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Mike and Joanne Keerins live on the 
Keerins Ranch, a Century Farm, in Izee, 
Oregon. The Keerins brothers original-
ly took up a homestead in Fox Valley 
in 1879, then moved to the Izee area in 
1881. Sheep built the ranch, cows kept 
the ranch and horses were necessary. 
Mike’s great grandfather was the first 
postmaster in the area, but to continue 
mail service the post office required a 
name. Great Grandfather Carlos Bon-
ham, while in Canyon City, received the 
news. At a loss, the assistant postmaster 
asked him what his brand was, and he 
said “IZ”. She said, “Add a double EE” and 
sent it in. It was accepted and a ranching 
community received the name Izee.

Mike’s Uncle Sam Keerins was em-
ployed by the AAA (Oregon Extension} 
office during the thirties and was instru-
mental in the formation of many 4-H 
clubs. Sam held a graduated degree from 
OSU in animal husbandry. He helped pro-
mote the building of Keerins Hall for the 
use of 4-H club members after a snow-
fall of seven or eight inches buried the 
camping club members sleeping out-
side. The Sam Keerins Leadership Award 
is still awarded annually today.

 In his early years Mike attended 
grammar school in Izee, high school in 
John Day, college at Eastern Oregon and 
Central Oregon Community College. He 
was also an MP in the Army for 2 years 
before returning home to ranch with his 
parents Bonham and Irene Keerins. Mike 
and Joanne married in August of 1970. 
Mike ranched and also became a substi-
tute school bus driver for several years in 
the late 80s, but eventually became the 
permanent driver for 19 years until he 
changed back to a full time rancher. The 
best part of driving bus was getting to 

know one’s self, the priceless youngsters 
and their parents. 

Joanne Rufener, from Grizzly, Ore-
gon attended school in Grizzly, Madras, 
Central Oregon Community College and 
graduated with a BS of Education from 
Western Oregon College of Education 
(Western Oregon University). 

Due to Joanne’s job teaching math, 
physical education and health at Maupin 
High School and coaching volleyball, 
basketball, and track and field; they had 
a two year honeymoon with visits on 
weekends and school vacation, there 
were only 1 or 2 weekends missed during 
this time. 

Joanne was a substitute teacher and 
volleyball referee at local schools for sev-
eral years until being a mother became 
a full time job to 4 children: Elyse (Mark) 
Gross, Erick (Christy) Keerins, Errin (David) 
Hickerson and Emily (Lola) Keerins-Gum-
mersall. The kids started primary school 
in Paulina and then Izee was opened for 
3 years. In 1988, the community asked 
for a bus to take the children to Seneca 

Elementary School. All graduated from 
Grant Union. 

As the kids became old enough for 
4-H they took on a multitude of projects, 
and Joanne became an active leader, vol-
unteer, Leaders Association member and 
served on the 4-H Extension Board. Add-
ed to these many activities were the PTA, 
Grant County District #3 School Board 
and Grant Soil and Water Conservation 
Board. 

She is still an active member of the 
Grant Soil and Water Conservation Board, 
Upper Main Stem and South Fork John 
Day River local advisory committee and 
South Fork Watershed Council Board. 
They are both charter members of the 
South Fork Watershed Council. Mike and 
Joanne continue to make conservation 
and education a part of their lives as well 
as those of their grandchildren (11), they 
love watching and helping young minds 
learn and to respect the environment.

Mike and Joanne are deeply honored 
to be selected as the 2018 Grand Mar-
shals. 
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