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WHERE TO SEE CHIMNEY SWIFTS  
IN LONDON, ONTARIO 

 
Prepared by Winifred Wake,  

Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London,  
Updated June 17, 2018 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 Since 2003, about 170 chimneys occupied by Chimney 
Swifts have been identified in London.  Many more are un-
doubtedly still undiscovered by the swift-watching community.  
Since 2003, at least 50 of the 170 chimneys have been capped 
or demolished.  But, more than 100 known, plus many more unknown, swift chimneys remain extant in Lon-
don.  
 Because Chimney Swifts tend to fly high and never land where people can see them, most Londoners 
do not realize that this Threatened species lives in their city.  The first swifts arrive in London in late April or 
early May and the last swifts depart in late September or early October.  The first indication of swift presence 
in an area is often pleasant chattering vocalizations emanating from high overhead.  An upward glance may 
reveal one or more tiny, dark, cigar-shaped birds zooming about on long narrow, rapidly beating wings.   
 In most parts of London, swifts are rarely seen or heard.  Swifts never land on the ground or on top of 
a chimney, or perch on a branch or rooftop.  See below for a list of the best places for daytime watching of 
swifts during the nesting season and for evening watching of non-breeding swifts gathering to enter chimneys 
to roost communally for the night.   
 Also be sure to read on for tips and suggestions on how, when and where to maximize your chances of 
seeing and hearing swifts in London, as well as to optimize your viewing experience. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When watching Chimney Swifts  
 Avoid trespassing. 
 Take responsibility for your own safety. 

 
Best Locations in London 
for Daytime Observations 
of Nesting Swifts 
 
First-St. Andrew’s United 
Church, 350 Queens at Waterloo 
 Up to five church chim-
neys are occupied by swifts during 
the nesting season and there are 
several other active nesting chim-
neys within a block or two.  See 
page 2 for details of how to best 
view chimneys at this location.  
 
Wortley Village, General Neigh-
bourhood of Landon Public  
Library, 167 Wortley Rd 
 There are usually about 
half a dozen active swift chimneys 
(possibly more if private homes 
are included) within a block or two 
of the Landon Public Library.  See 
page 3 for details of how to opti-
mize your swift-viewing experi-
ence in Wortley Village. 

 
Best Locations in London for Evening  
Observations of Non-breeding Swifts  
Gathering at a Communal Roost 
 
Labatt’s Garage/Warehouse, 183 Simcoe  
 This round brick chimney has lightning rods 
around the top edge.  See page 6 for details of how to 
optimize your viewing experience.   
 

King’s University College, Wemple Building,  
266 Epworth at Waterloo  
 This tall square chimney is located towards the 
rear of the building.  See page 6 for details. 
 

South Collegiate Institute (South Secondary School),  
371 Tecumseh at Belgrave 
 This tall square chimney towers over the school.  
See page 7 for details.   
 

Smith Fruit, 22 Maitland at South Thames River 
 The big square/rectangular chimney stands high 
above Smith Fruit.  See page 7 for details. 
 

Phoenix Building, 300 Wellington, N of Horton 
 The stand-alone chimney is located at the south 
end of the building.  See page 7 for details. 
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OBSERVING SWIFTS IN THE DAYTIME DURING THE NESTING SEASON 
 
 Swifts generally occupy their nest chimneys from early May to August.  There is just one pair per 
chimney, though an extra helper bird (or two) is sometimes part of the household.  In several areas of London, 
clusters of half a dozen or more active swift chimneys are located within a block or two of each other.  Be-
cause of the relatively high density of swifts in these areas, these are the best places in London in which to 
look for swifts.  In such neighbourhoods, during daytime hours in the nesting season, flocks ranging in size 
from two or three to up to a dozen swifts can often be observed chattering, circling, socializing and foraging 
above roofs and treetops.   
 A pleasant chattering sound is usually the first indication of swift presence.  Look up to see small 
black birds with stiffly beating wings.  As the flock drifts by overhead, there will be much circling and chas-
ing as swifts snatch flying insects from the air.  In summers when airborne insects are plentiful, swifts may 
spend considerable time over the general neighbourhood of their nest chimneys.  In dry summers, when in-
sects are scarce, they are much less visible, possibly because they must fly higher or travel further afield to 
find sufficient food. 
 Where there is a low density of nesting swifts in a neighbourhood, it may be quite difficult to detect 
their presence during the nesting season.  Also, from early August on, swifts often forage too high up to be 
readily detected. 
 In addition to general socializing and foraging, two other types of swift behaviour can be observed.   
 
Courtship and Pair Bonding:  Watch for three or more highly vocal swifts flying in tight formation.  Also look 
for one bird flying closely behind another swift, then each bird raising its wings in a V over its back, and the 
two gliding together for a short distance. 
 
Diving into Chimneys:  To avoid drawing attention to the location of a nest, swifts tend to be secretive when 
entering and exiting a chimney that has a nest inside.  A swift may drop directly into the chimney from high 
overhead or fly silently towards the chimney at a low angle (no circling) before dropping quickly down the 
opening.  When departing, the swift usually just barely clears the top of the chimney, then drops down a short 
distance on the outside before silently flying off horizontally.  An exit from a chimney a minute or two after 
an entry may indicate that a food delivery has just been made.  July is the main time period when nestlings are 
being fed inside the chimney, but food deliveries may also be observed in late June and early August. 
 

BEST LOCATIONS FOR DAYTIME OBSERVATIONS OF NESTING SWIFTS 
 
First-St Andrew’s United Church, 350 Queens Ave at Waterloo St 
 Up to five church chimneys are occupied by swifts during the nesting season and there are usually sev-
eral other active nesting chimneys within a block or two.  The best viewing area is the eastern part of the front 
lawn of the church, somewhat in from the street and near the driveway to Queens Ave.  Face north towards 
the eastern extension of the church building and look for four chimneys, from left to right:  
 a slim hexagonal chimney emerging from 

near the southeast corner of the sloped sanc-
tuary roof 

 a slim hexagonal chimney emerging from 
the north edge of the sloped sanctuary roof 

 a large square chimney with two terra cotta 
tiles emerging from the top, located at the 
rear of the “valley” between the sanctuary 
and the office portion of the building 

 a rectangular chimney that has three sepa-
rate flues, located above the peaked roof of 
the office portion of the building    

 (a fifth chimney – a slim hexagonal one – is 
located along the north edge of the sloped 
sanctuary roof, to the west of the peak of 
the roof and not visible from this location) 
 

 

First-St. Andrew’s Church is the best location in London for daytime 

viewing of swifts during the nesting season.  
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 Watch for swifts chattering and foraging over the First-St. An-
drew’s parking lot, church roof, well-treed lawns and general neighbour-
hood.  Having five nesting chimneys in close proximity increases the 
chances of seeing swifts enter or exit one of the chimneys.  The flock of 
foraging swifts overhead tends to move around the neighbourhood but 
usually drifts back every 10 or 15 minutes.  Some springs and falls there 
is also a communal swift roost in the large square chimney. 
 
Wortley Village, General Neighbourhood of Landon Public Library, 
167 Wortley Rd near Bruce St 
 There are usually about half a dozen active swift chimneys (not 
including private residences) within a block or two of the Landon Public 
Library at 167 Wortley Rd at Bruce.  Because of the concentration of 
nesting swifts in the general area, small flocks can often be seen and 
heard above the Wortley Village neighbourhood.  When you arrive in the 
area, walk around listening for the sound of swift chatter high overhead.  
The small flocks of chasing, foraging swifts will not remain above one 
area but will drift around over a few blocks, then come back later.   
 In Wortley Village no single building regularly hosts swifts in 
multiple chimneys, though occasionally two chimneys in one building are 
occupied the same year.  If you spot some suitable chimneys (i.e., older, 
brick, no topknot or other covering to block entry), pause and watch care-
fully for swifts diving into chimneys or exiting from them.  Swift nests 
can be located in chimneys that have a relatively small diameter (i.e., 2.5 
bricks by 2.5 bricks wide on the outside) or that have a very large diame-
ter and anything in between.  If using binoculars, respect the privacy of 
homeowners. 

 

The vast majority of swift sightings are 

of birds flying high overhead.  Note the 

short tail and narrow, crescent-shaped 

wings.   

 
These chimneys, 

all located within 

about two blocks 

of Wortley and 

Bruce, are known 

to be used by 

Chimney Swifts 

during the nest-

ing season.  Ad-

ditional chimneys 

in the area are 

likely also occu-

pied by swifts. 
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OBSERVING SWIFTS AS THEY ENTER  
COMMUNAL ROOSTS FOR THE NIGHT 
 
 During the nesting season, there will be no more 
than one mated pair occupying a given chimney.  Non-
breeding swifts, on the other hand, spend their nights in 
communal roosts that may range in size from a dozen or 
two swifts to many hundreds.  Inside a roost chimney, 
swifts cling by their toenails to the vertical brick walls.   
 Before diving into a roost chimney, swifts usu-
ally form a large swirling, twittering flock.  The flock 
often circles many, many times, with individual birds 
sometimes repeatedly dipping close to the entrance of 
the chimney, only to swerve away at the last possible 
moment to continue circling with the flock.  The pur-
pose of the dipping is not known but it may be that 
swifts are taking a quick peek down the chimney shaft to get an idea of what they are headed into.   
 Sometimes swifts dive into the chimney a few at a time; other times they will pour down in an almost 
continuous stream from the swirling mass of swifts above.  The greatest numbers of roosting swifts usually 
drop into the chimney during the first 15 minutes after sunset, but there can be a very considerable spread in 
the timing as well as the concentration of swifts entering.  In general, 
swifts at a communal roost go to bed earlier if it is cloudy or rainy or 
unduly cold. 
 To be sure you see the whole performance, it is wise to arrive 
20 minutes before sunset and plan to stay at least 20 minutes after 
sunset (30 minutes before and after, if you are doing a formal count).  
Sometimes a chimney used by large numbers of swifts for overnight 
roosting will also harbour a nesting pair.  If this is the case, the swift 
pair usually enters for the night somewhat earlier and much more se-
cretively than the non-breeders do.  Arriving at least 30 minutes be-
fore sunset increases the chances of seeing any nesting swifts that 
may be using the chimney.  See page 8 for a table of sunset times. 
 When a nesting pair of swifts shares a chimney with a commu-
nal swift roost, the nest is usually placed much further down in the 
chimney shaft than the upper area of the chimney that is occupied by 
the roosting swifts.  Most, but not all, swift roosts are found in large-
diameter chimneys.   

 

 

The sky overhead as Chimney Swifts gather before entering a 

chimney to roost inside for the night. 

 

Swirling 

flocks of 

Chimney 

Swifts begin 

to enter 

three Lon-

don roost 

chimneys for 

the night:  

left to right: 

Labatt’s 

garage/

warehouse, 

King’s Col-

lege and 

South Colle-

giate Insti-

tute. 

Swifts entering the chimney at King’s Col-

lege Wemple Building. 
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SPRING ROOSTS 
 
 During spring migration, large numbers of Chimney Swifts pass 
through London on their way north.  The migration period runs from late 
April until about the second week of June.  Numbers of swifts occupying 
roost chimneys are usually highest between mid-May and the first week of 
June.   
 In London, a number of chimneys are traditionally used as roosts 
during spring migration.  Examples are South Collegiate Institute, Labatt’s 
warehouse/garage, the Wemple Building at King’s University College and 
the Phoenix Building (see details on pages 6 and 7).  Often swift numbers 
are much larger at one or two of these sites than at the others, with the pre-
ferred chimneys changing from year to year and sometimes from week to 
week during spring migration.   
 

SUMMER ROOSTS 
 
 After spring migration has tapered off and paired swifts have set up 
housekeeping in their individual chimneys around London, a number of 
non-breeding swifts always remains.  These birds often continue to roost at 
some of the same roost chimneys that were used during spring migration (see details on pages 6 and 7).  The 
make-up of the roosting flocks during the nesting season is not well understood, but may include one-year-old 
swifts (some swifts are thought not to breed until the age of two), as well as failed breeders.   
 The number of swifts using chimneys for communal roosting during the breeding season is much 
smaller than during the peak of spring migration, but there can be up to a few hundred birds.  Just as happened 
during spring migration, one or two roost chimneys often prove to be more popular than the others and the fa-
voured chimney can change over the course of the time when summer roosts of non-breeders are occupied.  
The period when summer roosts are active is considered to be from about the second week of June until the 
end of July or early August. 
 

FALL ROOSTS 
 
 Starting in late July, numbers at some of the four main communal spring and/or summer roosts usually 
start to increase.  About this time, numbers at an additional roost, Smith Fruit, also start to pick up (see details 
on pages 6 and 7).  Not all of the main fall roosts in London will have large numbers or even be occupied eve-
ry year.  Also, sometimes one roost might initially hold substantial numbers but be empty by mid-August 
while another chimney might hold good numbers until late September.   
 Because fall migrants include young of the year, roost numbers in the fall can be significantly higher 
than during spring and summer.  Highest numbers at fall roosts are usually recorded in late August or early 
September but some years many hundreds of swifts are recorded using roosts until late in September, with 
smaller numbers present into the early part of October. 
 In addition to the five roosts mentioned above, other chimneys around the city have served as fall 
roosts.  These, however, tend to be less reliable places to find roosting swifts than the five mentioned.  Some 
of the lesser roosts are located in small-diameter chimneys and may hold small numbers of birds for just a few 
weeks in August.  Some of these chimneys are thought to serve as neighbourhood roosts, occupied by swift 
families from that general area that have finished nesting and left their home chimneys to communally roost 
with neighbouring swift families before moving off to join a larger migratory roost.  Since 2003, about 30 
London chimneys have been identified as serving as fall roosts, whether large or small.  About one-third of 
these have been capped or demolished within the past 15 years or so.   
 Typically, during a particular year, the largest number tallied at a London fall swift roost on one night 
is somewhere between 500 and 1000 birds, but some years the maximum count falls below 500.  Since orga-
nized swift monitoring commenced in London in 2004, there has been a noticeable decrease in the number of 
chimneys occupied by fall migrants.  This, perhaps, is not surprising given that Breeding Bird Survey data in-
dicate that swift populations in Ontario (outside of towns and cities) have declined by approximately 47% be-
tween 2005 and 2015 (though only limited data are available for urban areas).   
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Tips for Evening Watching of Swifts at Roost Chimneys 
 Plan to arrive between 20 and 30 minutes before official sunset (see page 8 for table giving times of Lon-

don sunsets in 2018) and plan to stay 20 to 30 minutes after sunset. 
 Find a safe place from which to watch that will allow quick, unimpeded departure if necessary. 
 View from a public place (unless you have permission). 
 It is wise to be accompanied by a friend.   
 If possible, station yourself so that the chimney is silhouetted against the northwest sky (not against foliage 

or another building). 
 Try to avoid having security or other lights beaming at you from the direction in which you are looking. 
 If you wish, bring a lawn chair.   
 For safety’s sake, bring a cellphone. 
 Some people like to use binoculars to watch swifts enter a roost but others feel that binoculars, because of 

fading evening light, give a dim view of swifts and also block peripheral vision that would otherwise facil-
itate sooner detection of approaching swifts .  If using binoculars, take care to avoid aiming them in direc-
tions that might cause neighbours to become upset.   

 If you arrive 30 minutes before sunset, watch for early, usually discrete entries (and possibly exits) of one 
or two swifts that would indicate that a nesting pair is occupying the chimney and possibly feeding young; 
these birds tend to retire before the large and chattering flock of non-breeding swifts arrives, swirls around 
for a while and then enters.   

 Roosting swifts often retire for the night earlier than expected when the weather is unusually cold or wet. 
 

BEST LOCATIONS IN LONDON FOR EVENING OBSERVATIONS OF SWIFTS 
GATHERING AT A COMMUNAL ROOST 
 
Labatt’s Garage/Warehouse, 183 Simcoe St 
 This round brick chimney has lightning 
rods around the top edge.  A relatively short chim-
ney, it is located on a relatively low building be-
hind a high board fence in an industrial complex.  
The chimney is best viewed from Grey St between 
Richmond and Clarence.  On-street parking spaces 
approximately in front of 195 Grey St provide ex-
cellent viewing.  Grey St is a one-way street going 
west. 
 Roosting swifts may be present in good 
numbers any time from mid-May to September, 
though the chimney is not necessarily occupied 
throughout this entire period in any given year.  In 
August and September there is often an inverse relationship between numbers at Labatt’s and numbers at 
South Collegiate.  
 
King’s University College (Wemple Building), 266 Epworth St at N of end of Waterloo St 
 This tall square chimney is best viewed 
from the lawn southeast of the Wemple Build-
ing or from the parking lot at the north end of 
Waterloo St on the east side.   
 In either location, pick your viewing 
location to avoid bright security lights or park-
ing lot lights shining into your face as light 
levels drop. 
 Roosting swifts may be present in good 
numbers any time from mid-May to Septem-
ber, though the chimney is not necessarily oc-
cupied throughout this entire period in any giv-
en year.    

 

The view of the chimney at Labatt’s garage/warehouse from Grey St. 

 King’s College chimney from the parking lot east of Waterloo.   
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London South Collegiate Institute (South  
Secondary), 371 Tecumseh at Belgrave 
 The tall square chimney at South Collegiate is best 
viewed from the raised parking deck at the rear of the 
school (south side).  Look northwest, positioning yourself 
to minimize the effect of the security lights. 
 Roosting swifts may be present in good numbers 
any time from mid-May to September, though the chim-
ney is not necessarily occupied throughout this entire peri-
od in any given year.  In August and September, there is 
often an inverse relationship between numbers at South 
and numbers at Labatt’s.  
 
Smith Fruit, 22 Maitland St (south end of street close to South Branch of Thames River) 
 The big square/rectangular chimney at Smith Fruit is best 
viewed from the sidewalk or from a car parked along the street, with 
the location chosen to ensure the chimney is silhouetted against the 
northeast sky.  Choose a position that minimizes the impact of security 
lighting.  
 Although the chimney was reduced in height many years ago, 
it continues to be used by swifts. 
 Swift monitors have never recorded this chimney being used 
for a significantly sized spring or summer roost (though sometimes a 
dozen or so swifts may be present).  Numbers of swifts usually start to 
increase in late July.  There are often good numbers of swifts here 
through August and into September.  
 
Phoenix Building, 300 Wellington (east side, just north of Horton) 
 This tall, free-standing chimney is located at the south end of 
the building.  It is best viewed from the northeast part of the Tim Hor-
ton’s parking lot on Horton (consider picking up a coffee or some tim-

bits if watching at this location).  Select a 
viewing spot that will minimize the impact of 
security lighting and ensure that the chimney is silhouetted against the northwest sky.  
The chimney does not necessarily host a roost every year and/or every season. 
 

IF YOU SEE A SWIFT ENTER OR LEAVE A CHIMNEY 
 

 If you observe one or more Chimney Swifts entering or leaving a chimney in 
London, please note the date, address, numbers and any other pertinent details.  Send 
this information along with your name and contact information to  
 

chimneyswift@naturelondon.com.   
 

 Your observations can make an important contribution to knowledge of Chim-
ney Swifts in London. 
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The chimney at South Collegiate viewed from the raised 

parking deck behind the school. 

 

The chimney at Smith Fruit viewed from the 

southwest.  

     www.naturelondon.ca  chimneyswift@naturelondon.com 

 

The Phoenix chimney as 

viewed from the northeast 

part of the Tim Horton’s 

parking lot. 
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SUNSET TIMES FOR LONDON, ONTARIO 2018 (Daylight Saving Time) 

From http://www.nrc-cnrc.gc.ca/eng/services/sunrise/advanced.html 
  

 

 

Date April May June July August Septem- October 

1 7:51 pm 8:26 pm 8:57 pm 9:08 pm 8:46 pm 8:00 pm 7:06pm 

2 7:53 8:27 8:58 9:08 8:45 7:58 7:04 

3 7:54 8:28 8:59 9:07 8:44 7:56 7:03 

4 7:55 8:29 9:00 9:07 8:42 7:54 7:01 

5 7:56 8:31 9:00 9:07 8:41 7:53 6:59 

6 7:57 8:32 9:01 9:06 8:40 7:51 6:58 

7 7:58 8:33 9:02 9:06 8:39 7:49 6:56 

8 8:00 8:34 9:02 9:06 8:37 7:47 6:54 

9 8:01 8:35 9:03 9:05 8:36 7:46 6:52 

10 8:02 8:36 9:03 9:05 8:34 7:44 6:51 

11 8:03 8:37 9:04 9:04 8:33 7:42 6:49 

12 8:04 8:38 9:04 9:04 8:32 7:40 6:47 

13 8:05 8:39 9:05 9:03 8:30 7:39 6:46 

14 8:06 8:40 9:05 9:03 8:29 7:367 6:44 

15 8:08 8:42 9:06 9:02 8:27 7:35 6:42 

16 8:09 8:43 9:06 9:01 8:26 7:33 6:41 

17 8:10 8:44 9:07 9:01 8:24 7:31 6:39 

18 8:11 8:45 9:07 9:00 8:23 7:30 6:38 

19 8:12 8:46 9:07 8:59 8:21 7:28 6:36 

20 8:13 8:47 9:07 8:58 8:20 7:26 6:34 

21 8:15 8:48 9:08 8:57 8:18 7:24 6:33 

22 8:16 8:49 9:08 8:56 8:16 7:22 6:31 

23 8:17 8:50 9:08 8:56 8:15 7:21 6:30 

24 8:18 8:51 9:08 8:55 8:13 7:19 6:28 

25 8:19 8:51 9:08 8:54 8:11 7:17 6:27 

26 8:20 8:52 9:08 8:53 8:10 7:15 6:25 

27 8:21 8:53 9:08 8:52 8:08 7:13 6:24 

28 8:23 8:54 9:08 8:51 8:06 7:12 6:23 

29 8:24 8:55 9:08 8:49 8:05 7:10 6:21 

30 8:25 8:56 9:08 8:48 8:03 7:08 6:20 

31   8:57   8:47 8:01   6:18 


