to the nearest 0.1 mm
(Fig. 2), were made using a digital caliper. Plum-
age colors were determined by visual inspection
under natural light. Because of the presence of
iridescence, morphological evaluation of typical
hummingbird colors depends to some extent on
the subjective judgement of the taxonomist (see
also Howell 1993); vernacular names were ac-
cordingly used here to describe colors. With
regard to the assessment of hybrid origin, the
methods of geographical and phenological ex-
clusion of potential parental species explained in
detail in Graves (1990) were employed.

According to Wetmore 8 Phelps (1956) the
type specimen of Amazilia distans came from
“El Salao (300 meters), near Burgua, Tichira,
Venezuela,” where it was collected by R. Urbano
in 1954. Paynter (1982) gives the site coordinates
as 07°26’N, 72°00°W. The specimen was sexed
as male. Collar et al. (1992: 492) state that “There
are apparently two specimens, a male in [the]
USNM ‘the type’ and a male in [the] COP;”
these are, in fact, one and the same specimen
(M. Lentino, pers. comm.).
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combination events (e.g., basic plumage color,
dark face mask, differently colored throat, breast,
and tail pattern) only the genera Amazilia, Chlo-
rostilbon, Hylocharis and Lepidopyga remained.
The species in question are all relatively uniform
in possessing dark green dorsal plumage with
mostly contrasting tail feathers.

Since intermediate characters are produced by
hybridization, then given the turquoise blue pat-
tern of the head and breast plumage, one parent
species can be postulated with a blue or violet
coloration in that area. In the genera named, this
feature is prominent only in the male Hylocharis
cyanus. This species is strongly sexually dimorphic;
the female lacks the contrasting head and breast
coloration and the green mid-belly of the male,
and has instead underparts dominated by grayish
tones. The disks of the male chin and uppermost
throat feathers appear whitish to cream-colored.
Both sexes show a gold-bronze rump, grading
into the dark red-violet uppertail coverts, and
dark steel blue rectrices. The adult male under-
tail coverts are the same color as the tail, while
those of the subadult males and the females are
brownish.

The characters described are found only in
one Hylocharis taxon in the type locality, the
subspecies H. cyanus viridiventris. This sub-
species has a disjunct distribution, with a north-
western population from NE Colombia to W
Venezuela (Fig. 1) and a more easterly one (Vene-
zuela south of the Orinoco to SE Colombia, the
Guianas, N Bolivia, and SE Brazil).

The main criteria to be taken into account
when determining the hybridizing partner are
the white breast patch, the gray abdominal
coloration, the blackish bronze green inner tail
feathers and the slight forking of the tail. Because
of the absence of white breast markings and a
clearly forked tail (the inner rectrices are much
shortened), Lepidopyge goudoti and the local
Chlorostilbon species C. stenura and C. mellisugus
cannot be considered as potential partners. Of
the remaining genus Amazilia, two species occur
in southern T4chira, Venezuela, A. wviridigaster
and A. fimbriata. However, the local viridigaster
population is characterized by rather purplish
tail feathers. While it is true that females have
grayish underparts, the white breast patch is
lacking in both sexes.



