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U.S. Senate candidate Jerry Kohn is not feeling the Obamamania. On the contrary, 

from his living room couch this week, he bristled watching Barack Obama, the 

Democratic U.S. Senate candidate, make his widely praised national debut at the 

party's convention.

Kohn's reaction is understandable. When he sees Obama bring 15,000 Democrats 

to an ecstatic ovation, he's examining the competition--the well-funded, highly 

regarded, dapper and distinguished competition.

"It's been driving me crazy," Kohn, a Libertarian, said of the Obamamadness that 

has pundits already pondering the candidate's potential for a future presidential run. 

"... He's getting free airtime, free attention. He's not being criticized in any way." 

Kohn, a high school government teacher, is one of two alternative party candidates 

in the race. He's flat tired of hearing that Obama, a University of Chicago law 

professor and the lone major party candidate currently on the ballot, is the only 

game in town.

"Every time you see Barack Obama is unopposed, start writing" to the newspapers, 

he said during a recent interview. "We've got to set the record straight."



Kohn, 43, is running for the Senate seat vacated by Republican Peter Fitzgerald. In 

2002, Kohn ran unsuccessfully for state representative (he pointed out he won 4.2 

percent of the vote, or 1,242 ballots).

He and the 42-year-old Obama are joined on the ballot by Albert Franzen, a 

Hinckley union man and Harley-Davidson motorcycle rider, who is running as an 

Independent.

"Somebody's got to run from outside the system," Franzen, 55, said. "There's too 

much cronyism out there."

The two men have little money and less name recognition. Still, both have Web 

sites (Franzen's listed more than 2,200 visitors as of late Friday night) and are 

campaigning as their budgets and personal commitments allow.

"I'm just trying to speak to whatever groups will have me," Kohn said, noting his 

most recent engagement was a Junior Statesmen of America conference at 

Northwestern University.

While Kohn has sunk $3,000 of his own money into his campaign and Franzen 

hasn't raised a dime, the competition, Obama, continues to benefit from an 

onslaught of positive national media stories and seemingly endless television time.

Obama's chief media aide, Robert Gibbs, said that following the candidate's 

address at the Democratic convention, traffic on the campaign Web site increased 

from 15 hits per second beforehand to 355 hits per second that evening. During the 



next two days, 900 people offered to volunteer and $90,000 poured in over the 

Internet.

Kohn does not smile readily. He doesn't offer up a strong politician-like handshake 

upon an initial meeting. He has wide hazel eyes and a mop of brown hair that 

makes him look younger than his years. He wore a celery-green, short-sleeved 

collar shirt, khaki pants and gray Nike sneakers to a recent interview.

Kohn is serious about paring down government. He believes virtually every 

government program can be stripped or tossed.

Medicaid and Medicare are bloated and inefficient, Kohn said. Foreign aid is 

unnecessary, and all U.S. troops deployed overseas should be returned to American 

soil. Kohn would abolish the federal income tax and return to a gold-backed 

currency. He also would try to stop any effort to make health care available to all 

Americans.

"Health care is not a right; it's a service," he said.

Kohn grew up in Evergreen Park, the fifth of six children in a Roman Catholic 

family. He holds a bachelor's degree in education from Northwestern University 

and a master's in political justice studies from Governors State University.

He is a newlywed recently returned from a weeklong honeymoon cruise in the 

Caribbean.



Tina Kohn, the candidate's wife, said she is discouraged that her husband is not 

getting the attention every candidate, even those who are lesser known, deserves.

"He's trying so hard to just try to get noticed ... that there is somebody out there 

running against Obama," she said.

For 15 years, Kohn has taught U.S. government and advanced placement 

economics and government at Richards High School in Oak Lawn. As part of his 

curriculum, he shows films including "Mr. Smith Goes to Washington," and to 

highlight what he believes is a corrupt political system, Robert Redford's "The 

Candidate." Kohn's campaign slogan paraphrases philosopher John Locke: 

"Standing up for your rights to life, liberty and property."

Kohn knows a victory in November likely is a pipe dream. Still, he calls himself "a 

tryer" and relishes the work it took--such as getting up at 4 a.m. to catch rush-hour 

traffic at the Metra station--to get the 25,000 signatures required to run.

"I'm a long-shot underdog," he said. "I'm realistic ... we're building for the future."

A retired electrician and father of eight, Franzen said he decided to run for the 

Senate to make a statement against the Iraq war. Franzen called Washington 

politicians "bobbleheads" and criticized members of both parties for being 

beholden to big corporations.

Franzen said he hasn't solicited donations for his campaign. Instead, he's traveled 

the state on his Harley, hitting farm bureau events from Springfield to Joliet. He 



said he also has campaigned at meetings for the motorcyclist rights organization A 

Brotherhood Aimed Towards Education or ABATE.

Franzen grew up in Aurora. He holds an associate's degree in electronics from 

Waubonsee Community College, from which he said he graduated in the top 5 

percent of his class. Franzen, who has a bushy white beard and wears orange-tinted 

eyeglasses, is a former president of Local 336 of the International Brotherhood of 

Electrical Workers. He also is a widower who retired in 1996, after 30 years with 

Illinois Bell, and now raises pigs and chickens on his hobby farm in Hinckley.

Franzen said his campaign stands for tort reform, national health care and full 

funding of the national education law No Child Left Behind. He said the United 

States has an obligation to rebuild Iraq, but that he'd like to see U.S. troops out of 

there as soon as possible.

One of his children is serving in Iraq with the Army Reserve, a fact he plays down 

with the verbal equivalent of a shrug. "I don't want any votes based on my child's 

service," he said.

Franzen cites former Minnesota governor and wrestler Jesse Ventura as a politician 

he admires. He has the most respect, however, for the late Sen. Paul Simon, a 

Democrat he met when lobbying for the union.

Neither Kohn nor Franzen has met Obama. Kohn said he challenged Obama to a 

debate but hasn't heard back from the candidate's staff. (Gibbs said Obama will let 

debate sponsors decide who can participate.)



Kohn said the attention Obama has received following Republican Jack Ryan's 

withdrawal is not totally undeserved. He said Obama is smooth and articulate but 

represents party politics as usual and lacks substantive policy ideas.

"Where's the beef?" Kohn said, recalling Walter Mondale's quip to Gary Hart 

during a 1984 Democratic debate.

Franzen, on the other hand, looks at Obama and sees undeniable talent.

"Have you heard him speak?" Franzen said. "Oh boy, he's good. I mean, quite 

frankly, the guy has a silver tongue."


