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FRIENDS OF THE 
SHERMAN SWIFT 

TOWER 

Tel: 563-783-7791 
        563-964-2535 

National, Iowa 

 

SWIFT NIGHT OUT 

Occasionally we are given the privilege of seeing 
a remarkable wonder of nature, and it sweeps us 
away with the spectacle of it.  This was ours. We 
congregated early on a misty night to observe a 
local roosting site for the arrival of migrating 
swifts.  Soon a large flock of chippering swifts 
arrived, circling overhead and flying low over the 
chimney. But after a few minutes, they rapidly 
flew away.  They returned in larger numbers 
circling and chippering, only to leave again.  We 
feared they had found another roosting site.  But 
they returned the third time, and the sky was 
filled with flying swifts. The noise was 
impressive.  They took some minutes to assemble 
into a large ringed circle, with one edge of the 
ring over the chimney.  Slowly, carefully, a few 
began dropping into the chimney, gradually 
increasing the speed and number of swifts 
entering the chimney until they began descending 
into the chimney in groups. They were 
impossible to count. A blink of an eye missed 6, 
8, 10 swifts entering the chimney at once.  The 
ring of flying swifts moved slowly from the left of 
the chimney to the right of the chimney, with 
multiple swifts continually entering with each 
pass over the chimney until almost all were 
inside.  What a remarkable sight.  We estimated 
over a thousand entered the chimney.   

Each year there is a Swift Night Out to count the 
migrating swifts at local roosting sites.    The 
2017 dates are August 11, 12, 13 and September 
9, 10, 11.  Go to chimneyswifts.org for 
information.  Find a site to observe and may the 
swifts be with you.    

 

COME VISIT THE TOWER! 

For information about the Tower, tours, 
presentations or other, please call 563-783-7791 
or 563-964-2535.   
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2016 IN REVIEW 

THE SWIFTS 

A group of swifts returned to National and at the end of May busily began nest building.   
It’s delicate work. One swift spent several minutes placing a stick in the nest; first 
clinging to the front of the nest with wings fluttering, feet moving, the beak working a 
saliva covered stick into the nest.  This was repeated several hundred times for one nest.  
One oddity, after the swift placed the stick in the nest, it appeared to groom its breast, 
making us wonder how the sticky saliva on the beak could so easily be moved through the 
feathers.    

Soon the thin flimsy nest held one egg. You could see through the nest in a number of places, 
making us wonder if the swifts were a new or young pair just learning the art of nest making.   
Undaunted, the female proceeded to lay six eggs in the fragile nest. It held through the 
summer even when overflowing with 5 baby swifts. All 5 hatchlings fledged by August making a total of 21 swifts fledging 
from the tower since 2012.   

TOWER VISITORS 

Sixty-three individuals and 3 families signed the Registration Book at the National Tower. Montana, Iowa, Ohio, California, 
Wisconsin, Nebraska, Massachusetts, Illinois, Minnesota, and Indiana were represented.  We appreciate your notes and 
comments, it’s encouraging to know there are many others who love birds. Althea Sherman would be delighted to know 
that her love of swifts is shared by many visitors and that some visitors first learn about chimney swifts at the site.  Signage, 
an audio recording, a monitor to view inside the chimney, a rest area and the nearby graves of the Sherman family gives an 
opportunity for rest, quiet, comfort and relaxation as well as information.  Listen for the “Ode to the Sherman Family” by a 
local poet; it’s on the recording.  The Tower hosts took over a dozen visitors through the tower in May and September, 
when swifts weren’t nesting in the chimney. We will be open May 26 and 27 and September 2 and 3, 2017 for tours. You 
are welcome to visit the Tower replica at the National Cemetery site anytime, the informational sign and audio 
recording are available at all times.   

 

Notes From Althea… 

Althea Sherman papers, 1902-1936. MS49.  Special 
Collections, State Historical Society of Iowa, Des Moines .  

Althea kept careful record of the birds that 
migrated through the Acre of Birds at their home 
in National. 

This spring migration entry shows her interest in 
the variety of birds and her ability to identify 
them.  

May 18, 1921 

….A great wave of birds that broke the previous records for 
our yard, counting Amelia’s Nighthawks, there were 52 
species recorded.  The warbler unidentified did not belong to 
any of the other species marked present, view of it was very 
brief. The Bobwhite called a long time in a.m. The Kingbirds 
may be our yard residents were here until night. Of the Least 
Flycatchers there were more than I have ever seen here at once 
I think. The Scarlet Tanager flashed over N.E. corner of yard 
without alighting. The R. Grosbeak stopped less than a minute 
in north twin apple tree. The Cedar Waxwings staid there a 
few minutes gobbling the apple petals all the time. Some of the 
Warblers evidently were the same that were here yesterday. A 
half dozen (female) Md Y—ts were here and only 1 or 2 
(males). The Kinglet did not appear until some time after 
sunset. 2 may be 3 O—d Thrushes were at S. W. corner. If 
only one veery was here it was seen often and in numerous 
places.  The Robin builds on my shelf at last. The Wright 
children report the finding by Walter of a Prairie Chicken’s 
nest in road way, containing 13 eggs and Miss Martha Fischer 
told of a Bob white’s nest beside road between here and 
Matt’s. Clifford picked up a Thrasher nearly dead, a big fight 
has been on for two days.   

Elsewhere in her journals, she recorded seeing Rose-breasted Grosbeak 
(R. Grosbeak?), Maryland Yellowthroat, (Md Y—t?), and Olive-
backed Thrush (O—d Thrush?) in 1918.     

 

Web Site 

Our website, www.shermanswifttower.org is now up and 
running.  History. Pictures. Information. Check it out.   

  

  

 ACTIVITIES 

Our group is small, but our enthusiasm is not.  We are blessed with 
volunteers who come forward to help with a number of projects.  
Thank you to all of them!  We couldn’t do it without you.   

For the 10th year, we took part in the July 4th parade at Garnavillo, 
Iowa. Some there remember the Sherman family, and the Garnavillo 
Historical Society Museum has many Sherman artifacts.  

We also did a presentation at the Driftless Area Wetland Centre in 
July about the swifts at National. An interesting audience shared 
information about their experiences and asked thoughtful questions.   

Heritage Days at Osborne is a welcome and busy event with an 
opportunity to talk with fellow birders, do some sharing about the swifts, 
and provide crafts for kids. The kids we meet are remarkably creative, intelligent and give you hope for a bright 
future.   

Special Archives 
State Historical 
Society Of Iowa 

Six eggs 
in the 
nest! 

Pinfeathers! 

Driftless Area Wetland Center 
Marquette 


