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Radio abounded in private-detective shows, but most of them had one thing in 
common: they didn’t stick around very long. The very nature of the freelance-
investigator format lent itself to gimmickry -- and gimmickry, in turn, usually 
wore out its welcome within a few short seasons. There were exceptions, of 
course. Sherlock Holmes stuck around American radio for the better part of 
twenty years (if you count his various non-continuous runs as a single unit) and 
Johnny Dollar did all right for himself with a thirteen-year tenure. But you’ve got 
to be a serious radio enthusiast to name the private eye who enjoyed the longest 
continuous run of any program in the genre. This investigator’s radio adventures 
ran for eighteen years…but if he’s remembered at all, it’s as the stuff of parody. 

His name was Mr. Keen, 
and he was a tracer of 
lost persons -- or so it 
said in the title.

From 1937 to 1955, the 
haunting strains of Noel 
Coward’s “Someday I’ll 
Find You” introduced the 
“kindly old investigator.” 
He was a serious-minded 
fellow whose slow, patient 
manner made him some-
thing of a crime-solving, 
lost-persons-hunt ing 
version of Doctor Chris-
tian. Mr. Keen didn’t talk 
snappy, he didn’t disdain 
the cops, he didn’t get into 
gunfights with thugs on 

CD 7B: “The Case of the Murdered Detective” - 
04/06/1950
A detective comes to a violent end…and Mr. Keen 
takes the trail of his killer!

CD 8A: “The Eccentric Millionaire Murder Case” 
- 04/13/1950
Wealth and eccentricity don’t always make a pleasant 
combination for the Kindly Old Investigator.

CD 8B: “The Broken Window Murder Case” - 05/25/1950
What connection could a dead rabbit have to a murderer?

Elizabeth McLeod is a journalist, author, and broadcast historian. She 
received the 2005 Ray Stanich Award for excellence in broadcasting 
history research from the Friends Of Old Time Radio.
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foggy waterfront nights. He did, however, solve crimes -- accompanied by his 
dense-but-loyal sidekick Mike Clancy -- and he did so with a dogged determina-
tion through the latter years of the Depression, through World War II, through the 
Korean War, and on into the chrome-plated, chlorophyll-scented somnolence of 
Eisenhower America. Mr. Keen was on the scene when Benny Goodman trans-
fixed America’s youth, and he was still around when Davy Crockett was all the 
rage among the playground set. Somehow, as Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe, Pat 
Novak, Michael Shayne, and all the rest of the hardboiled tough guys flared up 
and burned out, this patient old man and his thick-headed pal went on and on 
and on.

There are two good reasons for Mr. Keen’s longevity, and the first is that people 
liked him. He wasn’t hard or cruel or edgy. If any private investigator could be 
said to be grandfatherly, it would be Mr. Keen. He wasn’t an antihero, he wasn’t 
a troublemaker, he was just a nice old man who liked to help people -- and that 
struck a note with the broad breadbasket of the American radio audience. The 
second reason was this: nobody ever knew or understood the broad breadbasket 
of the American radio audience like Mr. Keen’s producers, Frank and Anne 
Hummert.

The Hummerts are most associated with soap operas, but their empire extended 
far beyond the sudsy revolving-plot world of romance, betrayal, and induced 
amnesia. Air Features Incorporated, the creative arm of Hummert Radio 
Productions, had a hand in the world of nighttime variety with the long-running 
Manhattan Merry-Go-Round, (a small-town Midwesterner’s idea of what New 
York nightclubs might be like), the American Album of Familiar Music (a 
weekly paen to the Old Tunes Ma and Pa used to sing around the melodeon), 
and Waltz Time (which gave Grandma and Grandpa a chance to roll up the rug 
for half an hour and slide gracefully around the parlor). Although metropolitan 
critics snickered at these programs, each enjoyed a very long and very successful 
run…while many of the more sophisticated productions fell by radio’s wayside. 
The Hummert firm was also responsible for its share of kiddie adventure 
programs -- producing that genre’s pioneer program, Little Orphan Annie, and 
its biggest success, Jack Armstrong the All American Boy, along with various 
lesser accomplishments in the field. They even dipped a toe into upscale humor, 
backing Goodman and Jane Ace in their long-running comic gem Easy Aces. 
Meanwhile, the operation was quickly coming to dominate the field of women’s 
daytime drama.

CD 3A: “The Case of the Glamorous Widow” - 05/23/1946
Mr. Keen probes a slaying with four likely suspects.

CD 3B: “The Case of Murder and the Bloodstained Necklace” - 09/15/1949
The Kindly Old Investigator looks into the death of a newly-widowed woman.

CD 4A: “The Yellow Talon Murder Case” - 09/22/1949
The prime suspect in a slaying on a luxurious estate has wings and claws!

CD 4B: “The Case of Murder with a Thousand Witnesses” - 09/29/1949
Mr. Keen investigates a poisoning at a country fair.

CD 5A: “The Silver Dagger Murder Case” - 10/13/1949
A shattered romance leads to a violent death.

CD 5B: “The Case of the Ruthless Murderers” - 10/27/1949
An ex-convict is determined to get revenge on Mr. Keen for sending him to the 
pen.

CD 6A: “The Forgotten Cave Murder” - 11/03/1949
A lost cache of gold leads two men to tragedy.

CD 6B: “The Case of Murder and the Jewel 
Thief” - 02/09/1950
A former criminal wants to go straight, but 
circumstances weigh against him.

CD 7A: “The Case of the Melody of Murder” 
- 03/09/1950
Mr. Keen investigates a strangling case 
involving an expert pianist.

Bennet Kilpack (center) with Irene Hubbard 
and Jim Kelly
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to emphasize detective programs, including the gimmick-laden Mr. Chameleon, 
the ominously-named Hearthstone of the Death Squad, and Mark Sabre, an 
odd cross between a hardboiler and the sort of matter-of-fact police procedural 
pioneered by Dragnet. But the oldest of them all outlasted them all, with Mr. 
Keen remaining on the air until 1955.

The Hummerts closed down their factory and retired to enjoy their millions 
as television encroached on their domain, but Mr. Keen was not forgotten. A 
couple of witty Bostonians named Bob Elliot and Ray Goulding perpetuated the 
memory of the Kindly Old Investigator with “Mr. Trace -- Keener Than Most 
Persons” well into the 1970s. Frank and Anne were not known for their senses 
of humor…but one hopes, at least, that patient old Mr. Keen himself could have 
managed at least a smile. 

AMERICAN HOME PRODUCTS COMPANY
presents

MR KEEN, TRACER OF LOST PERSONS

with
Bennett Kilpack and Jim Kelly

Created and Produced
by

Frank and Anne Hummert

CD 1A: “The Case of the Boy Who Used Big Words” - 02/10/1944
Mr. Keen searches for a kidnapped prodigy.

CD 1B: “The Case of the Leaping Dog” - 04/13/1944
Mr. Keen follows a stray canine and discovers an extortion scheme.

CD 2A: “The Case of the Woman in Blue” - 06/15/1944
Mr. Keen intervenes in the affair of a lovelorn GI.

CD 2B: “The Case of the Absent Minded Professor” - 03/15/1945
Death haunts the household of a gentle academic.

Who were the Hummerts? This intrepid pair was disdained by the intelligentsia, 
feared by their employees, but beloved by their sponsors. (American Home 
Products Corporation, Whitehall Pharmaceuticals, General Mills, and Sterling 
Products, Inc, paid a very great deal of money, year after year, to place the 
Hummert productions on the network air.) The couple cultivated an air of 
personal mystery as the ultimate behind-the-scenes figures of the radio era. But 
behind the mystery, there lurked two highly ambitious people who were far 
removed in every possible way from the “plain folks” who made their fortune 
possible. Frank Hummert was a rising figure in Chicago advertising in the 1920s, 
working for the Blackett-Sample agency. He was a copywriter, with skills honed 
from years of midwestern newspaper work, when he met a hard-driving divorcee 
from Baltimore. Despite only being in her early twenties, she already had years 
of experience in international journalism. Where Frank Hummert was provincial 
to the bone, Anne Schumacher Ashenhurst was cosmopolitan and urbane. What 
one lacked, the other possessed in spades. When they married in 1934, they 
merged (for all intents and purposes) into a unified marketing powerhouse like 
the ad world had never seen. 

By this time, Frank Hummert had risen to a partnership in the agency, which 
was renamed Blackett-Sample-Hummert. That agency (even after morphing into 
Dancer-Fitzgerald-Sample in the 1940s) would forever after handle the business 
relations between Hummert Radio Productions and its clients. Frank focused on 
the business end of the rapidly-expanding operation, while Anne took control 
of the creative department, turning Air Features into the most successful radio-
drama assembly line the medium ever knew. Head writers turned out skeletonized 
plots for the company’s array of serials, and handed them over to a bullpen full 
of young, low-paid dialogue writers who would fill in the details. Day after day, 
week after week, the Air Features machine churned out script after script after 
script after script, as the crisp green dollars continued to flow endlessly into 
the vast Hummert coffers. Frank and Anne had created the next best thing to a 
perpetual, self-lubricating money machine, and by the middle of the 1930s they 
were awash in wealth. 

By 1937, the Hummerts had only one aspect of network radio entertainment 
left to conquer: nighttime drama. They dominated the daytime schedules, were 
heavy players in the afternoon kiddie block, and their nighttime musical shows 
did well enough to sustain themselves. Why not come up with an evening serial 
for grownups? Something with family appeal, something that wasn’t too soapy 
for the men, too hard-edged for the women, or too scary for the kids? Crime 
drama had enjoyed a brisk but brief vogue earlier in the decade, and while that 
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note for Hummert’s vision of the Kindly Old 
Investigator. In keeping with standard radio 
practice for 1930s crime programs, Mr. Keen 
was fitted with a shambling, hard-fisted Irish 
sidekick, Mike “Saints presaaaarve us, Mister 
Keen” Clancy. The role was aptly performed 
by Jim Kelly, who successfully provided a 
sounding board for Keen’s ruminations about 
the case of the moment, and furnished the 
necessary muscle for those occasions when the 
going got rough. 

In spite of its nighttime format, the Hummert factory initially ran Keen in the 
same fashion as its daytime programs. Its production-line dialogue followed 
the standard soap-opera practice of carefully and thoroughly identifying each 
character to ensure that even the most distracted listener might follow the story. 
During its run as a nighttime serial, the “Tracer of Lost Persons” generally 
lived up to his epigraph, unraveling all manner of byzantine family mysteries. 
But when the program converted to a once-a-week complete-in-one-episode 
format in 1943, the emphasis began to shift away from straight missing-persons 
investigations and toward bloodier murder probes. Why a freelancer like Keen, 
with no connection to (or authorization from) any official law enforcement body, 
should be called in on such cases was left for the listener to determine. But 
as the half-hour show wore on, it fell in line with the general trend toward a 
more violent sort of crime program. The idea of a word-spitting, hard-boiled 
Mr. Keen was, however, beyond anything the Hummerts might possibly have 
considered. The resulting juxtaposition of the Kindly Old Investigator and his 
lumpish sidekick against a procession of cold-blooded, merciless killers gave 
Mr. Keen a new dimension that attracted a new audience. The concept of “camp” 
hadn’t yet emerged from academia in the mid-1940s, but the new “Mr. Keen” 
could definitely be considered an early avatar of that ironic aesthetic. 

The latter-day version of the show continued for the next decade, with little 
change in flavor or style. Bennett Kilpack left the role in 1951 and was replaced 
by sound-alike Philip Clarke (who carried on with no notable lapse in quality). 
By 1949, longtime Hummert staffer Lawrence Klee had taken over the primary 
dialogue chores for the series. He had considerable experience in the crime 
genre, having worked on such programs as The Clock and The Fat Man. The 
series continued even as the Hummert factory shut down its long-running 
musical features and pared back its daytime productions. The operation began 

wave had since receded, there seemed 
enough life in the genre to support a 
new venture. Reaching back into the 
dim recesses of his memory, Frank 
Hummert came up with a thirty-year-
old novel called The Tracer of Lost 
Persons, by one Robert W. Chambers. 
It dealt with the activities of a kindly 
old gentlemen, a dignified New Yorker 
named Westrel Keen. This was a man 
who devoted himself to tracking down 
various persons who, for reasons of 
their own, had chosen not to be found. 
A figure out of the days of hansom cabs 
and frock coats, Westrel Keen could 

not exactly be said to be in close step with the rat-a-tat-tat pace of 1930s urban 
America. However, that was fine with the Hummerts, who knew their small-
town listeners would find such a character precisely to their taste. 

Had Hummert investigated a bit further, he might have found that Robert W. 
Chambers himself was a good bit edgier than the innocuousness of The Tracer of 
Lost Persons would lead a reader to believe. In his day, Chambers had a strong 
following among enthusiasts of the uncanny. They appreciated his darker, more 
disturbing tales – such as those collected in an 1895 volume called The King In 
Yellow, which impressed a young man named Howard Phillips Lovecraft, among 
others. But that Chambers was of no use to the Hummert’s vision, and even 
the Chambers of The Tracer of Lost Persons was useful only as a jumping-off 
point. The radio Keen (divested of the name “Westrel”) would be thoroughly a 
Hummert product.

For their “Mr. Keen” the Hummerts turned to a genial middle-aged Broadway 
actor and former Shakespearean who had lately been working in radio with a 
good line in “Kindly Old Whatever” characters. William Bennett Kilpack’s most 
important radio role had been as one of the Kindly Old Townsfolk in Phillips 
Lord’s preachy opus of rural New England, Sunday Night At Seth Parker’s. 
However, that job evaporated in 1934, when Lord’s personal debauchery on an 
ill-fated ocean cruise caused listeners to reconsider their image of him as a Kindly 
Old Parson. Kilpack was otherwise unscathed by that particular scandal, and 
continued to essay sincere concern and sage advice in a variety of daytime serials 
and nighttime dramas through the 1930s. His voice carried just the right dignified 

Bennet Kilpack and Jim Kelly

Robert W. Chambers
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to emphasize detective programs, including the gimmick-laden Mr. Chameleon, 
the ominously-named Hearthstone of the Death Squad, and Mark Sabre, an 
odd cross between a hardboiler and the sort of matter-of-fact police procedural 
pioneered by Dragnet. But the oldest of them all outlasted them all, with Mr. 
Keen remaining on the air until 1955.

The Hummerts closed down their factory and retired to enjoy their millions 
as television encroached on their domain, but Mr. Keen was not forgotten. A 
couple of witty Bostonians named Bob Elliot and Ray Goulding perpetuated the 
memory of the Kindly Old Investigator with “Mr. Trace -- Keener Than Most 
Persons” well into the 1970s. Frank and Anne were not known for their senses 
of humor…but one hopes, at least, that patient old Mr. Keen himself could have 
managed at least a smile. 

AMERICAN HOME PRODUCTS COMPANY
presents

MR KEEN, TRACER OF LOST PERSONS

with
Bennett Kilpack and Jim Kelly

Created and Produced
by

Frank and Anne Hummert

CD 1A: “The Case of the Boy Who Used Big Words” - 02/10/1944
Mr. Keen searches for a kidnapped prodigy.

CD 1B: “The Case of the Leaping Dog” - 04/13/1944
Mr. Keen follows a stray canine and discovers an extortion scheme.

CD 2A: “The Case of the Woman in Blue” - 06/15/1944
Mr. Keen intervenes in the affair of a lovelorn GI.

CD 2B: “The Case of the Absent Minded Professor” - 03/15/1945
Death haunts the household of a gentle academic.

Who were the Hummerts? This intrepid pair was disdained by the intelligentsia, 
feared by their employees, but beloved by their sponsors. (American Home 
Products Corporation, Whitehall Pharmaceuticals, General Mills, and Sterling 
Products, Inc, paid a very great deal of money, year after year, to place the 
Hummert productions on the network air.) The couple cultivated an air of 
personal mystery as the ultimate behind-the-scenes figures of the radio era. But 
behind the mystery, there lurked two highly ambitious people who were far 
removed in every possible way from the “plain folks” who made their fortune 
possible. Frank Hummert was a rising figure in Chicago advertising in the 1920s, 
working for the Blackett-Sample agency. He was a copywriter, with skills honed 
from years of midwestern newspaper work, when he met a hard-driving divorcee 
from Baltimore. Despite only being in her early twenties, she already had years 
of experience in international journalism. Where Frank Hummert was provincial 
to the bone, Anne Schumacher Ashenhurst was cosmopolitan and urbane. What 
one lacked, the other possessed in spades. When they married in 1934, they 
merged (for all intents and purposes) into a unified marketing powerhouse like 
the ad world had never seen. 

By this time, Frank Hummert had risen to a partnership in the agency, which 
was renamed Blackett-Sample-Hummert. That agency (even after morphing into 
Dancer-Fitzgerald-Sample in the 1940s) would forever after handle the business 
relations between Hummert Radio Productions and its clients. Frank focused on 
the business end of the rapidly-expanding operation, while Anne took control 
of the creative department, turning Air Features into the most successful radio-
drama assembly line the medium ever knew. Head writers turned out skeletonized 
plots for the company’s array of serials, and handed them over to a bullpen full 
of young, low-paid dialogue writers who would fill in the details. Day after day, 
week after week, the Air Features machine churned out script after script after 
script after script, as the crisp green dollars continued to flow endlessly into 
the vast Hummert coffers. Frank and Anne had created the next best thing to a 
perpetual, self-lubricating money machine, and by the middle of the 1930s they 
were awash in wealth. 

By 1937, the Hummerts had only one aspect of network radio entertainment 
left to conquer: nighttime drama. They dominated the daytime schedules, were 
heavy players in the afternoon kiddie block, and their nighttime musical shows 
did well enough to sustain themselves. Why not come up with an evening serial 
for grownups? Something with family appeal, something that wasn’t too soapy 
for the men, too hard-edged for the women, or too scary for the kids? Crime 
drama had enjoyed a brisk but brief vogue earlier in the decade, and while that 
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foggy waterfront nights. He did, however, solve crimes -- accompanied by his 
dense-but-loyal sidekick Mike Clancy -- and he did so with a dogged determina-
tion through the latter years of the Depression, through World War II, through the 
Korean War, and on into the chrome-plated, chlorophyll-scented somnolence of 
Eisenhower America. Mr. Keen was on the scene when Benny Goodman trans-
fixed America’s youth, and he was still around when Davy Crockett was all the 
rage among the playground set. Somehow, as Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe, Pat 
Novak, Michael Shayne, and all the rest of the hardboiled tough guys flared up 
and burned out, this patient old man and his thick-headed pal went on and on 
and on.

There are two good reasons for Mr. Keen’s longevity, and the first is that people 
liked him. He wasn’t hard or cruel or edgy. If any private investigator could be 
said to be grandfatherly, it would be Mr. Keen. He wasn’t an antihero, he wasn’t 
a troublemaker, he was just a nice old man who liked to help people -- and that 
struck a note with the broad breadbasket of the American radio audience. The 
second reason was this: nobody ever knew or understood the broad breadbasket 
of the American radio audience like Mr. Keen’s producers, Frank and Anne 
Hummert.

The Hummerts are most associated with soap operas, but their empire extended 
far beyond the sudsy revolving-plot world of romance, betrayal, and induced 
amnesia. Air Features Incorporated, the creative arm of Hummert Radio 
Productions, had a hand in the world of nighttime variety with the long-running 
Manhattan Merry-Go-Round, (a small-town Midwesterner’s idea of what New 
York nightclubs might be like), the American Album of Familiar Music (a 
weekly paen to the Old Tunes Ma and Pa used to sing around the melodeon), 
and Waltz Time (which gave Grandma and Grandpa a chance to roll up the rug 
for half an hour and slide gracefully around the parlor). Although metropolitan 
critics snickered at these programs, each enjoyed a very long and very successful 
run…while many of the more sophisticated productions fell by radio’s wayside. 
The Hummert firm was also responsible for its share of kiddie adventure 
programs -- producing that genre’s pioneer program, Little Orphan Annie, and 
its biggest success, Jack Armstrong the All American Boy, along with various 
lesser accomplishments in the field. They even dipped a toe into upscale humor, 
backing Goodman and Jane Ace in their long-running comic gem Easy Aces. 
Meanwhile, the operation was quickly coming to dominate the field of women’s 
daytime drama.

CD 3A: “The Case of the Glamorous Widow” - 05/23/1946
Mr. Keen probes a slaying with four likely suspects.

CD 3B: “The Case of Murder and the Bloodstained Necklace” - 09/15/1949
The Kindly Old Investigator looks into the death of a newly-widowed woman.

CD 4A: “The Yellow Talon Murder Case” - 09/22/1949
The prime suspect in a slaying on a luxurious estate has wings and claws!

CD 4B: “The Case of Murder with a Thousand Witnesses” - 09/29/1949
Mr. Keen investigates a poisoning at a country fair.

CD 5A: “The Silver Dagger Murder Case” - 10/13/1949
A shattered romance leads to a violent death.

CD 5B: “The Case of the Ruthless Murderers” - 10/27/1949
An ex-convict is determined to get revenge on Mr. Keen for sending him to the 
pen.

CD 6A: “The Forgotten Cave Murder” - 11/03/1949
A lost cache of gold leads two men to tragedy.

CD 6B: “The Case of Murder and the Jewel 
Thief” - 02/09/1950
A former criminal wants to go straight, but 
circumstances weigh against him.

CD 7A: “The Case of the Melody of Murder” 
- 03/09/1950
Mr. Keen investigates a strangling case 
involving an expert pianist.

Bennet Kilpack (center) with Irene Hubbard 
and Jim Kelly
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Radio abounded in private-detective shows, but most of them had one thing in 
common: they didn’t stick around very long. The very nature of the freelance-
investigator format lent itself to gimmickry -- and gimmickry, in turn, usually 
wore out its welcome within a few short seasons. There were exceptions, of 
course. Sherlock Holmes stuck around American radio for the better part of 
twenty years (if you count his various non-continuous runs as a single unit) and 
Johnny Dollar did all right for himself with a thirteen-year tenure. But you’ve got 
to be a serious radio enthusiast to name the private eye who enjoyed the longest 
continuous run of any program in the genre. This investigator’s radio adventures 
ran for eighteen years…but if he’s remembered at all, it’s as the stuff of parody. 

His name was Mr. Keen, 
and he was a tracer of 
lost persons -- or so it 
said in the title.

From 1937 to 1955, the 
haunting strains of Noel 
Coward’s “Someday I’ll 
Find You” introduced the 
“kindly old investigator.” 
He was a serious-minded 
fellow whose slow, patient 
manner made him some-
thing of a crime-solving, 
lost-persons-hunt ing 
version of Doctor Chris-
tian. Mr. Keen didn’t talk 
snappy, he didn’t disdain 
the cops, he didn’t get into 
gunfights with thugs on 

CD 7B: “The Case of the Murdered Detective” - 
04/06/1950
A detective comes to a violent end…and Mr. Keen 
takes the trail of his killer!

CD 8A: “The Eccentric Millionaire Murder Case” 
- 04/13/1950
Wealth and eccentricity don’t always make a pleasant 
combination for the Kindly Old Investigator.

CD 8B: “The Broken Window Murder Case” - 05/25/1950
What connection could a dead rabbit have to a murderer?

Elizabeth McLeod is a journalist, author, and broadcast historian. She 
received the 2005 Ray Stanich Award for excellence in broadcasting 
history research from the Friends Of Old Time Radio.
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