by Dean Stewart

obert Kerrey walks with a limp. It's

slight, not very noticeable at first

But if asked, he'll explain how he

lost the lower part of his right leg in
Vietnam.

Kerrey left office as the Democratic gover-
nor of Nebraska at the end of last year. To
the dismay of his allies and the electorate,
Kerrey decided in late 1985 not to seek a
second term, though reelection was a prob-
ability. Cryptic, almost metaphysical about
his reasons, Kerrey couched his explanation
with “in my heart” locations. He added
vaguely that he had other plans: teaching
perhaps.

As it happens, Robert Kerrey is in Santa
Barbara. Without ballyhoo, indeed with
little publicity of any sort, Kerrey came to
UCSB in early Janaury to assist in teaching
Professor Walter Capps’ very popular class
on the history of, and the American experi-
ence in, the Vietnam war.

Kerrey is a man of fine features and
delicate gestures. His relatively small frame
(about 5 feet 10 inches, 145 pounds) belies a
willfulness of enormous proportion. Sympa-
thetic and friendly, his ingenuous manner
and self-deprecating humor make him
naturally likable. Just as naturally, because

“Medais only disguise the fact that war ls awful.” Nebraska
governor/Vietnam vet, Robert Kerrey.

he’s a politician, it's easy to find his per
sonality suspect

For one who has been called a rising star
among Democrats, Kerrey's attitude is
casual and indefinite. Still unable to explain
clearly why he decided not to seek a second
term as governor of Nebraska, he says now
that he has no special plans outside of
teaching and getting his business affairs in
order. Running for the Senate from Nebra-
ska seems his most likely option. Kerrey is
willing to consent, only in the most tenta-
tive way, that that may be a possibility.

Over the past several years, amid dis-
cussion of the New Federalism or farm-
state politics, Kerrey's name always comes
up. At 43, he has established himself in the
national media as a mainstream Democrat
with a youthful liberal flair. His romance
with actress Debra Winger didn’t hurt his
image at all. But there are those who sug-
gest that in its aftermath, Kerrey is for-
lornly drifting away from public life and
politics. Following him about the UCSB
campus last week, however, it was hard to
imagine Kerrey being too unhappy. Young
women were anxious to say hello, introduce
themselves, even invite him out for a beer.

“This is something of a vacation for me,”
Kerrey said with a smile. “It's an important
time, too, though. A lot of what I'm trying to
do is develop a sounder understanding of
the United States as a whole, of state
government, and of Vietnam in particular.”

Besides giving some of his time to political
science classes, Kerrey has been speaking in
the community, as he did recently at Santa
Barbara High School. But his real motiva-
tion for coming here has been to teach and
continue to learn about Vietnam.
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events, TV specials, newspaper coverage
are all likely to spark conversation, reopen
old wounds, often provoke veterans to seek
counseling. But movies are the significant
stimulus. They can even give the veteran a
sort of chic appeal.

“Vietnam veterans,” said Kerrey, nearly
laughing, “everyone should own one.

“The movie Plaloon is good, but thereis a
lot of self-pity in it. Emotion that is remorse-
ful but takes responsibility can lead to new
possibilities. Self-pity is a dead end. The
other thing about a movie like Plafoon is
that it can only show so much. It’s just one
story. It's Oliver Stone’s story. It isn't my
story.”

rowing up in Lincoln, Nebraska,
Kerrey came from a large, Protestant
church-going family. After graduat-
ing from college with a degree in
pharmacy, he was just beginning to get his
first work experience when the selective
service n to inquire as to his where-
abouts and express an interest n his phys-
ical fitness. This was in 1966 and the war
in Vietnam was already a rising crescendo
of national debate. But for Robert Kerrey,
duty and obligation were never questioned.
He can speak of the shortcomings of this
sort of thinking, still he remains proud of it.
Exploring officer training programs in
anticipation of being drafted, Kerrey even-
tually joined the Navy. At that point, his
ocean experience consisted largely of having
read Herman Wouk's The Caine Mutiny,
which made life on a ship seem exciting.
After his first experience on an ocean-going
vessel, Kerrey discovered he was inclined
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the War in Vietnam.” The class has little to
do with religion; it is merely taught through
the Religious Studies department. On cam-
pus it is commonly called the “Vietnam
class,” and has had for the past several
years, Capps believes, the largest enroll-
ment of any course offered in the University
of California system. It easily fills Campbell
hall to capacity.

Considerable national attention has been
given the class; most recently, the CBS
news program 60 Minutes has been working
on a segment for future broadcast. And
consistently the class attracts Santa Bar-
barans who want to hear one or another of
the frequent guest speakers, many of whom
are Vietnam veterans. It was as a guest
speaker that Robert Kerrey first came to
UCSB.

“Walter Capps is originally from Neb-
raska,” Kerrey explained, “and happened to
be there a few years ago. We met through a
mutual friend. He told me about the class
and invited me to speak, which I did a
couple of times. I was invited back again
this year and I offered then to spend more
time and take a larger role in the teaching.”

Teaching is a great way of learning,
Kerrey has discovered, and went on to cite
the reading and rereading he has done while
at UCSB, In casual conversation he is per-
haps more anxious to ask opinions, even of
an interviewer, than to express his own. If
one falls relatively within the age of service

in Vietnam, Kerrey wants to hear the story.
“One of the things I like about the class,”
said Kerrey, “is that it has given veterans

L‘:n ch:;za tos TQ little ment"’t:u has
to the participants' ve,
especially from an emotional t of view.
The trouble is, you can't put that any
You can't neatly do with it, But it
isn'tall stuff."

Interest in and Vietnam veterans
runs in cycles, of significant

SEAL teams are sP¥cialized commando
units. Kerrey contrasts the cohesiveness
and motivation that exists within such a
group with the infighting and ineffective-
ness Oliver Stone portrays in Platoon.

Sent to Southeast Asia in January 1969,
Kerrey was involved in operations off the
coast of central South Vietnam. In March of
that year he participated in the last of the
few brief battles he was in.

“Our intelligence had found out about an
island,” Kerrey said, “that the North Viet-
namese were using for traming. There was
a guy there who was especially wanted, too.
So we went in about three in the morning.
In what followed, a grenade or some kind of
explosive device went off near my leg, but I
was able to remain conscious and direct
fire.”

Kerrey muses that if a movie were to be
made about his wartime experiences, most
of it would take place in the hospital. He lost
the lower part of his right leg. For his
conspicuous participation, he received the

Congressional Medal of Honor.

Kerrey sighs: “Medals only help to dis-
guise the fact that war is awful. First you
have to have an action that is heroic. [ have
trouble with that already, the idea of hero-
ism being equated with killing people. Then
it has to be witnessed. And it has to be
witnessed by someone who can write. And
it has to be witnessed by someone who can
write and who likes you. And then it has to
be pushed through the system by someone
who knows how to do it. I wasn't going to
take the thing at first. I was persuaded
later. If it were up to me I wouldn't give
medals."” - .

If Kerrey's Medal of Honor did anything,
t edged him closer to politics. Invited to
peak at clubs and service groups when he
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returned home, Kerrey, with increasing mis-
givings about the war, spoke not against it
in general but against Richard Nixon's
handling of it. Although a Republican at the
time, Kerrey fell under the influence of
liberal Democrat Allard Lowenstein, They
met when Lowenstein was speaking at the
University of Nebraska. A former New York
congressman, a leader in the “dump Johnson
movement,” and high on Nixon's “enemies
list,” Lowenstein exerted a powerful in-
fluence on Kerrey. He still refers to Lowen-
stein as the finest patriot he has ever met.

n the 1970s Kerrey married and had
children. He worked as a pharmacist
and a bartender, and with his brother-
indaw opened a chain of family restaur-
ants called Grandmother’s, which they still
own. Kerrey discovered the work of Albert
Camus. Kerrey points to the French writer's
short fablelike novel, The Fall, as a par-
ticular favorite, with its insistence on not
judging others from what one presumes is a
morally superior position.
By the early 1980s, with a strong back-
ground in business and the idiosyncratic

inspiration of Allard Lowenstein and Albert
Camus, Kerrey was ready to seek public
office. It is one of the anomalies of con-
temporary politics that the people of
Nebraska were ready for him.

Kerrey often comes back to the subject of
Vietnam. It is, for him, the ghost of
contemporary politics

“lobject to those who say that our foreign
policy is suffering from a post-Vietnam
mentality,” Kerrey commented. “We should
have a post-Vietnam mentality. The real
problem is that we still have a post-World
War II mentality. Reagan hasn't developed
any deterrent to communism, as some have
said. And we're repeating some of the flaws
of the so-called contaiment policy. In Nicara-
gua military intervention isn't called for. It
would be counterproductive. Lately we've
been doing more to establish relations with
Iran than we have with Nicaragua, and
they have a far less civilized government.”

Happily, Kerrey says, he is not in charge
of American foreign policy. And he feels no
urgency to develop a foreign policy spiel for
all occasions.

“For a quarter of a century or more,”
Kerrey said, “we decided that Vietnam was

80 important to us we were going to pour
billions of dollars into that country. That
we had friends there. And now it's all
nothing to us, It didn’t happen. They don't
exist. We don't even recognize or have diplo-
matic relations with Vietnam. That's non-
sense. We defoliated the country, disrupted
the culture; we did things that were good
and generous and all kinds of things that
had very bad consequences. And now we
want to turn away from it.

“I don't know what kind of relations we
should have with Vietnam. But some kind.
We've got to take responsibility, recognize
that it all happened. We ought not ignore
what went on there.”

Kerrey still insists that the war was
noble in its intentions, even if the goals of
democracy and independence of South Viet-
nam were impossibilities. Of the conduct of
the war, the saturation bombing, and tbe
destruction of the landscape and social
fabric, he has nothing but criticism. Con-
tradicting himself, or simply thinking out
loud, Kerrey will speak of the Vietnamese
communists’ ruthlessness and suggest the
United States was not ruthless enough in
its war effort. Maybe Americans are not
very good at warfare, he suggests. Specula-

ting on a hypothetical visit from Ho Chi
Minh to Capp’s Vietnam class, Kerrey said
the former North Vietnamese leader would
laugh out loud at the sentimentality, the
naivete, of such an exercise.

On a range of national issues, Kerrey
points almost wearily to what he calls the
“culprit of big business” and the negative
influence of large corporations in helping to
resolve problems that face the American
people. He peps up a little when discussing
national health insurance, calling it a right
Americans should enjoy. Then points to the
Canadian system as a possible model.

Asked about the subject of the homeless,
a national problem that has been especially
acrimonious locally, Kerrey put on a mock-
serious politician’s face and says, “T think
that is a very significant issue.” Then
shrugs and smiles.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t know much
about the whole subject.”

As an exgovernor and non-candidate,
Kerrey takes a particular pleasure in not
having answers for everything. He genuine-
ly gives the impression of someone asking
himself the same questions about history
and politics—and his place in it all—that
are constantly asked him by others. Al
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