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Introduction

The Reverend John H. Keen (1851–1950), missionary

and naturalist at the Haida village ofMassett, Queen Char-

lotte Islands (Haida Gwaii), 1 890–1899, and at Metlakatla

on the mainland coast of British Columbia, 1 899–1914,

was a tireless observer of nature and a prodigious collector

(Osgood 1901 ; Hatch 1957; Hearne 1997; Sealy 2013).

After arriving on Haida Gwaii in September 1890, with the

intention of focusing his spare time mostly on birds, Rev.

Keen (Figure 1 ) soon perceived the birds as already well

known. His expanded collections of plants, marine inver-

tebrates, mammals, and especially insects, were deposited

in museums in North America and England. Specialists

described many new taxa (e.g. Preble 1898; Osgood 1901 ),

several of which were named for him (e.g. Rhoads 1894;

Casey 1895; Merriam 1895; Baker 1896). This impressive

body of work was accomplished within the constraints of

spare time, amid the duties of a busy clergyman working

under difficult conditions.

Keen compiled a list of 52 species of birds positively

identified during his first year of residency on the Islands

(1 890/1 891 ), but the list was never published. He contin-

ued to observe birds and recorded spring-arrival dates for

some of the common species until he left Haida Gwaii in

1899, eventually serving the mission at Metlakatla (Figure

2). The list and subsequent observations ended up in the

hands of Dr. C.F. Newcombe (1851–1924), a private col-

lector of natural history and anthropological objects who

lived in Victoria, British Columbia (see Low 1982). The

two men had corresponded extensively since the mid-

1890s and had visited in Massett. A few specimens were
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Figure 1 . The Reverend
John Henry Keen: pho-
tograph of Keen taken
at M e t l a ka t l a , B r i t i s h
Columbia, Apri l 1 908,
nine years after he left
the Queen Charlotte Is-
lands. (Courtesy of the
Archives of the Anglican
Diocese of Caledonia,
Prince Rupert, British
Columbia.)
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sent to Newcombe for deposition in the Provincial Mu-

seum in Victoria (now Royal British Columbia Museum

[see Sealy 2013, 2016]).

Worried that this information might become buried,

Keen arranged with Newcombe for it to be forwarded to

Wilfred H. Osgood (1875–1947), a field biologist and col-

lector employed by the U.S. Biological Survey, Washing-

ton, D.C. (now U.S. National Museum of Natural History,

Smithsonian Institution). (Keen was well known to biolo-

gists at that Institution through correspondence concerning

specimens of mammals from Haida Gwaii.) Following a

month-long collecting trip to the east coast of Moresby Is-

land in 1900, Osgood (1901 ) published the first treatise of

the flora and fauna of the Queen Charlotte Islands. In that

treatise, Osgood referred to observations of 41 species of

birds made by Keen, including two specimens, without

which his work would have been much less complete.

Biographical sketch
Rev. Keen was born in England in 1851 or early in

1852 and educated at the College of the Church Missionary

Society in Islington, in London, from which he graduated

in 1873 (Hatch 1957). Two years later he was made a Dea-

con by the Bishop of the Colonies and left for Canada

where he served for seven years at Moose Fort, Ontario,

the Anglican Diocese of Moosonee (Long 1983). He re-

turned to England in 1882 to serve as Curate of Spital-

fields, near London, until 1 889, and in the Church of St.

John Evangelist in Islington, 1 889–1890, before returning

to Canada. After arriving at Metlakatla in May 1890, en

route to Massett, Keen spent two months at Inverness, a

salmon-canning station at the mouth of the Skeena River,

apparently on church business, where he made his first

collection of beetles and other insects, before completing

the journey to Massett, after several delays. Keen was the

fourth of seven clergymen who served the mission at Mas-

sett from its opening in 1876 until it closed in 1920 (Col-

lison 1915; Dalzell 1 968; Edwards 2001 ).

Keen settled in to life on the Islands quickly and “was

able to read the services in [the Haida language] on the

fourth Sunday after his arrival, and to preach in four

months without an interpreter” (Collison 1915:258). He

left Massett in 1899 and, after nearly a year’s furlough in

England, returned to Metlakatla, where he served until

1 914 (Edwards 2001 ), continuing to observe and collect

specimens. He died at Tunbridge Wells, England, on 3

April 1 950, at age 98. In a tribute following Keen’s death,

it was noted that “Canon Keen’s name will live for other

reasons than as a Christian teacher and pastor for he was

an internationally known entomologist and was recognized

as the authority on the fauna of the north Pacific coast.

Some species belonging to this locality bear his name”

(Anonymous 1950). (Brief notes on Keen’s life and service

to the missions also are given by Hatch [1957] , Long

Figure 2. Locations of
the missions at Mas-
sett and Metlakatla,
British Columbia, out
of which Rev. J.H.
Keen observed and
collected birds.
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[1983] , Hearne [1997], Edwards [2001 ] , and Sealy [2013] .)

It is insightful to delve into Keen’s thoughtful prepara-

tion for his upcoming work on the natural history on Haida

Gwaii, as the studies did not happen by chance. He was

aware he would be on the frontline of discovery and in his

spare time would be able to study the flora and fauna of a

little-known area. He thought carefully about how best to

focus his activities, initially with birds (also see Sealy

2013). On 9 January 1890, about seven months before

leaving England, Keen wrote to Albert K.L.G. Günther

(1 830–1914), Keeper of Zoology at The Natural History

Museum [NHM] in London: “My interest has hitherto been

confined almost entirely to birds, and I have already put

myself in communication with Mr. R.B. Sharpe [ornitholo-

gist, 1 847–1909] respecting the ornithology of that district

. . . I should like, however, to give some attention to the oth-

er branches of zoology, and Mr. Sharpe advised me to see

you before leaving England” (Keen 1890a).

The two men met on 25 January 1890 and on 9

September 1890, writing from Metlakatla while still wait-

ing to cross Hecate Strait to Massett, Keen noted, “… I am

daily expecting the arrival of the steamer which is to take

me across [Hecate Strait] to Massett … As I remember you

said that almost anything from [the Queen Charlotte Is-

lands] would be of interest, I shall hope to send you a good

deal from time to time” (Keen 1890b). Keen arrived at

Massett a short time later and in his first letter to Günther

(14 October 1890) re-confirmed his awareness of the value

of specimens from this locality: “The productions of the is-

land, one would think, ought to be of considerable interest

as it is separated from the mainland by a channel [Hecate

Strait] about 60 miles wide” (Keen 1890b). It was also on

that date that he sent his first package of specimens of in-

sects and other invertebrates from the Queen Charlotte Is-

lands. An era of observation and collection had begun, but

the study of birds, albeit a continuing passion, would as-

sume a secondary role in the ensuing years.

On 1 8 April 1 891 , a little more than six months after

arriving in Massett, Keen sent more insects, as well as

echinoderms and small mammals to Günther, lamenting

the difficult conditions under which he worked: “… this

climate is so exceedingly humid that it is very difficult to

get marine specimens dry before they decay … This loc-

ality has, I hear, been well worked already as regards

marine life – a Mr. [James G.] Swan [1 81 8–1 900] , of the

Smithsonian Institute, having spent a month dredging

here a few years ago.” Nothing further was said about

birds to Günther as the focus shifted largely to beetles,

which were more easily preserved: “Personally, I am in-

terested most in Coleoptera, to which I have this winter

devoted most ofmy spare time” (Keen 1 891 a).

On 21 September 1893, Keen wrote to O.V. Aplin

(1 858–1940), “an all-round field naturalist” in England

(Anonymous 1941 :1 86), highlighting his discoveries

among the beetles and revealed insights into the biod-

iversity of the region, but also confirming his continuing

shift away from birds (Keen 1893):

My attention here – at least that portion ofit which

I can spare for Nat[ural] Hist[ory] pursuits – has

been confined almost exclusively to the beetles of

these islands. I think I told you that I found on ar-

riving here that the birds ofthe locality had already

been carefully worked up. So I returned to an old

love, and resumed the study of [C]oleoptera. In my

collecting, I have been most fortunate. All my spe-

cimens are determined for me by the Canadian

Gov[ernmen]t Entomologist [James Fletcher,

1 852–1908] , who takes every pains [sic] in the

matter, and sends off to experts any species of

which he is not quite certain … but already over a

dozen new [Keen’s emphasis] species have been

made out – one ofthem being actually a new genus.

This, as you can imagine, imparts great zest to

one’s collecting. Zoologically, these islands are

nearer akin to Alaska than to the mainland oppos-

ite. In addition to new species, a considerable

number of those I take are peculiar, and suggest

deeply interesting questions.

Keen’s early perception that “the birds of [Haida

Gwaii] had already been carefully worked up,” and his

shift away from birds, is puzzling but, as alluded to in his

letter to Aplin, was likely driven by the prospect of addi-

tional new discoveries – fueled by distributional records

and new species that resulted from beetles and mammals

collected in the weeks before and months following his

arrival on Haida Gwaii (e. g. Keen 1 891 b, 1 895; Rhoads

1 894; Kavanaugh 1992). The realization that such dis-

coveries would be less forthcoming among birds surely

impacted his decision to concentrate his limited time on

other groups.

Methods

Keen’s list of birds (1 890/1 891 ), accessed from files

held at the Royal British Columbia Museum Archives in

Victoria, British Columbia (GR-011 [0802] , J.H. Keen),

is transcribed verbatim in Table 1 . The original names

and spelling, but not the order of presentation of spe-

cies, generally followed Coues’s (1 884) “key”, as noted

by Keen below. Names and spelling that differed from

those in Coues’s key, and current names, following the

American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) Check-list of

North American Birds (1 998) and supplements, are giv-

en in brackets.

Keen's observations from Queen Charlotte Islands - Sealy
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Results

Of the 52 species of birds recorded by Keen on

Haida Gwaii (1 890/1 891 ), 22 were included in Osgood’s

(1 901 ) treatise and are given in bold. Comments on

taxonomic and distributional status of some species fol-

low in the foot-notes. An additional 1 9 species recorded

in the years preceding Keen’s departure from Haida

Gwaii that were also included by Osgood (1 901 ) are lis-

ted in Table 2.

Keen’s field activities were generally conducted with-

in walking distance of Massett, including the northern

shore of Graham Island where he spent considerable time

collecting beetles (e. g. Keen 1 895). Most species recor-

ded were land birds, whereas observations were not

routinely made at sea because Keen ventured offshore

only when such travel was necessary, mainly between

Massett and the mainland (Figure 2), by canoe or steam-

er. Those trips were often harrowing and dangerous (Col-

lison 1 91 5) and Keen found them unpleasant. In a letter

to Newcombe, dated 22 April 1 91 0, Keen wrote, “… as

you may perhaps remember, I am never happy at sea –

and endorse … [the] dictum that being on board ship is

like being in prison with the extra chance of getting

drowned” (Keen 191 0a). Keen travelled at least once to

Naden Harbour, west of Massett, in quest of clues of the

elusive Caribou (Rangifer dawsoni) (S.G. Sealy, unpub-

lished), but there apparently is no record of birds ob-

served during that trip.

Table 1 . Birds of Queen Charlotte Island[s], by the Revd. J.H. Keen [1 890/1 891 ].

Keen's observations from Queen Charlotte Islands - Sealy
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Table 2. Nineteen species of birds observed or collected by J.H Keen on Haida Gwaii between late 1 891 and 1 899,
which were included in Osgood’s (1 901 ) treatise. Names fol low the AOU Check-list and supplements.
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Discussion

Rev. J.H. Keen’s pioneering contribution to the study

of the birds of Haida Gwaii is far-reaching and unique, for

the time, because observations and collections covered all

seasons during a long residency on the Islands. This af-

forded opportunities to record birds during migrations and

breeding and non-breeding seasons, which enabled Os-

good’s (1 901 ) coverage of the avifauna of the Queen Char-

lotte Islands to extend beyond observations recorded only

during his party’s brief visit in 1900. It was after the move

to Metlakatla in 1899, that Keen collected most of his bird

specimens (Sealy 2016) and recorded spring-arrival dates

for 17 species over 10 years (Keen 1910b), thus, providing

an early calendar ofmigration for the region.

Except for references to specimens collected by Keen

(e.g. Fannin 1898; Brooks and Swarth 1925; Munro and

Cowan 1947; Drent and Guiguet 1961 ; Campbell et al.

1990; Sealy 2013), almost nothing would be known of

Keen’s work on the birds of Haida Gwaii if Osgood (1901 )

had not included most of the observations in his treatise. His

work on birds may have remained buried in the Newcombe

family correspondence. Charles Harrison (b. 1857), Keen’s

predecessor at the mission at Massett, reproduced Osgood’s

bird list and, hence, also Keen’s observations, in Ancient

warriors ofthe North Pacific (1925). In this account ofHar-

rison’s many years among the people of the Queen Charlotte

Islands, during and after missionary service, Keen was re-

membered and praised for his work on natural history.

Rev. Keen realized he was in the right place at the right

time, and recognized the importance of the isolation of the

archipelago of Haida Gwaii for study of the evolution of bi-

ota on islands. This was not only borne out by his discover-

ies of many new taxa and distributional records, including

birds (Osgood 1901 ; Sealy 2013, 2016), but also discoveries

by numerous biologists who studied the Island’s flora and

fauna in the ensuing decades (e.g. Calder and Taylor 1968;

Foster 1965; Scudder and Gessler 1989; Kavanaugh 1992;

Byun 1998; Pruett et al. 2013). Keen’s work as a missionary,

which brought him to Haida Gwaii in the first place, has

been noted by naturalists, historians, anthropologists, and

other members of the clergy (e.g. Collison 1915; Harrison

1925; Hatch 1957; Blackman 1973; Brink 1974; Hearne

1997; Edwards 2001 ). Keen’s contribution was remarkable,

accomplished under trying conditions.
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