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In 2017, Franken was embroiled in
controversy after a photo taken during a
2006 USO tour surfaced of him holding
his hands above model and radio per-
sonality Leann Tweeden’s breasts while
she slept wearing body armor and a hel-
met. He said the entertainers were
“goofing off with each other” by taking
inappropriate photos that were intend-
ed to be a joke. Other women, including
a congressional aide, came forward with
accusations of inappropriate behavior.

He later resigned after leadership
from both parties referred Tweeden’s
accusations to the Senate Ethics Com-
mittee.

“I didn’t mind living my life under the
microscope until I got hit with this at the
absolute worst moment. It was deliber-
ate and a right-wing hit,” Franken said.
“(Tweeden) went the whole nine yards
and lied about it. Only one reporter
looked at this thing and it was Jane
Mayer, and if you read The New Yorker,
you can see this was unbelievably un-
fair, but it happened at a time where it
just freaked people out.” 

Since Franken resigned, he moved
back to New York, started the “Al Fran-
ken Podcast” and did a comedy tour last
year.

Franken will appear on March 31 at
the Richards Center for the Arts at Palm
Springs High School as part of the Palm
Springs Speaks lecture series.

Adding an important amendment
to the Affordable Care Act 

During Franken’s Senate career, he
proposed legislation on issues he called
“close to my heart,” such as getting vet-
erans with PTSD matched with service
animals, and adding an amendment to
the Affordable Care Act that required
health insurance companies to spend at

least 80% of consumers’ premiums on
actual health care. 

“This has gotten billions of dollars
back to people, but the important thing
about that is it forced insurance compa-
nies to be more efficient. If you look at
the insurance companies, the profit
margins are somewhere in the 4% to 6%
range.”

What is it like to go from a career per-
forming and writing comedy to the U.S.
Senate with an outsider’s perspective?
Franken said each state’s two senators
are all dealing with different economic
issues. As he worked on the Affordable
Care Act, he discovered one of Minneso-
ta’s prominent industries was medical

devices. Subsequently, he pushed to cut
taxes for the manufacturers of those
products. 

“You don’t know what an organiza-
tion is until you have to deal with it. But
you learn quick and it becomes part of
your culture. You think, ‘OK, this is how I
get things done.’ It’s who you talk to to
get a bill in Veterans’ Affairs, and who to
persuade to get some budgeting for
wind turbines. You learn your way
around the place.”

During the 2010 midterm elections,
the radicalism of the conservative Tea
Party movement resonated with many
Americans, and Republicans won ma-
jorities in the House of Representatives
and U.S. Senate. Franken noticed some
of the incoming Republicans were “very
extreme,” and Donald Trump was able
to further that same energy during his
campaign to win the 2016 presidential
election.

Following the Jan. 6, 2021, insurrec-
tion at the U.S. Capitol after Trump lost
the 2020 election to President Joe Bi-
den, and as more video footage of the
day is released under House Speaker
Kevin McCarthy’s leadership, Franken
said the current state of the government
is “a travesty and a joke.”

He’s concerned about issues such as
the debt ceiling and Medicare and said
Democrats are likely to take back the
House of Representatives in the 2024
election because “I don’t think people
like what they’re seeing.”

“A lot of the legislation (Republicans)
are talking about, such as getting rid of
Medicaid expansion, is crazy. Medicare
expansion is extremely popular in red
states. There are some red states that
didn’t adopt it at the beginning and have
it now like Idaho, Nebraska, Utah, Okla-
homa and Missouri. It covers more peo-
ple who need Medicaid and because it
does that, these hospitals in rural areas
where if someone without Medicaid
came into their emergency rooms, the
hospital had to eat the cost. Now Medi-
care pays for it and that means the hos-

pitals in these rural areas have more
money, more care and better equip-
ment,” Franken said.

During Franken’s 15 seasons on “Sat-
urday Night Live,” he worked with leg-
endary cast members such as Gilda
Radner, John Belushi, Dan Aykroyd and
Chris Rock. He said when he watches
the show now as an “old fart,” he doesn’t
recognize the music or the tone of
sketches.

“I did a lot of satire with a guy named
Jim Downey and we tried to have a kind
of sophisticated political satire that re-
warded people who were pretty sophis-
ticated and knew what was going on,
but didn’t punish people who didn’t. I
watch the show now and that’s not their
intention.”

When asked if he ever would revive
his beloved character Stuart Smalley, an
effeminate man who attends numerous
support groups with a self-help show
sharing positive affirmations, Franken
said he still owns the wig and it could
happen at some point if he finds the sky-
blue cardigan sweater.

“There’s always a place for Stuart,
and I haven’t done it in a long time. I’m
not sure if young kids know the 12 steps
(of Alcoholics Anonymous) anymore,
they might need a little reminder on how
to live life,” Franken said.

Desert Sun reporter Brian Blueskye
covers arts and entertainment. He can
be reached at brian.blueskye@desert-
sun.com or on Twitter at @bblueskye.

If you go
What: “An Evening with Al Franken”

When: 6 p.m., Friday, March 31 

Where: Richards Center for the Arts,
Palm Springs High School, 2248 Ramon
Road, Palm Springs

How much: $35 to $175

More information:
palmspringsspeaks.org

Then-Sen. Al Franken, D-Minn., seen in
2017 on Capitol Hill, will appear on
March 31 at the Richards Center for
the Arts a Palm Springs High School as
part of the Palm Springs Speaks
lecture series.
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None other than Secretary of the In-
terior Harold Ickes, at the start of the
Franklin D. Roosevelt administration in
1933, weighed in on the thorny issue of
the substandard conditions on Section
14, 1 square mile at the center of the City
of Palm Springs and of the Agua Cali-
ente Indian Reservation. This unusual
letter was posted on the city’s website
this week along with numerous other
newly discovered documents about the
critical area.

In a letter approved on Sept. 8, 1933
Ickes wrote, “Health authorities of the
State of California are hereby autho-
rized to enter upon Indian tribal lands,
reservations, or allotments within that
State for the purpose of making inspec-
tion of health conditions and enforcing
sanitation and quarantine regulations
under the State laws in the same man-
ner as such regulations are enforced in
the surrounding territory among the
general population.”

Ickes was compelled to write because
of the issue of jurisdiction over tribal
lands. As the reservation was sovereign,
the state and city government had no
authority. The Department of the Interi-
or and the Congress determined what
happened on reservation land and Ickes
had to give direction and grant permis-
sion.

A crisis was precipitated by the de-
plorable situation found on Section 14.
Conditions in the country in general
were poor. The crash of the stock mar-
ket, bank failures and the Dust Bowl mi-
gration resulted in much of the country
living in outright poverty and squalor.
Roosevelt had triumphed in the election
with the promise to do something to
combat those dire circumstances made
tangible in the tent encampments,
shanty towns of makeshift dwellings,
popping up all over the country deri-
sively called “Hoovervilles” after the in-
cumbent president.

Even by comparison to other places,
Section 14 was particularly impover-
ished and required attention at the
highest levels of government. The com-
plicated issue of Indian ownership com-
pounded the most difficult problem the
little desert village had ever faced. (That
would continue to be true for decades to
come, and still has reverberations now.)

The commissioner of health for the
County and City of Riverside issued a
report on Dec. 29, 1934 that summarized
the situation. “The Agua Caliente reser-
vation at Palm Springs consists of 31,128
acres of which about 30,000 are unin-
habited desert or rough foothill country
with a few green canyons fed by small
mountain streams, which latter howev-
er disappear in the sandy soil before

reaching the plain. The most notable of
these canyons is Palm which is visited
by many thousands of sightseers annu-
ally, the Indians charging road toll and
deriving considerable revenue there-
from. “

“The Indian population of the reser-
vation fluctuates between forty and fif-
ty people. In addition, there are five set-
tlements of whites and Mexicans
wherein the residents have their perma-
nent homes, the buildings belonging to
them and the land rented from the Indi-
ans, the plots being generally about 25’
by 100’. In these camps there were 188
people including ten negroes, seventy
whites and 108 Mexicans.”

“The permanent population above
referred to does not include those in the
settlements catering to transients and
which come under the technical de-
scription of Auto Camps. There are ten
of these, having an aggregate popula-
tion which may be roughly estimated at
about five hundred.”

Surveying the situation, the commis-
sioner stated that in November 1929
there was a population of 138 in the per-
manent settlements with the following
dwellings:

h Trailer cabin: 1
h Stationary cabins: 24
h Tent houses: 6
h Tents : 2
h Substantial cottages: 3
h Rough shacks: 20

Water was drawn from yard fixtures,
with no provision for disposing of soiled
water from laundry, dishes and bathing,
it “generally thrown upon the ground or
used with irrigation of gardens.” The
sandy character of the soil and arid cli-
mate mediating against the nuisance
this would normally cause. Garbage was
collected in open pits and junk was scat-
tered about on the ground. Flies were
prevalent in several locations.

There was one bright spot: “At the
edge of the Patencio settlement, the lo-
cal scavenger (Spaletti) has pens for a
hundred or more hogs which he feeds
the garbage collected in town. For a hog
farm, the premises were kept with a
minimum of nuisance. No accumula-
tions of old garbage or manure were not-
ed and cans are washed after emptying.
Anti-larval sprays are used on the
ground to control fly-breeding. Spalet-
ti’s residence and immediate surrounds
were especially neat and orderly.”

The report then extensively evaluat-
ed of all manner of toilets: “flush clos-
ets” were indoor for individual use and
supplied with water, “community flush
closets” were communal as the name
implies, and “privy closets,” or out-
houses. The number of each, number of
people associated with each, and types
of building were tabulated. 

Lawrence Crossley, generally noted
as the first African-American person in
Palm Springs, was counted to be living

in a three-room “shack” with six total
people and was in process of “installing
a flush closet,” having lived there for
three years.

The shocking sanitary conditions
prompted Stella Atwood of Riverside to
write frantically to the Health Depart-
ment in San Francisco in in November
1934, “I have just returned from a visit to
Palm Springs, which is one of our sup-
posed health resorts in Riverside Coun-
ty… through the auto camps which are
springing up over night…the situation
on account of these camps is despera-
te…the shelters, if you have the nerve to
call them so, run all the way from little
shacks to tents made of gunny sacks,
canvass and paper boxes. A cigarette
stub or a flaming match would cause a
fire that might cost many lives…Really, it
is one of the worst plague-spots I have
ever seen.”

The Division of Immigration & Hous-
ing for the State of California respon-
ded, sending inspectors to the Auto
Camps, after sorting out the jurisdiction
issue and obtaining permission from
the Indian Agent, John Dady, who re-
quested the department clean up the
mess and “gave us carte blanche to go on
the reservation.”

The inspectors surveyed the 10 auto
camps and detailed each camp’s partic-
ular conditions, noting one had “A few
cabins and shacks and many tents,
trailer cars and tents with lean-tos and
hovels of paper, tin, canvas and other
like material crowded together.” Anoth-
er had “a number of cabins, shacks and
hovels in more or less of a dilapidated
and insanitary (sic) condition, some
owned by the operator, others by the oc-
cupants.”

The inspectors concluded with an
understanding of the unique issue in
Palm Springs, “These camps as a whole
are in a deplorable condition….The Fed-
eral Government has no laws or regula-
tions to cover this and as the Health
Dept is powerless, the Indian Agency
looks to us to solve this problem…. In
this clean-up program, we will have
some difficulty in handling the Indian as
he has been led to believe he is immune
from our laws on his reservation.”

It would take another letter from the
highest levels of government, from John
Collier, the United States Commissioner
of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, to reit-
erate that in accordance with the Secre-
tary of Interior’s letter, the state had au-
thority to enforce sanitation laws.

The situation would persist for dec-
ades longer and would require not just
governmental letters, but official Acts of
Congress.

Tracy Conrad is president of the Palm
Springs Historical Society. The Thanks
for the Memories column appears Sun-
days in The Desert Sun. Write to her at
pshstracy@gmail.com.
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