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Introduction

Despite living the busy life of a clergyman and

working under difficult conditions, the Reverend John

H. Keen found enough spare time to collect specimens

of plants and animals in the vicinity of the Haida village

of Massett, Queen Charlotte Islands/Haida Gwaii

(1 890–1 899), and near the mission at Metlakatla on the

mainland coast of British Columbia (1 899–1 91 4). Keen

was a prodigious collector of insects, marine inverteb-

rates, and mammals (Osgood 1 901 ; Hatch 1 957; Sealy

201 3), but he also observed and collected a few speci-

mens of birds on Haida Gwaii, and prepared the earliest

comprehensive list of the birds of the Islands (Sealy

201 6). After he settled in Metlakatla late in 1 899, Keen

recorded spring-arrival dates of migrant birds there for

ten years (Keen 1 91 0) and collected a few more speci-

mens, including three eggs, which were deposited in

museums in North America and England. Keen’s unpub-

lished list and subsequent observations of birds on

Haida Gwaii were examined by Sealy (201 6); whereas

the significance of the birds taken on Haida Gwaii and

in the vicinity of Metlakatla, as a new taxon and distri-

butional records, are discussed here.

Methods

I sought information pertaining to bird specimens col-

lected by the Rev. J.H. Keen from: (1 ) an unpublished list

prepared during his first year of service on the Queen

Charlotte Islands, 1 890/1 891 (see Sealy 2016), which is

filed in the Royal British Columbia Museum Archives,

Victoria, B.C. (GR-011 [0802]); (2) Keen’s letters filed in

the Dr. C.F. Newcombe family correspondence (BC

Archives, MS–1077, Box 4, File 89); (3) the literature, fo-

cusing initially on Osgood’s (1901 ) treatise of the natural

history of the Queen Charlotte Islands, which included

some of Keen’s bird records from Haida Gwaii; and (4)

correspondence with museum curators. Species’ names

that appeared in Keen’s correspondence and on specimen

labels follow Coues’s (1 884) “Key” to North American
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birds (also see Sealy 2016); other common and scientific

names that appear in the annotated list of species follow

the American Ornithologists’ Union Check-list of North

American Birds (1 998) and supplements.

Results

Nine specimens of eight species of birds, including three

eggs, taken by Rev. Keen were located in museum collec-

tions: three specimens were collected on Haida Gwaii, the

others in the vicinity ofMetlakatla, including seabirds from

the Lucy Islands (Figure 1 ). Sealy (2016) noted that Keen

listed a Mourning Dove (Zenaida macroura) shot at Massett

on 21 September 1891 , and also apparently single individu-

als of Leach’s Storm-Petrel (Oceanodroma leucorhoa),

Horned Puffin (Fratercula corniculata), and Tufted Puffin

(F. cirrhata) found beached, presumably in the winter of

1890/1891 . Specimens of these individuals, if preserved,

and those of an alleged Horned Puffin and three adult

Rhinoceros Auklets (Cerorhinca monocerata) taken at the

Lucy Islands, and a putative Wilson’s Plover (Charadrius

wilsonia) from Metlakatla, were not located.

Four specimens (one from Haida Gwaii, three from

Metlakatla) were sent to Dr. C.F. Newcombe of Victoria,

British Columbia, and deposited in the Provincial Museum

in Victoria, now Royal British Columbia Museum (RB-

CM). (Quotations from Keen’s letters to C.F. Newcombe

are from the Newcombe family correspondence, BC

Archives, MS–1077, Box 4, File 89.) Newcombe, a private

collector of natural history and anthropological objects who

lived in Victoria, British Columbia (see Low 1982), for-

warded a second specimen from Haida Gwaii to the U.S.

National Museum of Natural History (USNM), Washing-

ton, D.C. The other specimens, including the eggs, were

forwarded by Dr. James Fletcher, Dominion Entomologist

in Ottawa, Ontario, to the Canadian Museum of Nature

(CMN), Ottawa, and The Natural History Museum (NHM),

London, United Kingdom.

Annotated list of species

Wilson’s Plover (Charadrius wilsonia)

Keen sent a specimen, taken a few weeks after assum-

ing his duties at the mission in Metlakatla in late 1899 and

tentatively identified as Wilson’s Plover, to the Provincial

Museum in Victoria. Despite his best efforts, through

Newcombe as intermediary, the specimen was neither

placed on display, as Keen had requested of Museum cur-

ator John Fannin, nor incorporated into the collection. The

only references to this specimen came to light in two let-

ters Keen wrote to Newcombe.

In the first letter, written on 29 December 1 899,

Keen stated: “I make the accompanying bird to be

Wilson’s Plover –– Aegialitis wilsonius –– which, if my

identification is correct, is not included in [John] Fan-

nin’s latest list [1 898] . He may therefore be glad of it

for the Museum. I shall be interested in hearing whether

he is able to endorse my identification. Please ask him

to let me know.”

Figure 1 . Locations of the missions at
M asse tt an d Me t l aka t l a , B ri t i s h
Columbia, where Rev. J.H. Keen
observed and collected birds. Shown
also are the Lucy Islands, col lecting
site of several specimens of seabirds.
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Almost a year passed and Keen still had not heard

whether Fannin had displayed this specimen. In another

letter to Newcombe, dated 19 November 1900, Keen in-

quired: “Has Fannin had my Wilson’s plover set up?”

There is no record that Newcombe inquired about the spe-

cimen, and Keen apparently never mentioned it again,

which is surprising because he was usually persistent when

it came to having specimens identified (Sealy 2013). One

may speculate that the specimen was lost before Fannin

could confirm its identity, or, Fannin may have been skep-

tical ofKeen’s identification, recognizing the improbability

of occurrence in British Columbia of a species of such

southern distribution? Nevertheless, Fannin had a speci-

men in hand and could have sent the specimen to a special-

ist for confirmation of the species’ identity, as had been

done with the Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (Calidris acuminata)

submitted to the Provincial Museum about two years earli-

er (see below). Not everyone shared Keen’s enthusiasm for

new discoveries.

This would have been the first record of Wilson’s

Plover for British Columbia. As improbable as it was, it

should be mentioned that Keen was an extremely careful

observer, and in this case a specimen was in hand. Refer-

ring to birds, Keen noted in his compilation of spring-ar-

rival dates of birds at Metlakatla (Keen 1910:116) that

“[My observations] are scrupulously correct as far as they

go, but they were made during the brief intervals of leisure

in a busy clergyman’s life …” Nevertheless, Keen would

be forgiven if, instead, the specimen had been of the more

probable Semipalmated Plover, but he had already collec-

ted a specimen of this species; hence, a misidentification

seems to have been unlikely. Wilson’s Plover remains un-

recorded in British Columbia.

Semipalmated Plover (Charadrius semipalmatus)

Having collected a specimen of Wilson’s Plover whose

identity was not confirmed, it is noteworthy that Keen had

correctly identified another species of plover, a female Semip-

almated Plover (RBCM 305, lacking the original label), taken

about three months earlier at Metlakatla, on 11 August 1899

(Figure 2). In the early lists of the birds of British Columbia,

Semipalmated Plover was referred to only as a breeder on

Graham Island (Fannin 1898; Brooks and Swarth 1925; also

see Brooks 1920), although Hamel and Hearne (2002; also

see Campbell et al. 1990) recorded it also as a migrant. This

specimen and additional breeding records for Graham Island

were mentioned by Munro and Cowan (1947).

Black Oystercatcher (Haematopus bachmani)

The last bird specimen collected by Keen at Metlakatla

was an egg of the Black Oystercatcher (CMN E959) taken

in June 1912, apparently obtained from a lighthouse keeper,

according to information written in Keen’s hand on the ori-

ginal label. Keen dated the specimen as “June 1912”, but it

appears as 12 June 1912 on the transcribed label (Figure 3).

Figure 2. Female Semipalmated Plover (RBCM 305) collected by Rev. J.H. Keen near Metlakatla, British Columbia, on 11
August 1 899. Photo: G. Hanke, Royal British Columbia Museum, Victoria, B.C.

Figure 3. Black Oystercatcher egg (CMN E959) collected
for Rev. J.H. Keen “off Metlakatla” on [1 2] June 1 91 2, as
noted on Keen’s hand-written label. Photo: M. Gosselin,
Canadian Museum of Nature, Ottawa, Ont.
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Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (Calidris acuminata)

A male Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (RBCM 207; Figure 4)

was taken near Massett on 27 December 1897 (also see

Sealy 2013). Although this specimen was collected about

six years after Keen’s original list of birds was prepared

(Sealy 2016), the record was obtained in time for inclusion

in Fannin’s (1 898) preliminary catalogue of British

Columbia birds and in Osgood’s (1901 ) treatise.

This was the first record of this species for British

Columbia and apparently remains the only winter record

(Campbell et al. 1990, Hamel and Hearne 2002). Origin-

ally sent to the Provincial Museum in Victoria, Newcombe

forwarded it to Wilfred H. Osgood at the U.S. Biological

Survey in Washington, D.C., who confirmed the identity of

this specimen and included the record in his treatise, stat-

ing that Keen “kindly forwarded me the [Sharp-tailed

Sandpiper] specimen on which this record was made. I

have compared it with others of the same species and

found it typical” (Osgood 1901 :41 ).

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper has been recorded irregularly at

Massett (Campbell et al. 1990; Hamel and Hearne 2002)

and elsewhere on Haida Gwaii. R.M. Stewart’s report of this

species as “plentiful during the 1941 autumn migration at

Masset” (see Munro and Cowan 1947:108) has not been

confirmed, but is supported by specimens collected by him

five years later, on 14, 17 and 25 October 1946 (RBCM

10655-57). P. Hamel and M. Hearne (in litt. , 3 March 2015)

wrote that “Our knowledge of the Sharp-tailed Sandpiper in

Haida Gwaii has increased significantly in the past 13 years.

They are seen here annually in September and October and

more plentiful in some years. Their secretive habits often

make them difficult to see. R.M. Stewart saw them regularly

in Masset. Our experience definitely confirms his report.”

Rhinoceros Auklet (Cerorhinca monocerata)

Two adult Rhinoceros Auklets and two eggs were

brought to Keen from the Lucy Islands (Figure 1 ), located

near Metlakatla, but apparently only the eggs have survived.

The exact locality of collection, whether a “Lucy Island” in

Alaska or in British Columbia, was initially questioned by

Gabrielson and Lincoln (1959:512) who stated that “Ac-

cording to Bent, an egg of this species in the collections of

the Geological Survey of Canada was taken in June 1907 on

one of the Lucy Islands near Metlakahtla [Alaska], by the

Rev. J.H. Keen.” Drent (1961 ) established that this egg was

actually taken at the Lucy Islands (54°17ʹ40ʺ N,

130°36ʹ29ʺ W) near Metlakatla, British Columbia, and that

there is no Lucy Island in Alaska. These egg records provide

early support for breeding by Rhinoceros Auklet on islands

near Prince Rupert (Drent 1961 ; Drent and Guiguet 1961 ;

also see Carter and Sealy 2011 ).

Whiteaves (1907) reported the addition of one of the

Rhinoceros Auklet eggs Keen received from the lighthouse

keeper on the Lucy Islands in 1907 and presented it to the

Museum of the Geological Survey of Canada in December

of that year (Whiteaves 1908). Whiteaves (1907:1 78)

wrote:

This egg, Dr. [James] Fletcher [Dominion entomo-

logist at the Canadian Department of Agriculture]

writes, was brought to Mr. Keen in June, 1907, by

an English sailor, who keeps a lighthouse on Lucy

Island, about 7 miles west of Metlakatla. At the

same time he brought an auklet, which he said he

had trapped at the mouth of the hole at the end of

which he found the egg. Mr. Keen says: “I can an-

swer for the correct identification of the bird, but

have, ofcourse, only the man’s word that the egg is

that of a rhinoceros auklet.” The egg certainly

agrees very well with Dr. Coues’ description ofthat

ofCeratorhina [p. 805-806] …

Whiteaves (1907:1 79) continued, “In the Museum of

the [Geological] Survey five of these [alcid] species are

Figure 4. Male Sharp-
ta i l ed Sandp i per
(RBCM 207) collected
by Rev. J .H . Keen
near Massett, B.C. on
27 December 1897.
Photo : G . Hanke,
Royal British Columbia
Museum, Victoria,
B.C.
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represented, either by mounted specimens or by eggs, and

in two cases, by both. The rhinoceros auklet is represented

in it only by the egg recently presented by Mr. Keen …”

One year later, Whiteaves (1908:1 84) reported another

specimen of a Rhinoceros Auklet added to the Museum’s

collection, also donated by Keen in 1907:

In October, 1908, Mr. Keen kindly presented the

same museum with a fine specimen ofa bird ofthis

species [Rhinoceros Auklet] , which is labelled as

having been taken on Lucy Island on the 24th of

April, 1907.

The specimen is a skin of an adult male, in spring

plumage, which shows well the large upright and

deciduous “horn” at the base of the upper mand-

ible, and the two longitudinal series of long, nar-

row and acutely pointed white plumes, on each side

ofthe head, as figured by Coues [1 884] . . .

There is no record of the second egg or of skins of this

species taken by Keen at the Lucy Islands in the collection

of the Canadian Museum of Nature (M. Gosselin, in litt. ,

1 6 January 2015). The first egg to which Whiteaves (1907)

referred, however, is there (CMN E874; Figure 5). The

second egg, taken in June 1907, is in the egg collection of

The Natural History Museum (NHM E/1910.1 .1 8.1 ), prob-

ably sent there by James Fletcher with whom Keen had

had a long association and who had forwarded many of

Keen’s specimens to specialists (Sealy 2013); however, no

details of this transaction emerged from correspondence.

Keen received a second specimen of an adult Rhino-

ceros Auklet, also probably from the Lucy Islands, but its

whereabouts are not known. He was aware that the Pro-

vincial Museum in Victoria desired a specimen of Rhino-

ceros Auklet for its collection. Several years later, an

unidentified assistant to curator Francis Kermode commu-

nicated the desire for a specimen, writing to Keen on 18

September 1911 : “The Rhinoceros Auklet you mention is

not represented in our collection, should you secure a spe-

cimen by all means send it to us, this is a bird we have

been on the look out for years.” Keen responded on 11 Oc-

tober 1911 , stating that “I have a nice skin of a Rhinoceros

Auklet in hand, but I shall not send it till I hear that you

have done justice to my two mice” (GR-0111 [0802], J.H.

Keen). The specimen was apparently never sent to the Mu-

seum in Victoria and several years later Keen still

wondered whether his mice would be mounted.

Horned Puffin (Fratercula corniculata)

Fannin (1898) included Horned Puffin in the prelimin-

ary catalogue of birds of British Columbia based on one

found dead on a beach by J.H. Keen, apparently on the

north shore of Graham Island. Apparently no specimen

was preserved, but this bird would have been salvaged in

the winter of 1890/1891 during Keen’s first year on Haida

Gwaii because it was mentioned in his original bird list

(Sealy 2016). Sealy and Nelson (1973) were unaware of

Keen’s unpublished list of birds; hence, they referred to

this record as undated, as Fannin (1898) had done. This

observation stood as the first record of this species for the

Queen Charlotte Islands (Osgood 1901 ) and British

Columbia (Fannin 1898; Brooks and Swarth 1925; Munro

and Cowan 1947), until observations and specimens were

obtained several decades later that established its presence

and probable breeding in British Columbia (Guiguet 1971 ;

Sealy and Nelson 1973; Campbell et al. 1979, 1 990).

There is a catalogue entry in the Canadian Museum of

Nature of a Horned Puffin (CMN AV3861 ) taken on 9 July

1907, apparently near Metlakatla (M. Gosselin, in litt. , 1 6

January 2015). This was about one month after the speci-

mens of Rhinoceros Auklets and eggs discussed above

were taken on the Lucy Islands. Keen’s name is associated

with the specimen in the Museum’s catalogue, but the spe-

cimen cannot be located and it was not mentioned in cor-

respondence with Newcombe.

Northern Saw-whet Owl (Aegolius acadicus)

Keen collected the first specimen of an owl, a Northern

Saw-whet Owl, from Haida Gwaii on 12 December 1896.

The specimen was forwarded to Osgood and is currently

housed in the U.S. National Museum of Natural History

(Sealy 2013). Based on this single (type) specimen (US-

NM 168171 ; photo in Sealy 2013:1 6), Osgood (1901 ) de-

Figure 5. Rhinoceros Auklet egg received by Rev. J.H.
Keen at Lucy Island, June 1 907 (CMN E874). The egg is
labeled “Unicorn Auk” and generic name, Ceratorhina,
fol lowing Coues (1 884). Photo: M. Gosselin, Canadian
Museum of Nature, Ottawa. Ont.
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scribed a new subspecies, Nyctala acadica scoteae. A few

years later, however, scoteae was synonymized with acadi-

cus (AOU 1916), the nominate subspecies of Northern

Saw-whet Owl. This followed soon after Fleming’s (1 916)

description of A. a. brooksi, a subspecies eventually con-

firmed as an endemic, year-round resident of Haida Gwaii

(Sealy 1998, 2013; Withrow et al. 2014).

American Robin (Turdus migratorius)

Keen’s propensity to preserve specimens that were in

some way unusual or were possibly undescribed species

makes the preservation of an American Robin seem some-

what surprising, until it is seen that the bird is leucistic (Fig-

ure 6). This adult female (RBCM 1230), apparently the first

bird Keen preserved, was taken at Massett on 17 August

1895 during the latter part of the breeding season or early in

the fall migration (see Hamel and Hearne 2002). Keen never

mentioned this specimen in correspondence, although the

American Robin appeared in his original list of birds of

Haida Gwaii, and was augmented with spring-arrival dates

for seven years at Massett (Osgood 1901 ; Sealy 2016) and

10 years at Metlakatla (Keen 1910).

Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus carolinus)

An adult male (RBCM 1838, originally a mount) was

taken at Metlakatla on 26 November 1 901 and sent to

Francis Kermode about three years later. Keen wrote on 5

July 1 904 that “I am sending you the bird I made out to

be a Rusty Grackle. If you find on comparison that it is

not included in your collection, please present it to the

Museum in my name” (GR-0111 [08-02] , J.H. Keen).

Kermode (1 904:43) confirmed Keen’s identification and

in his catalogue designated the species as “Rare”, stating

that this bird had been “Shot at Metlakatla by Rev. J.H.

Keen … and presented by him to the Museum.” This spe-

cimen of the Rusty Blackbird was referred to by Brooks

and Swarth (1 925), Munro and Cowan (1 947), and

Campbell et al. (2001 ).

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (Leucosticte tephrocotis)

One of the last bird specimens collected by Keen was a

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (NHM S/1944.4.1 9.1 ) taken

about 10 km from Prince Rupert on 1 January 1912. Al-

though unsure, Keen referred this specimen to the subspe-

cies littoralis (Figure 7), despite infrequently including

Figu re 6. Female
leucistic American
Robin (RBCM 1230)
collected by Rev. J.H.
Keen at Massett, B.C.
on 17 August 1895.
Photo : G . Hanke,
Royal British Columbia
Museum, Victoria, B.C.

Figure 7. Female
Gray-crowned Rosy-
Finch (NHM S/1 944.
4. 1 9. 1 ) col lected by
Rev. J .H . Keen near
P r i n ce Ru pe rt ,
Bri tish Columbia, on
1 January 1 91 2 .
Photo: H. Taylor ©
The Natural H istory
Museum , London ,
United Kingdom.
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subspecies names in his records (Sealy 201 6). No explan-

ation was uncovered for why this specimen was not ac-

quisitioned by The Natural History Museum until more

than 30 years after Keen had retired and returned to Eng-

land. This specimen is apparently unknown to ornitholo-

gists in British Columbia; however, for the record, five

specimens of Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (RBCM 778-82)

were taken by W.B. Anderson at nearby Fort (= Port)

Simpson in October 1 886.

Rosy-finches had been collected previously near Prince

Rupert and in southeast Alaska. The unsexed (type) speci-

men from which littoralis was described (USNM 61131 )

was taken at nearby Port Simpson, in late 1864 or 1865

(Baird 1869; Deignan 1961 ). Baird noted (p. 31 8) “The

only specimens I have seen are from Sitka [Baranof Is-

land], collected by [Ferdinand] Bischoff [in January 1866],

and one obtained a year or two previously [USNM 45976],

at Fort Simpson, British Columbia, by Mr. [James E.] Hep-

burn, an eminent English naturalist, long time resident of

San Francisco and Victoria.” In the catalogue of type spe-

cimens of birds held in the U.S. National Museum,

Deignan (1961 :618) wrote the following, concerning the

status of the cotypes of this species:

The type ofthis form has been variously mentioned,

even by [Robert] Ridgway, as now the one from

Sitka, again the one from Port Simpson. In fact,

each ofthe two is an equivalent cotype.

No. 61131, not entered into the museum register

until December 1870, carries a tag with the words

“To be returned to J. Hepburn S[an] F[rancisco]”,

in Hepburn’s own hand. A second label, filled in

wholly by [Spencer F.] Baird, has, on the reverse

side, ‘Return to J. Hepburn, ’ and on the obverse,

“Type.” Whether or not the skin was returned to

Hepburn and later presented by him to the museum

cannot now be known.

No. 45976, the museum’s own property, does not

show the word “Type,” but bears instead the circu-

lar red tab that was once used in Washington to

identify a type specimen.

Since one of the two had to be returned to private

ownership, it is clear that Baird had every reason

to treat the second as a cotype.

Discussion

Rev. Keen’s observations and collections of plants and

animals were among the earliest and most comprehensive

from the Queen Charlotte Islands and the adjacent main-

land of British Columbia. Despite focusing most of his

spare time on other groups of animals, driven initially by

the perception that the birds of the Islands were well

known (Sealy 2016), Keen deserves to be recognized as

among the pioneer ornithologists of the region. He laid the

groundwork for the study of birds, through Osgood’s

(1901 ) early treatise of the natural history of the Queen

Charlotte Islands.

The number of bird specimens collected by Keen was

modest compared with his collections of insects and

mammals, but from among the birds, a new subspecies of

Northern Saw-whet Owl was described and most of the

others provided first or early distributional records for

British Columbia. Keen’s greatest contributions to the

avifauna of the region, however, were the lists of birds

recorded year-round at Massett (Sealy 201 6), information

contained in letters and on the labels that accompanied

the specimens, and dates of spring bird migration recor-

ded at Metlakatla (Keen 191 0). Keen was well prepared

for the work on the flora and fauna that awaited him on

the Queen Charlotte Islands and at Metlakatla. He

worked tirelessly when time permitted, in a time much

different from our own.
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