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The Face of the Future

Ian McKeirnan’s 

humanitarian 

trip to Nepal was 

not surprising, 

because he does 

things like that. 

The surprise is 

that he is  

12 years old.
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W e will turn the nation’s future and our human fates 
over to ian and his generation soon, and hope for the best. 
But he is why you have reason to be comfortable with that ex-

change. You should feel affirmation about the future if there are many like 
him.

ian is 12 and smart. There are lots of kids like that, though they are not 
clones; yet there is some aspect less obvious and deeper about ian. he seems 
nothing like those robotic, ego-centered, infant prodigies who might flame 
out in their own solar nova and never become the adults they could have 
been. 

ian is a normal kid with a dash of extraordinary, too. he is a special soul.
all of his life seems turned outward toward others. he is a charming 

surprise. You cannot sit with him longer than 30 seconds before he sends a 
subtle signal in words, or how he tilts his body, or looks squarely at you with 
dark brown inquisitive eyes. You are talking to a fully-formed human being 
who happens to live inside a 12-year-old child.

  his smile is effortless and gentle. he is open, caring, thoughtful, and 
bright. he is the personification of hope. he already has given his world a 
helping hand. he probably has saved lives in a literal sense. 

The art of being a significant person does not suit everyone. ian makes 
life’s harder choices seem imponderably easy. “nothing really comes easily,” 
he says. “it’s what you learn that makes things seem easy. some things look 
easy, but that happens because you work very hard at them. and then it just 
looks easy.”

for ian’s september birthday, (and a couple other times a year), he and 
a few friends celebrate with their “hats for hope” charity project. They cut 
and sew fleece ski hats that sell for $10 apiece, sending the cash to his cho-
sen charity, feed My starving Children. ian spends his birthday at feed My 
starving Children, where he gathers with family, friends, neighbors, and 
school friends for a weekend of packing vegetable and rice meals for the 
charity. The meals go everywhere in the world to children who are suffering 
without enough food. his best night was 32,000 packed meals. as experience 

Hope and optimism are not inanimate social forces that sweep a nation into a better place. They are built one 

good person, one good deed, one profound human intervention at a time. They have a beginning, though you 

never know where. They grow. Salvation always starts small. They start, maybe, with one kid, one face, one heart. 

Meet Ian Edwin McKeirnan and consider carefully who he is now, and who he might become.

One hundred Medical supply kits fOr 
distributiOn filled these large duffle bags.

ian and his dad, edwin Mckeirnan, arrive tO their initial 
destinatiOn at durbar square in kathMandu. 
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suggests, if you stand close to ian, you will become drafted into his world.
he will do much more. of course, ian is not the only face of our future, but 
he is likely to be one of them. he has already shown himself to be a leader of 
heart and spirit at 12.

“Yes, he is going somewhere,” his father says with a sometimes-puzzled 
amazement that grows every day. “i don’t know where. wish i did. But he is 
definitely going somewhere in this life.”

Trip of a Lifetime
so ian McKeirnan went to nepal, the tiny landlocked asian nation sitting in 
the shadow of Mount everest. had to go, it seems, because sometimes these 
ideas get in ian, and he has to act. it was a family connection that got him 
thinking about it.

nepal is an old land that was ravaged by violent earthquakes in april 
2015. nine thousand died, 22,000 were injured, entire villages were flattened, 
and a nation with very little in resources was traumatized. ancient Buddhist 
temples tumbled. The country’s soul bled. even now, the nation limps from 
human and structural wounds that might not ever heal.

it was the one place on the planet that a 12-year-old kid from tower 
lakes, in the Barrington area, would make a profound difference, not merely 
because he wanted to make a difference, but because he had been trained for 
it. he had been raised for it.

A Remarkable Journey
when ian’s airliner touched down at the international airport in the capital 

of Kathmandu in april, after flying 21 hours from Chicago, he came not as 
a tourist or just to observe. he—along with his dad who went only because 
mom demanded it—came to save lives. 

They were packing 300 pounds of life-saving and emergency equipment 
that ian had personally secured from volunteers and donations. They hitched 
a ride as equal partners with global lifesaving teams.

at that very moment, nepal was more secure than it had been for a year, 
primarily because ian and his teammates had arrived. Though the country 
has 27 million inhabitants, there likely were few people in the country that 
day with as much intensified life-saving and medical training—and if you 
include heart—as ian McKeirnan.

he was a Boy scout trained well-enough to virtually qualify as a certi-
fied american eMt or red Cross instructor, except he’s 12 and too young 
to even ask. or get a driver’s license. Certification luckily “doesn’t matter” 
in nepal, he’s said.

for months, he drove his training and himself. There were wilderness 
first-aid regimes from the Boy scouts Three fires Council in st. Charles. 
Then came red Cross instructors training for CPr and first aid, and hands-
on training with paramedics who were scout leaders at the wauconda fire 
District. he was being trained as an adult international first responder.

The McKeirnans traveled with a scottish first-aid training company 
called Venture Medical. They learned of the company in october, when ed-
win’s 99-year-old mother told him they had a distant scottish relative named 
Craig Borthwick, a principal at the company.

Venture Medical was headed to nepal to teach emergency first aid to the 
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country’s scout troop leaders. if ian was prepared, he was 
invited. ian was fully prepared. 

he was no tourist. he to came to train the trainers—
volunteers, teachers, but mostly adult scout leaders—how 
to save lives. for two weeks that’s what he did. “it was like 
going to a place that was as close to being on another plan-
et as you could be,” he says now. 

ian planned the mission by hawking money and  
supplies from vendors, the local rotary, saint anne  
Catholic Church. anyone with money in their pockets. he 
was a tornado. 

adventure Medical and ever Dixie eMs sold first-aid 
kits wholesale to ian, which he sold to the community to 
purchase medical equipment. aeD Professionals in Pala-
tine sold him a $1,600 heart defibrillator for $450. it’s one 
of only seven such devices in nepal.

from the very first hours in the 900,000-resident capi-
tal of Kathmandu, edwin spent every day standing aside 
and watching ian train adults. But ian was on his own as 
a mentor. This itself is a rarity in an ancient asian culture 
that expects children to act as children and not as teachers. 
ian was the only Boy scout on the mission. The nepalese 
children nearby stood in the distance playing and watch-
ing while ian did his work.

A Student Teacher
But his students leaned in and listened intently to ian’s 
detailed classes. he always won them over, as he al-
most always does with adults. Then they would load up  
equipment, board a Jeep, and rocket up mountain-roads-
to-the-sky for their next stop. Paved roads are not an ad-
vancement that nepal has fully embraced. 

one false flick of the steering wheel would produce an 
immediate 1,000 plummet to the ravines below. “There 
were times driving when it was like watching your life flash 
in front of your eyes,” ian says.

he trained surviving scout leaders who had pulled 
their relatives from rubble. he trained them how to close 
open chest wounds; how to pull a survivor up a mountain 
side with ropes; how to avoid death when the earth opens 
up. They might have to use those skills again. nepal is a 
land of eternal quakes and aftershocks.

That is ian McKeirnan’s legacy in nepal. “i think i 
helped there,” he says now after reflecting for a moment. 
“There were many wonderful people there, and i was sad 
to leave. There were a lot of people in bad situations, but 
you could also see they were just as happy as anyone. That 
didn’t have anything to do with money.”

tiMe was spent training On variOus rescue tOpics, as well as 
hands-On practice Outside the classrOOM. here, ian Mckeirnan 
begins a training seMinar with intrOductiOns.

every One Of the 75 districts within nepal, bOth rural and 
urban, received a Medical kit. sOMe recipients traveled twO 
Or MOre days fOr their kit, which was asseMbled in barringtOn 
with the help Of the bOy scOuts.

left: this bus, used fOr disaster siMulatiOns, was dOnated 
by the bOy scOuts Of aMerica.  abOve: ian Mckeirnan teaches 
Others hOw tO tie a handcuff knOt that helps in rescue 
situatiOns. 



 ian Mckeirnan trains scOut leaders On hOw tO apprOach a MOtOrcycle accident. he instructs On hOw
 tO reMOve a rider’s  helMet withOut causing further injury. MOtOrcycle accidents are cOMMOn in nepal. 

bOttOM right: here, trainees are learning the prOper applicatiOn Of a tOurniquet.



and what does he believe the nepalese thought of him? “i hope they were 
glad i came, and that i did a good job,” he says. “i think i did.”

Doing Something Big
ian McKeirnan is a sixth-grader in Barrington middle school and the only 
child of edwin and angela. Dad’s a project manager who implemented the 
new unemployment system for the entire state of illinois. she’s a director for 
u.s. Cellular. he chose to become a stay-at-home dad several years ago be-
cause his career’s flexibility allowed it. Mostly he wanted to be closer to ian’s 
path to wherever he is going. 

Grandma Mary McKeirnan, who is 99, lives with them. she appears to 
be in charge. “she does all the laundry, and we can’t make her stop,” say the 
McKeirnan men in unison. 

“Good genes,” says dad.
Mom and dad McKeirnan say they have not only tried to value ian’s intel-

ligence, but want to support his other skills, too. his humanness. “we believe 
in justice and integrity,” edwin said. “he has a great heart,” dad says. But ian’s 
life remains a constant surprise even to those who know him best.

when mom’s fancy expresso coffeemaker broke at work, she brought it 
home to him to either fix or use for spare parts. he’s sort of an intuitive 
tinkerer, just as he is an intuitive humanitarian. he found the broken compo-
nent, designed a 3-D printer replacement copy of the part, made the plastic 
piece, and installed it. The part perked perfectly. he returned the working 
expresso-maker to mom.

surprised expressions seem to be a common facet of life in the  
McKeirnan home.

ian’s a straight “a” student (he worked hard to make up for the nepal 
time he missed in school). he fences competitively and trains with a massive 

6-foot-6 fencing instructor who attacks him voraciously. he wrestles for his 
school, earned a 1st degree Black Belt in tae-Kwon-Do, and plays the viola 
in orchestra.

he attended kindergarten-through-third grade in an “english as a sec-
ond language” class so he could immerse himself in spanish with kids who 
spoke español as a first language. really wanted to learn spanish, he says. 
now it’s Mandarin. and then he also mows the yard for the first time. “i get 
$20 if i do it good with the weed whacker. twenty dollars!”

his teacher suggests ian always seeks out those who need him. Young 
children. The elderly. adults. Peers. everyone. he fits with them seamlessly. 
ian McKeirnan senses that adults in his sphere view him differently than they 
do other children. well, what can you do, he seems to shrug. They are curi-
ous. They are waiting. what will he become? what will he achieve?

upon “graduation” from fifth grade, his teacher used the school yearbook 
to proclaim him “student most likely to change the world.” no pressure there, 
right? But ian McKeirnan had thought of this himself. he has thought delib-
erately about a life of “doing something big.”

“of course by the time you are 40, you want to have a home, a family, 
and be happy. But i have thought of doing something big. like inventing 
facebook or being like Craig (his globe-leaping, life-rescuing scot relative).”

and then he muses. what if, he says, it’s like you said. what if, he won-
ders, it takes a million people to save the world? “Maybe,” he suggests, “i 
would be the person who built the thing that trained the million who trained 
the next five million.” That is an astounding, logical moment.

we cannot foretell who and what ian McKeirnan might become, and per-
haps should not try. he is a bright mystery. The future belongs to him. But 
he has sent signals, and salvation always starts small. his is clearly the face 
of the future.

taking phOtOs is an iMpOrtant cultural event in nepal. here is One Of the fOur 
training teaMs at the internatiOnal kakani training center that gathered fOr a phOtO.
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