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In most election years, 
tax assessor races are 
rarely loaded with per-
sonal drama, unexpected 
endorsements or ques-
tions about whether an 
upstart campaign can 
unseat a well-known 
incumbent, but that’s 
the state of play when 
it comes to the June 16 
Republican primary for 
Oklahoma County asses-
sor.

Incumbent Larry Stein, 
70, and Ferlin Kearns, 61, 
are competing in what 
has become the most 
hostile local election in 
Oklahoma County. The 
winner wil l  face off 
against Democrat John 
Gibbons in the November 
election.

While the two men are 
former friends from years 
of activism in Republi-
can politics — each was 
counted among the initial 
co-chairmen of Donald 
Trump’s 2016 campaign 
efforts in Oklahoma — 
they likely won’t be 
exchanging Christmas 
cards this holiday season. 
The day before April’s 
fil ing period opened, 
the two men exchanged 
barbs in a March 31 
county budget board 
meeting when the trou-
bled county jail’s budget 
was up for discussion.

Kearns accused Stein 
of previously trying to 
defund the jail because 
he voted to defer the 
budget to a later date. A 
clearly annoyed Stein 
later questioned whether 
Kearns needed hearing 
aids because he apparent-
ly didn’t know the differ-

ence between defund and 
defer. Hours later, Kearns 
announced his candidacy 
on Facebook.

Kearns, who runs a 
used car lot in Edmond, 
said he had already been 
giving the idea of run-
ning against Stein serious 
thought before the con-
tentious meeting, and he 
claimed it had little to no 
impact on his decision to 
run. Since then, however, 
the feud has only esca-
lated. While making the 
case that Kearns lacks 
qualifications for the 
job, Stein has criticized 
Kearns’ failure to pay 
property taxes and his six 
previous DUI arrests, the 
last of which occurred 
more than 25 years ago.

Meanwhile,  Kearns 
has accused Stein of 
only working a handful 
of hours a day and run-
ning an assessor’s office 
with plenty of room to 
improve when it comes to 
customer service. Kearns 
has also dinged Stein for 
not doing enough to lob-
by the Legislature to keep 
caps on property taxes as 
low as possible.

First elected in 2018, 
Stein is running for his 
third term as assessor, 
a position in charge of 

determining property val-
ues and tax assessments. 
He touts his moderniza-
tion of the records sys-
tem at his office, which 
recently earned a perfect 
score in the county’s per-
formance audit from the 
Oklahoma Tax Commis-
sion. Previously, Stein 
covered state government 
for KTOK radio and 
served as chief of staff 
for former Gov. Mary 
Fallin. More recently, he 
hosted a conservative talk 
radio show in Oklahoma 
City. Stein has a journal-
ism degree from the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma.

“What we do is really 
a deep dive,” Stein said. 

“Every single parcel of 
property in Oklahoma 
County. We’re only 720 
square miles, but we’ve 
got 336,000 parcels that 
we have to value every 
year. All those parcels 
are worth about $110 
billion. The information 
we have is so essential to 
just about every function 
of government. The com-
mercial realtors and res-
idential realtors love our 
site because it provides 
so much great informa-
tion.”

Kearns serves on the 
jail’s Citizen Bond Advi-

sory Board and said that 
experience has given him 
insight into the workings 
of county government, 
including experience 
dealing with its biggest 
headache and cost bur-
den. Kearns opened his 
business selling used cars 
nearly 20 years ago, with 
an emphasis on “financ-
ing people no one else 
will” and giving them 
small American flags 
with their purchases. He 
graduated from UCO 
with a finance degree 
and, more recently, from 
an Ivy League university.

“I got to see the inner 
workings of what’s going 
on down there and the 
dysfunction that’s going 
on (at the county), and 
I just thought I could 
do a better job,” Kearns 
said of his motivation to 
run. “I have experience 
in the business world, 
and I completed Harvard 
University’s master ’s 
in finance through their 
extension program. I like 
to joke with people that 
I’m the most educated 
used car salesman in 
Oklahoma.”

DUIs, key cards and 
animus

Decades ago, the com-
bination of Kearns and 
cars had poor legal out-
comes — six arrests for 
DUI.

Stein has made an issue 
of those cases on the 
campaign trail, and in an 
interview with NonDoc, 
Stein said Kearns’ past 
more or less disqualifies 
him for office.

“If anybody were run-
ning for governor with 
his background, they 
wouldn’t be able to run 
because that would be 

a fatal flaw,” Stein said. 
“The drunk driving and 
everything else — leav-
ing the scene of an acci-
dent, an injury accident 

— that happened a long 
time ago, but it  hap-
pened.”

A championship-cali-
bre shuffleboard player, 
Kearns has acknowl-
edged his past problems 
with alcohol for years, 
explaining his redemp-
tion story to NonDoc in 
2015 after his legal biog-
raphy surfaced when 
he Stein were among 
Trump’s earliest support-
ers in Oklahoma.

“I tell people it’s an 
American story,” Kearns 
said in September 2015. 

“From the drunk tank to 
the MBA program at Har-
vard. And that can’t hap-
pen anywhere but here. 
My deal is, if I can do it, 
anybody can do it.”

In an interview for 
this story, Kearns called 
Stein’s criticisms old 
news.

“The  DUI  s tu ff ,  I 
thought that was ridicu-
lous because he acts like 
he found something new,” 
he said.

Sobe r  s ince  2000 , 
Kearns  sa id  he  has 
remained active in the 
recovery community, 
helping mentor those 
who were in the same 
spot he once found him-
self. In 2022, Gov. Kevin 
Stitt pardoned Kearns for 
five DUI arrests dating 
back to 1990, as well as a 
charge for transporting a 
loaded firearm that same 
year. He also pardoned 
Kearns for two counts 
of possession of a sto-
len vehicle in 1991 and 
writing a bogus check in 

1995.
The  Grea t e r  OKC 

Chamber of Commerce 
endorsed Kearns in May 
in what some considered 
a surprise move given his 
past.

“Larry’s putting it out 
there right now like he’s 
found something new, 
and I’ve never made a 
secret about that,” Kearns 
said. “Because of my his-
tory, it becomes an issue. 
But I tell people that the 
last time I was arrested 
was in 1999. And based 
on that experience, that’s 
why I got appointed to 
the citizens’ advisory 
board to the jail trust.”

Kearns has fired back 
with accusations that 
Stein only works 45 
hours a month, based on 
an open records request 
of Stein’s key card swipes 
at the county office com-
plex. It’s a charge Stein 
strongly denies, saying 
he frequently leaves his 
office to attend meetings 
in the community. Other 
times, he argued, people 
hold the door for him 
as he enters through a 
secure entrance, making 
it unnecessary to swipe 
his badge.

“That’s crap,” Stein said. 
“I work all the time. I may 
or may not use my badge 
every day. Every day that 
I go to the office, I often 
use my badge, but some-
times I have meetings 
before work, and some-
times I have meetings 
after work, and they’re 
going to be during busi-
ness hours. So I may not 
be there at four o’clock 
because I’ve got a meet-
ing outside the county.”
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