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FRIENDS OF THE 
SHERMAN SWIFT 

TOWER 

SWIFT NIGHT OUT 

One of the local roosting sites was taken down 
earlier this summer.  In August the migrating 
swifts came as usual.  We watched growing 
numbers of swifts gather around the site, 
sometimes flying low as if to find the opening. 
After a time, several began exploring nearby areas.  
A swift entered one chimney and quickly flew back 
out. No others entered this chimney.  However, a 
nearby chimney seemed to be satisfactory for 
roosting, and we were amazed to count around 
500 entering this small site.   It seemed too small 
to host that many.  Thankfully, the owner of 
another near-by roosting site sees the beauty and 
value of swifts and is taking measures to preserve 
that chimney for roosting swifts. Hopefully it will 
accommodate all the migrating swifts.   
 
          COME VISIT THE TOWER! 

Visitors came from Iowa, Illinois , Minnesota and 
New York this summer.  Twenty-nine individuals 
and three families registered even though our 
registration book was repeatedly saturated with 
rain. We love your comments, visitors! Five 
visitors toured the tower on Memorial Day 
weekend.   The tower will be open for 2019 tours 
on May 25and 26 and August 31 and September 1, 
from 1-4.   

You are welcome to visit anytime.  There is 
signage, an audio recording, a monitor to view the 
interior of the chimney, a rest stop and picnic area 
along with the National Cemetery where the 
Sherman family is buried.    
 
Visit Founders Park in Elkader to see the swifts 
nesting in the chimney there.  A chimney at the 
swimming pool in Guttenberg has also been a 
nesting site.  
 
Please contact the following for more information:  
Joyce Schoulte   563.964.2535  or Harold and 
Deanna Krambeer 563.536.2258. We love to 
share the story. 

Tel: 563-536-2258 
        563-964-2535 

www.shermanswifttower.org  
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MYSTERIOUS HAPPENINGS AT THE TOWER………. 

One hundred years ago, in 1918, Althea Sherman had the first swifts nesting in her tower at National.  She was delighted.  
2018 would have saddened her.  

On May 10, swifts were seen flying over National. Sticks appeared on the 
wall of the chimney on June 1st.  By June 12th the first egg was found broken 
on the chimney floor, likely rolling out of the nest which had a definite 
downward slant.  Egg laying continued as sticks were added to the nest, and 
five more eggs were laid by July 2.  The adult swifts were repeatedly seen 
flying around the tower.   

By July 12th there were two hatchlings and 3 unhatched eggs in the nest.  The 
adult swifts were frequently seen through the monitor as they sat on the nest 
or fed the young.  On July 21st the babies were seen alone through the 
monitor.  No adult swifts were seen in the air during this short visit. The 
monitor again failed and on July 25th we entered the tower to check the babies through the viewing windows.  We found 
both babies dead, one in the nest and one on the floor of the chimney.  They were developing feathers and appeared to be 
growing normally.   No adult swifts were seen. 

They were taken to a local vet for evaluation, but he found no outward pathology or 
abnormality in the baby swifts. The FSST opted out of sending the bodies for further 
testing.    

The adult swifts weren’t seen flying in the area after this time.   So many questions. 
Did the parent swifts perish in an accident; leaving the babies to starve?  There were 
difficulties with the new battery powered monitor functioning properly, and remedies 
were taken to resolve the problems as they occurred.  This meant work in the base of 
the tower, but the adult swifts did not seem to be disturbed by this.  There were 
periods of heavy rain, heat and humidity. Did this affect the supply of insects?  There 
was a noticeable lack of dead insects on the floor of the tower.  As in previous years, 
there was aerial spraying of surrounding corn.  The spraying equipment was in the area 

on July 17.   Did a combination of several or all of the above make the adults and babies more vulnerable to a disease?   

There is no answer, but the death of the entire family means there is no swift who will return to the site of its birth to nest.  
That may be the saddest of all.        

 

Notes From Althea… 

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

Moines .. 

In the early 1900’s Althea built a blind in the 
marsh near her home.  Here is an entry of her 
observation in that blind from the 1910 
Screech Owl Notebook. It reflects her tenacity 
and determination to observe the owls.   
April 5   This morning there lay in the nest a 
mouse that had long black hair like the mouse that was there 
yesterday. When I went down at 6.40 p.m. there was still light 
and I thought the mouse had disappeared. The door now sticks 
at the top, so when I had drawn it together and fastened by a 
string; had taken off my wet wraps and hung them up I sat down 
to be rocked in the blind by the force of the wind. The rain beat 
against the roof and sides of blind, the storm howled and I was 
anything but happy. If the Owl realized the danger there in the 
blind blowing over she would have nervous prostration. No 
sound came from her mate until 7.40 by the watch, then he 
called twice and I thought she answered him, in five or six 
minutes he flew to the roof of the blind and called, and there 
was a sound like the mewing of young kittens which I think was 
made by the female in answer. Soon there was a scratching noise 
at the hole after which silence.  I waited a minute before 

climbing up (to observe the nest) made considerable noise, but not 
until I flashed the lantern did she scratch (leave?) out. The wind 
was blowing great gusts........". 

 

 We Have Generous Volunteers 
Volunteers continue to provide expertise and labor to keep the National 
Tower replica functioning.  We are grateful to Allen Mitchell for 
cleaning the mildew from the tower exterior in early May.  The north 
side was especially green and the return to white is most welcome. 

Thank you to Scott Chase who helped us through the maze of difficulties 
in having a monitor at a site with no electricity.    He helped find a new 
monitor, connected it to a battery, and then helped install a solar panel to 
power the system.  Unfortunately, a long period of cloudy days shut 
down the system.  Work continues on this dilemma.   

Our thanks to Chris Jenson, DVM, who checked the dead swifts in an effort to determine the cause of death.   

Special Archives 
State Historical 
Society of Iowa 

  La Riviere Park, Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin 
Chimney swifts have nested in two chimneys at a house in 
La Riviere Park for over thirty years.  When Dennis Kirsch-
baum learned the chimneys were to be taken down, he 
sought permission to build two small chimney swift towers 
to replace the previous nesting sites.  Along with other vol-
unteers, this was accomplished in early summer.  Chimney 
swifts were circling the site as the towers were being com-
pleted.  The FSST were pleased to make a donation to this 
project and encourage others to visit the Park where there 
are numerous opportunities to see nesting and migrating 
birds as well as bats.   

Five Eggs  in the nest 

Parents through the  moniter 


