New Mexico Quarterly

Volume 38 | Issue 2 Article 11

1968

The Nebraska Affair

Mark Acuff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq

Recommended Citation
Acuff, Mark. "The Nebraska Affair." New Mexico Quarterly 38,2 (1968). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol38/iss2/11

This Contents is brought to you for free and open access by the University of New Mexico Press at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in New Mexico Quarterly by an authorized editor of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact disc@unm.edu.

www.manharaa.com


https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fnmq%2Fvol38%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol38?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fnmq%2Fvol38%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol38/iss2?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fnmq%2Fvol38%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol38/iss2/11?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fnmq%2Fvol38%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fnmq%2Fvol38%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol38/iss2/11?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fnmq%2Fvol38%2Fiss2%2F11&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:disc@unm.edu

Ve

Acuff: The Nebraska Affair ~

. Mark Acuff
The Nebraska Affair

I ’ T .
WorxiNG IN SENATOR McCARTHY'S CAMPAIGN quickly givies one a sense

of having landed in a science-fiction fantasy world. You think you know
where, when, and what you're doing, but things tend to dissolve at the

limits of perception, lending a shimmer of unreality. McCarthy’s Presi-

dential effort has not really been a campaign in the normal and tradi-

tional sense. Rather, it has been a sort of national Happening, bringing

the strangest of fellows to bed, assaultmg common sense and assailing
logic with ultimateabandon. -

McCarthy shouldn’t have been running for the Pre:51d]ency at all. It

defied every tradition in the history books -and upset the normal ma-
chinations of Democratic politics throughout the country. And if Mc-
Carthy does not now get the nomination of his party, despite leading
the popular polls, the reason will be apparent in the wreckage of the

party structure about him. The “movement” the Senator brought forth .
from the body politic has, from the point of view of the party regulars, -

grown into a rampaging virus rubbing rawly at every synapse of the
Jraditional political structure.
Even politicians who would not mind seeing McCarthy elected

President are terrified at the prospect of hundreds and thousands of-
McCarthy troopers storming into precinct caucuses, upsetting plans’

and structures which required generations to construct. ‘
‘Politicians are, by nature, somewhat less than the most imaginative
members of society. Their normal bent is to seek security in formalized

structures held together by patronage. The Kennedy brothers devel-
~oped the art of dangling postmasterships before local chieftains, and

the success of the Kennedys is enough evidence that it is not your
idedlogy or the style of your campaign which upsets the local minions
of the party. Rather, it is how you play the game. The state Democratic
chairman of Iowa, for instarice, went on record to the effect that an
“Un-American” invasion had turned his precinct and county caucuses

inside out and wrought havoc throughout the state. Who were these

£
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un-American conspirators? They were the peop']e of Towa, the rank and
file, many attending a caucus for the first time in their lives.

In the process, of course, the rank and file did not stop at.the discov-
ery of the mechanics of party politics. They went on to throw out
county chairmen, elect new and unknown committeemen, and threaten
the very foundation of the traditional system.

Rare is the politician capable of anticipating such a development, of

-reading the runes on the wall and moving accordingly. Such a rare one
‘is Filo Sedillo, longtime chairman of Valencia County, New Mexico.
Sedillo can hardly be called a brash upstart, yet his votes provided the
, margin which produced a victory for proportional representation and
* mnetted McCarthy 45% of the delegatlon at the New Mexico State Con-
vention. Whatever happens in the future, Sedillo and his crew will
be in the middle of it. But more typlcally, the tradition-bound county
“chairmen and local political leaders in every sfate reacted to the Mc-
Carthy movement with somewhat the same eimotions they might feel

in the presence of the Black Plague.

I have no idea what will become of the McGarthy ‘movement.” But

- Iam certain that it is far more important than any of the issues raised
in the campaign to date—more,important than early settlement oft the
war, more important than reliéf for the ghettos, and far more 1mpor

* tant than the solution of the balance of payments problem. For ina_
way the problem of the ghettos and the poor is linked closely with
McCarthy’s middle-class movement, though perhaps only a few Blacks. -
see it that way. And the exasperation arid helplessness so painfultsthe
youth of the prosperou’ middle class, though we call'the problem * ‘alien-

' ation,” is not, at base, much different from the disfranchis&ment-of-<the
black man and the urban poor. ’

Assorted Swedes and Frenchmen have been warning us for years that
our inherently most difficult problem will be the adaptation of democ-
racy to a technological culture with a population of hundreds of mil-
lions. Today, however, it is not only the Black and the poor and the
young who feel powerless to affect the machinations of the system. In
the last half of the 2oth centurﬁ, the smog-bound, tax-hounded, and
radar-trapped suburbanite also feels cast adrift in a sea of technocracy
where no one cares and, worse, no one listens.

. To my way of thinking, the failure of the system to provxde a mech |
anism for the people to involve themse]ves in the ordering of govern-
ment and society is more to blame for riots, arson and crime waves than
any immediate economic and social dzepnvatlon And George Wallace |

Barats g nrnnn
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is McCarthy.

any notion that by his act he would arouse the unbounded energies of
countless numbers of persons from:all walks of 11fe~no all of them
young—who had been searching, if unconscmusly, for some way - to
make their mark on the social fabric.

At this ‘writing, the campaign has done so well that cCarthy no
longer considers it “his” but rither the embodiment of thi yearning of

untrampled hat into the New Hampshire ring, I'am sure hF had little if

us what it means. One element seems most obvious: Americans want
relevant government substructures in which they can participate di-
rectly. This does not .necessarily imply that the federal government
should be dismantled, for the state and local governments of the coun-
try are uniformly less representat\ve and less adaptive than the federal.
Decentralization itself may not be the answer, if it results only in
spreading the same problems. In some way we need new institutions
towhich the electorate can relate.

Perhaps ultimately, the message of the mass moveiment aroused by
McCarthy will lead to the presentation of plans to redraw state lines
to make them relevant; to establish regional substructures; to abolish
cotinties; or any number of other previously wild-sounding notions. But
_thje verdict is clear: Americans,. th0ugh they may not have a precise
netion of what they want, are fed Gp with government by negotiation
between interest groups and professmnal politicians. This is not to say

- that “politician” must remain a dlrty word. The Greeks considered

politics the highest of the arts of man. So-does McCarthy, and the
results of his efforts imply clearly that many of us.would ]hke to accord
politicians that regard, were-it possible. |

Whatever the Senator’s future, whether he is elected 1Pre31dent or
whether he even returns to the Senate, he has already made this singular

contribution: he has given yoice to the aspirations of America, and”

America will néver be the same. : '
I o

I first heard that McCarthy would become a genuine fandidate for
the Presidency in November of 1967, considerably beforrce the formal

v
. ) . ‘

|
!
|
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is every bit as much the behefactor of this upwellmg of rustration as

When Senator McCarthy developed the gall to toss is previously

millions to partmpate, to have a voice in the ordering of their society. -
Time will show what will happen and the political analysts will tell

[PV
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announcement 'and Jong before many took the idea seriously (many
still don’t).

I heard it from an unusual source, a man who was virtually an

unknown, yet a man who may be one of the prime movirs in seeking

a new kind of America in the years to come. His name is llard owen-

' stein, and I found him resplendent in his usual dirty windbreaker and

*T-shirt in the student union at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln,
He carried a lumpy, monstrous bag, full of assorted propaganda and
ancient inscrutable tracts, but a bag certain to contain a “speech-
making” coat and tie somewhere in its interminable depths.

Lowenstein had come to the university in his capacity as leader of the
newly formed “Dump Johnson Movement.” This was not his name for
it but that supplied by the press, which at that time regarded Lowen-
stein as fit only for a leprosarium.

An early president of the National Student Association, Al had
fought the far left in the formative years of the country’s national union
of students, then fought bitterly to prevent NSA’s fall into the arms

~ of the Central Intelligence Agency. Meanwhile, he smuggled himself

and associates in and out of Southwest Africa, wrote a book about that,
.came to be close to Eleanor Roosevelt and Adlai Stevenson, and served
on Hubert Humphrey’s staff as an advisor on international affairs. I
came to know Lowenstein through NSA, to which he often returned
to regale the youngsters with marvelous stories and passionate pleas for
social justice. A truly outstanding pubhc speaker, he moves audiences
as no one else in modern America.

In 4 way, Lowenstein invented the McCarthy movement for 1t was
he who acted as the catalyst to bring aimless frustrations and rancor

..into the political systern and point the way toward effective and affirm-
- ative.effort. Few others believed it could be done, and in San Francisco

there was talk of blowing up Pacific Gas and Electric as the only way
to get the establishment to pay attention.

The response to Lowenstein’s effort was overwhelrnmg, ip the sense
that it drew far more response from a much wider group than anyone
hadfanticipated. His effort led first to McCarthy’s decision that it might
be possible to do something by running in New Hampshire, and then to
the evocation of that mass movement which we now think of as Mc-
Carthy’s movement—though the Senator himself keeps attempting to
‘explain that it is obviously no one’s movement, that he is-as much its
follower as its leader. >

‘Lowenstein’s New York organization grew by leaps and bounds

’
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guntil it was capable of running full-page adssin the Sunday Times. The
rising bitterness against the Johnson Administration so impressed those
who happened to be watching that it quickly became obvious this was
no ordinary fractious splinter wing of New York Reform Democrats
buta genuine force to be reckoned with. |

McCarthy was watching, and listening to the reports of his own
‘college-age children, predictably in the thick of it. When the effort grew
to respectable proportions, McCarthy brought his hockey stick down
from the attic and set out for the snows of New Hampshire.

But the movement, as seems to be the fate of all socidl ipstitutions,
quickly became the victim of Parkinson’s inescapable laWs of bureau-<*
cratic behavior. Internal mechanisms proliferated and empire-building
set in, until chaos became the norm at National McCarthy for Presi-
dent Headquarters. By the time the newbern orgamzatxon” had
moved into its quarters in the Transportation Building in Washing-
ton’s. business district, three identifiable battalions had lined up to
fight for control, with nebulous and shiiting sub-groups in formation
each hour of theday. .

The first and foremost. of the squads invelved in the. s‘tnfe was, of
course, the Lowenstein-oriented Conference of Conceined Demo-
» crats/Coalition for a Democratic Alternative group, which felt, with
some justice, that it had invented the whole thing, Second, McCarthy’s

Senate staff got into the act, somewhat wonderingly and slightly aghast
 at the prospect of having to, work with a group of urban fadicals over
which it had no apparent control. ‘ i

Relations between these two groups took on a curious pattern bear-
ing some resemblance to the Paris negotiations with the North Viet-
namese, where emissaries and messages are sent back and forth accord- .
ing to formal protocol but fruitful ‘discussions have to wait for coffee
breaks and cocktail parties. -

Third, a national staff coalesced out of the Washington nebulae,
develépmg its own mdependent stake in the affairs of |the over-all

- operation.

Still in the process of formatlon at that time was a faction of unpre-
dictable import which later became the key to much of the campaign:
the student army, headed by Sam Brown, a Harvard divinity student
who had ‘only recently lost a narrow’ contest for the premdency of the
Nitional Student Association. Allied with Brown and his ohorts were
the Washington student .establishments of NSA and the U.S. Student
Press Association, which by that time- had"turned its Cbllege Press

| |
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Service into a virtual anti-Vietnam and pro—McCarthy propaganda
organ. This, incidentally, created great difficulties for the student press:
Jarge university members were calling for more vitriol, while smaller
members pleaded for mercy. N

Historians may find it interesting that Lowenstein was the first to
bite the dust as the campaign took form. The voluble, energetic and
boisterous New Yorker was more than McCarthy’s nerves could take.
The Senator cannot tolerate table-thumpers, and Lowenstein may.be
the last of the great thumpers. o

Early in December at the Chicago Conference of Concemed Demo-
crats, called essentially by Lowenstein, to launch the McCarth&r cam-
paign, Lowenstein delivered a shouting, podium-pounding assault on
the Johnson administration which brought the audlence to ;ts feet and

, to the verge of taking to the barricades. All of this appal}ed the ‘mild
Senator from Minnesota, who vowed he would never dgaiit appear on
the same platform with Lowenstein. This was unfortunate, to say the
least. Lowenstein’s brilliance and unique ability to jnteract with peaple
at all levels might have brought a greater coherence to the campaign
and avoided some of the staff-shuffling which afflicted it right through
the California primary in June.

To head his national campaign staff, McCarthy plcked Blair Clark,
an ex-CBS News executive. A gemal man with the most affable of
manners, Clark is in the McCarthy image, and wouldn’t conceive of
pounding a table or raising his voice. But being a journalist first and an
intellectual second, Clark proved no more capable of arranging the
logistics and mechanics of a national campaign than I would. His role, -
albeit a very important one, has been that of front man for the
campaign, presenting the proper image to the press and public.

Into the organization gap stepped Curtis “Curt”” Gans, another
product of national student politics, in this case by way of the Univer-
sity of North Carolina, United Press International, and a stint on the
staff of -Americans for Democratic Action. Gans is a unique individual,
and one of the few humans able to subsist on a steady diet of Coca Cola
and cigarettes. His intensity is such that he radiates a field of acute
discomfort of sufficient magnitude to produce squirms and twitches for
blocks. Originally a participant in Lowenstein’s effort to establish sup-
port for an anti-administration position among Democrats throyghout
the country, Gans eventually assuméd the position of chief of fstaff in
the McCarthy campaign. Meanwhile, he had gone into New Ji{amp

<
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shire wheri things were toughest, mz;rshalled the students and arranged

the logisti¢al pattern that was to bring off the headhne-producmg result -

for McCatthy.

The student troops were perhaps the key to New Ham pshire. Per-
haps. The youth of -the country materialized out of thin pir in New.

Hampshife, coming by the busload, hitchiking, dnvmg six fto a Volks-

»wagen, even walking, to do anything they could to hélp.

Gans and

Browrr organized the chaotic multitude into an effective force.
But still<-perhaps. In retrospect it.is very difficult to-assess the im-

pact of the volunteer student army in Néw Hampshire, or in
primaries. It may well be that New Hampshire, like much|

ministration’s inept

any of the
of the rest

idance of foreign affairs—or, even more likely,

of the country, was 1%hmg for a thance to repudiate the Johnson ad-

wab ap))recmtlve of the opportunity to repudiate the tradltjonal politi-

cal system in general by voting for an “anti-politician” who
be running in defiance of the normal order of things as much

ppea;ed to
as running

for the Presidency. With hindsight, it appears to me that McCarthy's

good fortune in New Hampshire, and later in Oregon, restg

d more on

his utilization of the mass media to present himself as a cogent alterna-

tive to the existing situation and as an agent for alteration of ;
than it did on mass canvassing or any amount of committeg
or block and ward work. Regardless, the mass campaign
provide arr involvement mechanism for thousands of you
mcludmg some who had been on the verge of dropping

he system,
formation

ng people,
put of the

system altogether, and even a few who had toyed with violent methods

to jolt society from its complacency. The McCarthy effort

offered all

of them a means to make a dent in the social fabric without rending it

'bfyond repair.
 Should the result of this year's electoral process be simply}
dicted nomination of Humphrey and Nixon, fnany of these

ithe as-pre-
yo_ungsters

wijll, no doubt, plunge back into the depths of despair, and the argu-

ments of the Bay Area anarchists will gain new strerigth B

nt, 1 hope,

a significant number will come away with the feeling that though they

may not have won the complete battle, their efforts contri
remarkable shift infnational policy.

It is difficult now to recall the dark days of last fall, when t
seemed locked into a doomed spiral of escalation and killing 1

buted to a

he country

n Vietnam -

and it appeared virtually impossible for the individual Amencan to

find a way to express his outrage through regular channels.

”
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Thmgs have changed Drastically. No matter who is nominated in

August, the Anderica of the fall of 1968 will be aimed down a far differ-
ent road than it was a year previously.

III

) ' {

Nebraska is an odd place for a transplanted New Mexﬂcan'tio find
himself. When first offered a job in the state, I hesitated; telling the .
employer frankly that if’there is a capital of the Flat Earth Society, it
must be in Nebraska.{I was right about that, as it turned out. But the
job was too-good to pass up, so early in 1967 I landed in the Meat
Packing Center of the World.

That I found myself directing the Nebraska McCarthy campalgn
effort after only a year there speaks eloquently of the political condi
tions in this forlorn and often forgotten prairie state. The fact was,
quite simply, that there was no one else with an established position
of some respect in the state willing to lend his name to the cause. There
still isn’t. ’

Kennedy’ s agents found not ample but sufficient numbers of hench
men in Nebraska, someg left over from past disasters (Nixon stomped
JEK by a landslide in Nebraska—it was Nixon’s best state), some
attracted to the glories of Camelot, and some smelling postmastegships
in the air. The Kennedy supporters included a few hardened pro$ who
thought they saw the handwriting on the wall and hoped to line up on
the winning side. They remained generally conservative Democrats -
in a party long intimidated by the overwhelming Republicanism of the
state. Augmented by teenyboppers, they were able to erect a passable
facade, pump it full of cash (almost entirely from outside Nebraska)
and mount a respectable campaign.

But the McCarthy forces could turn up nothmg more than a few
college students and an occasional professor. Not a single politician in
the state was.ready to lay his career on the line for McCarthy—as Curt
Gans found out in pointed terms.

Gans made the first entré into Nebraska. His aggressive demeanor
and Eastern intensity evoked a negative Tesponse among Nebraska

hard put to explain it. One young lawyer, a liberal Democrat (in
Nebraska terms) and a potential Congressional candidate, claimed he
threw Gans out of his office.

As a result, the Senator’s campaigns picked up steam in every state
except Nebraska (Indiana, though, was almost as bad ), without a single
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work or money, to theeffort. ‘

Part of the explanation for this Hismal state of affdirs Jies in the
nature of Nebraska’s headlong rush toward total entropy. Once, the
home of Midwestern radicalism (now only dimly rel\L\{mbered),

! . .
} Nebraskan of any importance willing to lend even his name, much less
|

Nebraska was destroyed politically by the Depression and the political
exorcism to which it was subjected in the thirties. During those hard
years when plains ranchers were baling tumbleweed to i}eed gaunt

—cattle, a large proportion of Nebraska’s younger citizens took off for
greener pastures in the West. Interestingly, I met numbers of Nebras-
kans in Oregon, especially in east slope irrigated farming areas, most of
whom vq‘]zved they would never return, except perhaps to yisit grand-
mother.+ . ‘

In the ensuing three decades Nebraska became a place, in the words
of embitté‘zred ex-Nebraskan Ted Sorensen, “young men leave and old
men-go to die.” Poignantly, Nebraska’s famous men of the day are all
expatriates, the Sorensens among them. Denizens of the state point to

-Johnny Catson and assorted lesser luminaties as the product of the
Cornhusker State—none of whom has seen fit to make a life in his
native dorain. ~ N ' : ’

Nebraska’s newspapers and educators tecurrently decry Q{lhe “brain
drain” which cripples the economy and afflicts the cultural life, and -
resolve to mend the situation by creating new opportunities. But .
seldom if ever does the resolve take concrete form. Salaries|are lower

- than iy neighboring industrial areas, spending on education lags far
behind, aﬂd money for public works is almost unheard of. Those who
* remain behind fall essentially into two categories: those who have
“made it,” either by inheritance or good fortune, and those who don’t
have the money or the courage to strike out for new horizons
Obviously, a society where the power structure is composed of those
with a vested interest in theistatus quo, and where all dissidents are
removed by exmigration, will not change at a particularly rapid pace.
This is not to say that there are no Nebraskans who long for their state
to get back in step with the rest of the world. But they are few and far
between; they tend to become embittéred and eventually throw in the
towel and [head for the nameless suburban streets of Sunnyvyale, Cali-
fornia, or the like. Virtually all Nebraskans seem to be saving up to
retire in some other clime—preferably as soon as possible. '
Omaha,’that astounding unmetropolis on the Missouri, is at the gore
of enervation. An urb which never quite grew into a city, Omaha ifself

!
‘ ~
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Things have changed. Drastically. No matter who is nominated i in
August, the America of the fall of 1968 will be aimed down a far differ-
entroad thanit wasa year previously. -

I11

Nebraska is an odd place for a transplanted New Mexican to find
himself. When first offered a job in the state, I hesitated, telling the
employer frankly that if there is a capital of the Flat Earth Society, it
must be in Nebraska. I was right about that, as it turned out. But the
job was too good to pass up, so early in 1967 I landed in the Meat

. Packing Center of the World.
That I found myself directing the Nebraska McCarthy campalgn
4 _effort after only a year there speaks eloquently of the pohflcal -condi-
tions in this forlorn and often forgotten prairie state. The fact was,
quite simply, that there was nlo one else with an established position
of some respect in the state willing to lend his name to the cause. There
still isn’t.

Kennedy’s agents found not ample but sufficient numbers of hench-
men in Nebraska, some left over from past disasters (Nixon stomped
JFK by a landslide in Nebraska—it was Nixon’s best state), some
attracted to the glories of Camelot, and some smelling postmasterships
in the air. The Kennedy supporters included a few hardened pros who
thought they saw the handwriting on the wall and hoped to line up on
the winning side. They remained generally conservative Democrats
in a party long intimidated by the overwhelming Republicanism of the
state. Augmented by teenyboppers, they were able to erect a passable

- facade, pump it full of cash (almost entirely from outside Nebraska),
and mount a respectable campaign. :
_. But the McCarthy forces could turn up nothing more than a few
A college students and an occasional professor. Not a single politician in
f( ' the state was ready to lay his career on the lme for McCarthy—as Curt
Gans found out in pointed terms. :

Gans made the first entré into Nebraska His aggressive demeanor
and Eastern intensity evoked a negative response among Nebraska
politicians of such vehemence that, after a year in the state; I was still
hard put to explain it. One young lawyer, a liberal Democrat (in
Nebraska terms) and a potential Congressional candidate, claimed he
threw Gans out of his office.

As a result, the Senator’s campaigns picked up steam in every state
‘except Nebraska (Indiana, though, was al'most}as bad), without a single

»

t
f

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol38/iss2/11 . . 10




, ) !
T K A Y » )
s, *  Acuff: The Nebraska Affair .

" of embittered ex-Nebraskan Ted Sorensen, “young men lea

- than in neighboring industrial areas, spending on education lags far -
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Nebraskan of any importance willing to lend even hxs name, \much less‘

work or mbney, to the effort..
Part of the explanation for this dismal state of affalrs 11es in the
nature of Nebraska’s headlong rush toward total entropy. [Once the

- home of Midwestern radicalism (now only dimly remembered),

Nebraska was destroyed politically by the Depression and the political
exorcism to which it was subjected in the thirties. During those hard
years when plains ranchers were baling tumbleweed to feed gaunt.
cattle, a large .proportion of Nebraska’s younger citizens took off for
greener pastures in the West. Interestingly, I met nymbers of Nebras-
kans in Oregon, especially in east slope irrigated farming areas, most of
whom vowed they would never return, except perhaps to vijmt grand-

mother.+
In the ensuing three decades Nebraska became a place, in ihe words
and old
men-go tor die.” Poignantly, Nebraska’s famous men of the ay are all

expatriates, the Sorensens among them. Denizens of the state point to -

Johnny Carson and assorted lesser luminaries as the product of the
Cornhusker State—none of whom has seen fit to make a life in his
native domain.

Nebraska’s newspapers and educators recurrently decry the “brain -

(rain” which cripples the economy and afflicts the cultural life, and
‘resolve to mend the ituation by creating new opportunities. But
seldom if ever does the resolve take concrete form. Salaries are lower

behind, and money for public works is almost unheard of. Those who
remain behind fall essentially into two categories: those who have
“made it,” either by inheritance or good fortune, and those who don’t
have the money or the courage to strike out for new horizons. ’
Obviously, a society where the power structure is composed of those
with a vested interest in the status quo, and where all dissidents are
removed by exmigration, will not change at a particularly rapid pace.

* This is not to say that there are no Nebraskans who fong for their state
.~ to get back in step with the rest of the world. But they are few and far

between; they tend to become embittered and eventually thrbow in the
towel and head for the nameless suburban streets of Sunnyvale, Cali-

 fornia, -or the like. Virtually all Nebraskans seem to be saving up to

retire in some other clime—preferably as soon as poss1ble
Omaha, that astounding unmetropolis on the Missouri, is at the core
of enervation. An urb which never quite grew into a city, O ‘aha itself

|
« * |
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is composed off thousands of transplants from the desiccated small
towns of Nebraska and Iowa. A large proportion of its residents, par-
ticularly young executives and professionals, see it only as a temporary

- watering hole on the long trek to a more civilized place. Needless to
say, it is more difficult to mobilize political activity in a situation where
the majority of the population couldn’t care less. :

Those Omahans who remain behind, those who have llttle hope of
.departing for California or Florida, grgw deeply resentful of those who J
can pick up stakes. In turn, they become increasingly embittered and

" hostile towards the rest of the country and its problems, particularly the
eastern seaboard.

For years Nebraska took immense pride in being the “white spot”
of the nation, with no income tax and no sales tax, financing myriad
tiny school districts strictly from local property taxes. The one-room
school house with the nondegreed teacher has persisted longer in
Nebraska than anywhere else in the nation. As a result, Nebraskans
don’t know‘a great deal about the outside world, and don’t especially
desire to find out. In this most of their news media reinforce them
daily. The Omaha World-Herald covers Nebraska and much of western
Iowa like a blanket. A wet blanket. The paper’s prejudices and jaun-
diced world outlook are so inbred and traditional that its staff members
are no longer aware of it. Dozens of fairly talented young men toil daily
i its stifling mold, under the misapprehension that they are part of a -
great metropolitan daily. Television in Nebraska is also thoroughly un-

" imaginative and it follows where the World-Herald leads, reinforcing
Nebraskans’ fears and prejudices about the real world outside their
boundaries. Even the state’s seven educational TV stations fall under
this pall

Partisan politics were destroyed in Nebraska during the thirties, and
have never recovered. Though the non-partisan League and many
weird offshoots of populism flourished throughout the plains states,
nowhere was such an imprint left as'in Nebraska, mostly to the detri-
ment of subsequent political evolution.

George Norris, champion maverick of all time, managed to turmn
Nebraska inside out during his boisterous life. He is remembered
fondly as a man wh¢ turned the national spotlight on the Cornhusker
State (every year an attempt is mounted to change the nickname to
something “less corny”), but the remnants of his tenure have crippled
politics there. Specifically, Norris ramrodded the non-partisan uni
camergl Legislature into existence, just in time to call its first session to

1
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order in a monstrous new capitol designed for a bicameral legislature.
(The other chamber is used for committee meetmgs and auditions of
proposed state songs.)

Most politically aware Americans know that it is called simply The
Unicameral. But seemingly no one is aware that the Unicameral is non-
partisan. T

Umcarlnerahsm has worked quite well, and has much to r¢commend
it to the other 49 bicameral states. But non—partlsanshlp has been a
disaster. Without a’recognizable party leadership in the Liegislature,
party platforms are meaningless, party structures often irrelevant. In
fact, there often is no party structure to speak of between gubernatorial
and /or Presidential elections, and gubernatorial candidates have learned
to run-as semi-non-partisan candidates, though tainted with a party
label.I While in most states the legislature is the breeding ground for
political leaders of stature, Nebraska’s Unicameral has failed to prbduce
asingle individual of Congressional or Senatorial timber.

Original approval of the non-partisan legislature may have been
somewhat freakish, smbe Norris managed to include it on the same
ballot with repdal of Prohibition and approval of pari-mutuel wagering.
But once in, 1thI\as proved almost impossible to remove, thqugh some
stalwart souls are still trying.

. Non-partisanship has made it particularly difficult for thq= minority -

Democrats to mount an effective assault on the statehouse; With no
structure through which to present a party legislative platform and no
party loyalists on legislative committees, it is virtually impossible for
the party, qua party, to have a voice in state affairs. The majority Re-
publicans contmlwe to control the Unicameral, though fomewhat
nebulously, and alliances are fleeting and shifting, with little regard for
party lines. '

With such minjscule possibilities for effective action through the
party structure, it is little wonder that most Nebraskans ’greet the

prospect of involvement in partisan politics with a massive yawn. Even -
- the state’s heavxly Democratic wards tend to elect Repubhca s, and the
'~ current five-man Congressianal delegation is probab]y the most nght-

wing in the nation. |

~Frank Morrison, 3 Democrat, managed to serve two terms as governor
of the state, at least partly on the premise of preventing 1‘d1rty old
partisanr politics” from encroaching into state government. Momson s
tenure in the statehouse left the party exactly as he had found it im-

* potent. And Nebraska’s organized Democrats have subsisted through
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. the long, lean years on little more than crumbs from Washington in
periods of Democratic control of the White House and occasional in-
fusions of money for national elections.

The Kennedy team built up the most effective force of Nebraska
Democrats in many years during the 1960 effort. But the results were
50 depressmg that Robert Kennedy openly hoped he would never have
to set foot in Nebraska again. But times change, and RFK found him- -
self back eight years later, winning a new sort of primary election largely
in a vacuum, struggling against the straw man of non-candidate ]ohnson
and a McCarthy organization crippled by a negative balance in the
treasury and the wound inflicted the week before in Indiana.

Nebraska’s wide-open new primary law, untested before 1968, was
an offspring of the 1964 Goldwater campaign. In Nebraska, as else-
where, Goldwater’s more hydrophobic supporters raided the party
structure, stuffing caucuses and blitzing conventions until they had
wrested ‘control. No deviation from orthodoxy was permitted. "These

; Goldwater tactics appalled a sizable number of the state’s mild Re-’
o publicans. They were moved to support a wide-open primary, making
control of the party machinery essentially irrelevant to Presidential
politics. The new law was writter in such a way that the Secretary of
State was empowered to place on the ballot the names of all and sundry
who appeared to him to be genuine Presidential candidates, as well as
those who organized any kind of campaign effort in the state and asked -
to be added. Only a formal affiidavit of non-candidacy could reniove a
man’s name. Only Nelson Rockefeller filed such an affidavit.

The number of delegates to the national conventjén was set in the
law at two for each of the three Congressional districts, plus 22 at
large. On the eve of the election the McCarthy ¢amp was uncertam
that théy had enough candidates for delegate to myake up a full slate.
Filing fees had been paid by the organization for abouit half of theslate,

j composed of a motley collection of colldge students, teachers, and
housewives. Then true to form (the strange form of the McCarthy
v ' campaign, that is) a group of people rushed in at the last minute to

file as delegates for McCarthy at the precise moment that I had filed |
an exact full slate. I had hoped to limit McCatthy votes to pfecisely the
right number of delegate candidates, a technique which had paid off
in New Hampshire. We therefore wound up with a surplus of candi-
dates in the at—large category and in one Congressional district;

But to go back in time, the McCarthy effort began in earnest in
Nebraska after Blair Clark’s initial ]anuary foray into the wilderness to

'
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line up something in the state. He found a grand total of five people
. willing to meet with him, two of them journalists who.could not be-
come actively committed, and one of them my wife. One of the other
two was a political science professor, David Evans, then in the process
of being fired because of a controversy at his college. The| last was a
graduate student at the University in Lincoln who had earligr rounded
up a group of concerned students. ..

Clark was utterly dismayed at his first encounter with Nebraska’s
apathy. He could not find a single leader with any political jexperience
willing and able to put his neck on the chopping block for v cCarthy,
Thus it quickly became apparent that one of the tiny group would
have to do the job, and having no children and no contrdctpal .obliga-
tions, I was the only one who could undertake the task of becoming
a full-time McCarthy worker in the state. Thus it was that a trans-

planted New Mexican with only a year’s exposure to Nebraska, and all

of that in Omaha, became Executive Director of the yet to pe formed
Nebraska McCarthy for President Committee. _
Filled with foreboding, I agreed to take on the job. It scemed the

least one could do at a time when others, particularly the Senator him-

self, were risking their. careers for the kind of America we believed in.

[ dsked the McCarthy organization to pay my regular salary for the.

period, so that at least I would be secure from sudden economlic disaster
during the campaign, should it fold suddenly (at that time it ¢ould have
folded any minute). Half the salary was paid, the rest is still only a
promise. * : ' ‘

Promises were also tendered of substantial sums to organize the cam-
paign. Instead, small sums_arrived months later, and promises of cer-
tain amounts by certain dates were uniformly shattered dreams. By the
time the first dribble of cash came in from Washington, I had already
used up a ggod deal of my initial salary on postage and minor expen-
ditures. Obviously, little could be done with no initial capitalization.
What was done was largely through the efforts of a few local McCarthy
supporters, chief among them Warren Buffett, son of an isolationalist
Republican congressman from Nebraska, who raised a few hundred
dollars. :

Charged with finding a “name” chairman for the state organization,

. I beat innumerable bushes throughout the state, finding only bushes.
Offers of sub rosa help came from a few insiders in the political struc-
ture, but nothing public or tangible. The same attitude was expressed
in countless phone calls to my home. Cautious Omahans called to say
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they would like to help McCarthy, but feared their neighbors might
not understand.

. In due course, David Evans, a former member of Governor Mor- |
rison’s staff and a talented if about-to-be-unemployed political scientist
who hopes for a future in state politics, was appointed State Chairman,
Literally, I had no ¢ne else to anoint, despite Evans lack of fame and/or
notoriety.

'The main’ corps of volunteers came, naturally, from the Umvemty
in Lincoln, augmented by a few troops from the traditionally phleg-
‘ matic small schools of Omaha. Leading the students and faculty mem-

bers at Lincoln were Michael Oldfather, a graduate student who had
formed a Nebraska chapter of Concerned Democrats, and Gene Po-
korny, the talented vice president of the University’s student gavern-
ment. As in other states, the hard, dirty work of the campaign was done
by students, who worked long hours with considerable verve.
In Omaha, surprising numbers of people seemed to materialize out
of the atmosphere as.the McCarthy campaign became respectable, or .
. almost so, aftersNew .Hampshire and Wisconsin. An office staff was
organized and managed to do a credltable job with severely limited
materials and funds.
We rented a small office on the ground floor of Omaha’s traditional
“political hotel,” the decrepit and crumbling Sheraton-Fontenelle.
(Jack Bell, veteran' Associated Press political writer, once remarked to
| - me while traversing the catacombs of the Fontenelle, “Gad, I was in
| ~ this place two decades ago and jt hasn’t changed at all.”) From our four-
by-four cubicle we enjoyed an excellent vantage point for observation
of the trucks unloading coffers of gold for the large Kennedy ‘head-
quarters upstairs. '
What money we were ‘able to raise came in by dribbles. We pub-
lished the same ads in the daily papers which brought in tens of thou-
sands of dollars in the East, such as the “Your Children Have Come
+ Home” spread picturing McCarthy with beaming youngsters. Ap-
parently most Nebraskans would rather their children didn’t come
home. The ads brought in far less than their cost.'In fact, ads costing
as much as $1,500 failed to bring in $100 in contributions, thereby
. astounding McCarthy workers from other states.

Occasionally a courageous Nebraskan answered an:ad or “mailer”
in an affirmative way—we did get a few hundred responses. But at least
three-fourths of the response forms were returned with|the “contribu-
tion” section scratched out, indicating a willingness t% support Mc-

J
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Carthy so long as it didn’t cost money. A number of forms also indi-
cated an intention to vote for McCarthy in the primary, but appended
“please do not telephone me.’

This sort of attitude totally befuddled McCarthy workers from the

national staff, most of whom had never set foot in the Midwest before,_

ing evoked the normal responses. [Veterans of the New Hampshire
and Wisconsin enthusiasm found themselves, like fish out of water, in
the nation’s leading hotbed of apathy. Yet curiously, the same national

much less in Nebraska. None of thz\;radltlonal methods of campaign-

campaign thinkers who had laid out McCarthy’s unorthodox approach’
to politics attempted to attack the Nebraska problem through orthodox

techniques, leading to a predictable and resounding failure.
Actually, it may be truc that Nebraska was fotedooméed by Mc-
Carthy’s defeat in Indiana. Coming only a week before the Nebraska
clection, Indiana had exhausted the campaign’s resources of both
money and energy. None of the more experienced workery could be
spared for Nebraska until the final week, and promises of financial help
were repeatedly broken. It may seem strange that money|would be
promised, in definite amounts on definite dates, .when there was ab-
solutely no certainty that it could be delivered. But the MCC}rthy cam-

paign has been like that from the beginning, leading to copsiderable

consternation among local leaders (such as myself) who had gone in.

debt on the basis of such promises.

Besides the utter lack of financial resources—only $2,0001had been
sent:to Nebraska béfore the final days of the campaign—we ﬂpund our-
selves totally unde;staﬁ‘ed without significant outside assistance until
the very last week jof the primary campalgn when workers were freed
from Indiana. [ |

Strangely, these Workers turned out to be almost entirely from New
Enghind, and they shared a near-total lack of comprehenswn ‘of the
Nebraska situation. An attempt was made to organize the wodkmg class
wards of South Omaha on the same basis as New Britain, Connecticut,
with'disastrous results. The same “organizer” managed to pqison rela-
tions with a local Congressional candidate by getting involved in a dis-
pute over a storefront office, meanwhile spendmg cash on thousands of
McCarthy yard 31gns which blew away in Nebraska’s strong sprmg
winds.

Student organizers sent in to “take over” the local 0perat10n did )ust
that, driving out the local students who had thought themselves in
control. An entire cadre of hard-working high school student’s was ef-
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v fectively offended and sent home by the imported student leaders.
Some joined thly Kennedy camp, where they found that local people
were treated in s even more high-handed fashion. The young people
bréught into Ngbraska from past campaigns also adopted a working
schedule which &ften called for sleeping until noon and doing most of
their work between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m. Needless to say, such operative
techniques-are not particularly effective in a community which rolls
up the sidewalks at g p.m.

Yet despite thé many mistakes made in the Nebraska campaign
(item: I was called at 7 a.m. one morning by a man who wanted to
know what I planned to do with the rented airplane he had warming
up on the runway—someone had forgotten he had rented it), a good
deal of optimism continued to warm the hearts of the Nebraska crew.

McCarthy seemed like a natural in Nebraska, on paper. From nearby
Minnesota, he had an outstanding record in most of the fields of tradi-
tional interest to the state: agnculture economics, regional develop-
ment, etc. It seemed difficult to imagine how Nebraska voters could
prefer Robert Kennedy over Gene McCarthy, and we thought we had
uncovered considerable anti-Kennedy feeling in the state.

We had. But it was confined largely to Republicans. And it ‘should
not have been forgotten that Nebraska’s farmers are virtually 100%
Republican. The state’s Democrats are mainly in the Omaha-Lincoln
metropolitan areas and are almost entirely working-class or lower-mid-
dleclass, largely uninformed, hawkish on the war and quietly racist,
as well as intensely contemptuous of “intellectuals.”

The primary campaign of 1968 revealed, in state after state, that
McCarthy’s support would come largely from middle-class segments
of society, where education and economic security are major factors,
and where support for the war is negligible. Nor did it seem likely to
the casual observer that Robert Kennedy could reach the lower-class
ethnic groups on both sides of the color barricade. But he could and did,

o for a vanety of reasons, most of them:involved with the Kennedy
“mystique.” ’

As a result of the historical process descnbed above, Nebraska lacks
‘the elements of the population which produced massive votes for Mc-
Carthy in other states. Curt Gans recogmzed the nature of the situation
to some extent, and ordered an expensive advertising and canvassing
campalgn aimed at'convincing Republicans to re-register as Democrats

. for the primary.. ‘

Predictably though unfortunately the CIOSS-ICngtIatIOIl effort came

o
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to little. I doubt if more than a few hundred Republicans’ire-registered
in the entire state, though many of them expressed a preferénce for Mc-
Carthy and they did not have an exciting contest in their own party
(Reagan did get a surpnsmg]y large turnout as a non-canﬁldate) For ,
in Nebraska, Republicanism runs deep. There are still small towns and
certain strata of society in larger towns where it is not sogially accept-
able to be anything but a Republican. It is unthinkable—an utterly
foreign notion—for these people to register as Democrats ven for two -
weeks. :
If my retrospective: assessment of the situation in Nebraska is ac- ‘
curate, McCarthy probably did slightly better than anyone had a right :
to expect. He ‘polled more than 20% of the vote in a thiee-way race !
" against Robert Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. The fact thiat a fifth of . M
the state’s ordinarily highly-conservative Democrats cast their votes for
the most unusual and perhaps the most radical candidate to present him-
self in a generation indicates a depth of restlessness and a desire for
_change that, transposed to the national level, becomes hi shly signifi-
" cant. : 1 ~
Though it would be totally irrational to assume that’ McCarthy
. might have found a way to win in Nebraska, I think that he imight have
done better with a more efficiently organized and financed campaign,
even though I am not convinced that campaign organizations make
much difference. It is a cliché that go% of what one does in @ campaign
is irelevant—the problem being that you never know which ten per
cent is significant. In general; voters could not care less how brilliantly
you think your campaign strategy is organized, or whether you have
just the right personnel in the right slots. Rather, they react to the
candidate and the image he projects. This of course involves advertising,
but probably much more important is the manner in which the candi- )
date comes across in newspaper articles and television newi programs. -
The most arduous campaigner can never shake the hand of every voter,
even in a very small state. He reaches more voters in a two-miinute news -
ﬁ broadcast than he can in a month of campaigning on foot.

Thus the breakdown of traditional organizational methods in the
Nebraska McCarthy campaign had little impact. Since no one was
watching, the public hardly missed it. But a series of foul-ups in sched-
uling and programming may have weakened a potentxally helpful ad-
vertising program.

The first maneuver of McCarthy’s natronal staﬁ on landing in a new
primary state has usually been o try to displace the local organization.

|
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It happened in Wisconsin, it happened in Indiana and Nebraska, ‘and
when I got to Oregon I found the State Chairman wandering about
aimlessly, wondering what was going on. But this displacement process
may be endemic in political campaigns, and the Kennedy.people had a
reputation for being particularly abrupt and brutal about it. The na-
tional staff always considers that it knows better than the local crew.
Sometimes it does.
However, the chief result of the chaos created in Nebraska, which
Jeatured an abrupt shift of the state office to Lincoln and a dispersal of
authority to vague sources, was to leave scheduling in total wreckage.
By the Sunday before the Nebraska vote, I found that several key men
in the local TV industry had become so bewildered by incomprehen-
sible schedyle changes that they refused to believe anything handed out
by the McCarthy organization. One station, tired of appearing at places
where McCarthy did not, folded up its equipment and stomped out of
a press conference vowing never to return.
Carefully cultivated relations with the printed press in. Nebraska
- were shﬁtered by the national staff in the last week. The local crew,
particularly the State Chairman and myself, had outlined a series of ap-
pearances for the Senator aimed at maximum exposure in areas of pop-
ulation concentration. Eventually the imported staff wound up follow-
ing essentially the same cousse, but only after so many revisions and
so much rescheduling that thé resulting exposure was far less than it
- might have been. '

Of course no one can ever be certain about such things. But it is a
fact that McCarthy got inferior exposute in‘Nebraska, and much of the
press material turned out was the tradisonal political bombast already

Aejected by the candidate himself as useless. He has said repeatedly that
his essential campaign technique has been to “walk around and let the
people look at us.” Perhaps if he had done just that, and kept his un-
controllable staff and its internal warfare out of the state, he might have
done better.

Surveying the wreckage after the pnmary, I found that the office
crews imported from New England had actually thrown out mail con-
taining requests for information and some con%buhons saying they

\ had no time to open it. Rented Hertz cars wer€ left in the Avis lot,
incredible hotel bills were run up where inexpensive housing was avail
able, and I spent at least a week tracking down lost cars. I never did find
out just why that airplane was rented.

.9 ‘ -+
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Oregon was a very different story. While there, I could s nell impend-
ing victory in the air. McCarthy actually drew larger crowds than Ken-
nedy—that’s the sort of state it is. In Oregon, thé national staff was

f
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notable largely by its absence, as most had gone on to [plungc into

California’s own intermindble internal warfare. The Oregon campaign
turned out to be the sort of quiet, sensible campaign I would have
liked to see in Nebraska. But Oregon had a large and prosperous local
- McCarthy organization, something unthinkable in Nebraska, and a re-
ceptive population. Conditions were strikingly different.

Since Northern Californians hate Soutliern Cahforruans, and sin
the Los Angeles liberal Democrats have been fighting each other for

In California, squabbles and internal dissension ,again prevallegx

years, the situation rapidly deteriorated into a chaos beyond the com- .-

prehension of the most astute veteran of political reparting. There has
never been anything like the logic-defying madhouse set up in West-
wood Village, where thousands of people wandered in and about at all
, hours, -carting tremendous mountains of peanut butter sandwiches
through a forest of telephone lines, plywood planks, and exhausted
teenies asleep on tables. The fact that McCarthy did so well in Califor-
nia (though the extent of his performance was mstantly forgotten in

the national emotional catharsis of the next few days) is indicative of

the axiom that campaign organizations, or at least their outward mani-
festations, are irrelevanit to Presidential politics. Though McCarthy was
unable to gain much support from the Negro and Mexican population
of California (there are more Mexicans in Los Angeles than there are

people in Nebraska), he almost won the electlon—mean&g that he:

carried the white middleclass suburbs by landslide margins.

And therein lies the message and the portent of the McGarthy cam-
paign. It is significant that some of the same people who ate attracted
to McCarthy might in othet circumstances gravitate to George Wallace
(many polls have indicated) this). It is evident that a large segment of
the most broadly representative elements of the population is looking
for an alternative to the pregent system of politics in the country.

It is more than the war. Far more. It is more ‘than the difficult state

of the economy or the problems of the cities. What has happened is ©

that much of- America feeld adrift in the politics of the 2oth century.
. There is a despair®that political activity as we have known i} seems no
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longer to be relevant to the world about us. The average citizen can
find no way to affect the political process in which he is inextricably

enmeshed.

McCarthy has brought these Americans a resurrection of conﬁdence
in the ability of the nation to respond in a rational fashion to the wishies
of her people. He has shown that it’is possible for people, instead of in-
stitutions and interest groups, to influence the course of evept%"ITé has

" re-humanized politics. s

If I am not wrong, historians of the future will look back at the zoth
century and note that its greatest problem was the loss of identity in an
age of unbounded technological proliferation—the point in time when
men began to have serious doubts that they were capable of controlling
the society they had created. By reintroducing calm reason and personal
courage, Gene McCarthy has given many of us a new lease on life, made
it once again exciting to be an American,

And as McCarthy hagsb often pointed out, the national hunger for
a new politics, a politics of decentralization and grass-roots democracy,
is not his creation. He has come to symbolize the movement, but he did
not invent it and he is not necessarily its leader. It is 1eaderless¢m )
sense, because it is so difficult to articulate. vord

. Whether McCarthy is nominated for #he Presidency of not i
will never be the same again. There are now thousands and/thojysands
of Americans who have been to their first precinct caucuy, thgir first
state party convention. Many will be going to the nationalCorfvention
this year for the first time. Some have become officers in their local and
state party structures. It is inconceivable that these thousands of par-
ticipants in the “new politics” will fold their tents and go home aftera
setback. Such a rejuvenation of politics is still mystifying to the coun-
try’s professional politicians, but they will soon come face to face with
it in their own bailiwicks. I suspect we will not see many of them back
at the 1972 national convention.

As I write, the polls continue to indicate an outpouring of grass-roots
support for McCarthy throughout the country. Nothing like it has ever
happened before. Willkie’s nomination pales by comparison, The les

son is that the-country is ready and anxious,to try something new—to

move in new directions and attempt to construct a place in the world
that is consistent with our traditional notions of liberal democracy and
the demands of today’s world. Thisds a challenge to make America into
what we have claimed it to be, and a chal]enge to the Democratxc Party
and the nation. :
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