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Foreword



An Optimist’s Guide to Politics


In the eight years since I came to Washington, probably the question I’ve been asked more than any other is some version of this: “Is being a United States senator as much fun as working on Saturday Night Live?”


The answer has always been NO!!! Why would it be?


When people ask me my favorite moment from my fifteen seasons at SNL, I always tell them it’s all the late Tuesday nights or very early Wednesday mornings when the show got written on the seventeenth floor of 30 Rock, when I was rolling on the floor laughing at a line that Dan Aykroyd or Gilda Radner or my partner Tom Davis just came up with or a character that Dana Carvey or Chris Farley just invented. Nothing could be more fun.


That said, I’ve always told people that representing my home state of Minnesota in the U.S. Senate is, without a doubt, the best job I’ve ever had. I get to wake up every morning and go to work on behalf of five and a half million people—taking their best ideas to Washington, fighting for what they need to make a better life, and improving their lives in real, tangible ways.


Which would often prompt them to ask, “Are you talking about the same U.S. Senate that is one of the two bodies in today’s U.S. Congress? And isn’t today’s Congress just an unrelenting horror show?”


The answer is YES!!! Today’s Congress is a polarized, dysfunctional body, rendered helpless by partisanship, more focused on scoring short-term political points than on solving our nation’s urgent problems. In short, the Washington of the past decade has been awash in nincompoopery.USS*


And that was before Trump.


Watching Donald J. Trump take the oath of office to become the 45th president of the United States was perhaps the most depressing moment I’ve had since I entered politics, although that record has been repeatedly surpassed since January 20. The heartless and counterproductive Muslim ban; the barrage of racist and/or corrupt and/or unqualified staff appointments and Cabinet nominees; the unhinged tweets attacking anyone who opposes his agenda; the constant, constant, constant lying—Trump’s presidency so far has been one shock to the system after another.


And while we’re still finding out exactly how bad, and exactly what specific kind of bad, President Trump will be, it seems very likely that things in Washington are going to get worse before they get better.


Indeed, people have stopped asking me whether I’m having fun in my new career. These days, the question I get more than any other is some version of this: “What the hell do we do now?”


We’re all going to have to figure out the answer together. But, as unpleasant as my job is going to be in the coming months and years, I’m still glad to have the chance to be part of the fight. And, really, while nobody could have prepared for the grim reality of a Trump presidency, when I look back at my own political journey, I can’t help but feel like I’m as prepared as anyone could be for this moment.
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This book is the story of that journey.


It’s the story of a midwestern Jewish boy of humble roots (the first in his family to own a pasta maker) who, after a thirty-five-year career in comedy, moved back home to challenge an incumbent senator.* It’s the story of how a satirist who had spent a good part of his career heaping scorn and ridicule upon conservative Republican officeholders developed a solid working relationship with (many of) his Republican colleagues. It’s the story of how a novice politician learned not just how to win an election, but how to be good at serving in office: how to find common ground when possible, but also stand his ground when powerful interests come after the middle class. It’s the story of how, after spending a lifetime learning how to be funny, I learned how not to be funny.


This book will be different from other books written by U.S. senators. For instance, I’m not going to write stuff like, “Mitch McConnell and I may disagree, but when we’re off the clock, we’re the best of friends—sometimes we go to dinner and Mitch will laugh so hard that milk shoots out of his nose.” No, I’m not going to be writing clichés like that.


Instead, I’m going to tell you what it’s really been like to go from writing political satire to actually being in politics. I’m going to tell you how Washington really works. And I’m going to tell you what I’ve learned about the direction of our country and our prospects for the future.


Is what I do more fun than Saturday Night Live? Not by a long shot. But this book will tell you why, despite all the hugely disheartening moments I’ve experienced since I got into politics, I still think I have the best job in the world (some days) and why, despite the rise of Trump, I’m still (kind of) optimistic about our future (most of the time [albeit certainly less than I was a few months ago]).


—Al Franken


Washington, D.C.















Chapter 1



Why I’m a Democrat


I was born in the house I built myself with my own two hands.


I’m sorry. That’s not true. I got that from my official Senate website. We really should change that.


Let me start over.


My dad, Joe Franken, was born in New York City in 1908. When he was sixteen years old, his dad, Otto, a German immigrant, died of tuberculosis. So Dad went to work and never ended up graduating from high school. In 1955, when I was four years old, Dad moved us from New Jersey out to a little town in southern Minnesota called Albert Lea to open a quilting factory.* The factory failed within two years, and our family moved up to St. Louis Park, a suburb of Minneapolis.


When I was a teenager, I asked Dad, “Why Albert Lea?”


“Well, your grandfather† wanted to open a factory in the Midwest. And the railroad went through Albert Lea.”


“And why did the factory fail?”


“The railroad went through Albert Lea, but it wouldn’t stop.”


Dad wasn’t a good businessman. But he was a great dad. And we were a very close family.


Most evenings, Mom, Dad, my brother, Owen, and I would sit together eating dinner on tray tables watching Huntley-Brinkley or Walter Cronkite. And because we grew up during the civil rights movement in the early ’60s, we learned some important lessons while we did.


Civil rights, our parents taught us, are about basic justice. And when the news would be full of southern sheriffs turning firehoses, dogs, and nightsticks on demonstrators, my dad would point to the TV and he’d say in his gravelly New York voice, “No Jew can be for that!”


Until 1964, Dad had been a liberal Republican.* And Mom was a Democrat. I took after my dad, so until I was thirteen, I was a Republican, too.


But Dad switched parties when the Republicans nominated Barry Goldwater, a guy who had voted against the 1964 Civil Rights Act.† LBJ was right when he told an aide that Democrats would lose the South for a generation when he signed that bill. But he got my dad. And, therefore, me.


In Minneapolis, Dad made a modest living as a printing salesman, and Mom supplemented our family’s income by working as a real estate agent. The Frankens never struck it rich—I spent my Wonder Years in a two-bedroom, one-bath house. But I considered myself the luckiest kid in the world. Because I was. I was growing up middle-class in St. Louis Park, in Minnesota, and in America at the height of the middle class in America. I believed I could do anything I wanted (except possibly open a quilting factory—I had learned that lesson the hard way).


For most of my childhood, I thought I was going to be a scientist of some sort. When the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957, my parents, like the rest of America, were terrified. The Soviets had nuclear weapons and now were ahead of us in space. So my parents marched me and Owen into our living room, sat us down, and said, “You boys are going to study math and science so we can beat the Soviets!”


I thought that was a lot of pressure to put on a six-year-old. But Owen and I were obedient sons, so we studied math and science. And we were good at it. Owen was the first in our family to go to college. He went to MIT, graduating with a degree in physics, and then became a photographer.


I went to Harvard, and became a comedian. My poor parents.


But we still beat the Soviets. You’re welcome.
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I met my wife, Franni, during our first week of college. When our daughter, Thomasin, was six years old, her first-grade teacher assigned the kids to write about how their parents met. This was before parents met on Tinder (or Grindr, for that matter). I told her, “I met Mommy at a freshman mixer—that’s a dance. And I saw her across the room, organizing a group of girls to leave. And I liked the way she was taking charge. Also, she was just beautiful. So I asked her to dance and we had a dance. And then I got her a ginger ale. And then I escorted her to her dorm and asked her for a date.”


My daughter wrote it this way: “My dad asked my mom to dance, bought her a drink, and took her home.”


Franni’s family was not as lucky as mine. When Franni was eighteen months old, her father, a decorated World War II veteran, died in a one-car accident returning home from his shift at the paper mill near Portland, Maine. My mother-in-law, Fran,* was widowed at age twenty-nine with five little kids. The oldest, Kathy, was seven. The youngest, Bootsie, was three months old.


Fran heroically raised her kids on Social Security survivor benefits and her paycheck from working in the produce department of the nearby supermarket. Sometimes they had the heat cut off. Or the phone turned off. Sometimes—often—there wasn’t enough to eat.


While my childhood could be fairly described as carefree, Franni’s was almost entirely carefree-free. She started working at age eleven, and every penny went to keep her family above water.


But they made it. All four girls went to college on combinations of Pell Grants and scholarships. My brother-in-law went into the Coast Guard, where he became an electrical engineer.


When Bootsie was old enough to go to high school, Fran got herself a $300 GI loan to enroll at the University of Maine. She got three more loans and graduated with a teaching degree. Because she taught Title I kids—poor kids—all her loans were forgiven. Every member of Franni’s family made it to the middle class. And they did it because of Social Security, Pell Grants, the GI Bill, and Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.


They tell you in this country that you have to pull yourself up by your bootstraps. And we all believe that. But first you’ve got to have the boots. And the federal government gave Franni’s family the boots.
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When I think about the values that motivate me to this day—the values that brought me (in a very, very, extremely roundabout way) to politics—I think back to my childhood, and to Franni’s. I think about the economic security that was the birthright of middle-class families like mine, and the opportunity that was available for families like Franni’s who wanted to work their way up into the middle class.


That, as I wrote in this year’s Senate Patriotic Essay Contest,* is what America means to me.


And that’s how it’s supposed to be for every kid in America. You’re not supposed to have to be rich or lucky to have a chance to do great things. Opportunity is supposed to be for everyone.


And that’s why I’m a Democrat.


You see, Democrats are still the party of civil rights (and with each passing year, Republicans seem less and less interested in competing for that title). But Democrats aren’t just the party of equality for all—we’re the party of opportunity for all. We’re the ones who want to give people the boots. We’re the ones who stand for the middle class and for those aspiring to it—not just because it’s the fair thing to do, but because it’s the smart thing to do. It’s how our country has always worked best.


My friend and political hero Paul Wellstone, who once held the seat that I now hold in the United States Senate, had a great way of putting this. He said, “We all do better when we all do better.”


So simple, so profound. “We all do better when we all do better.” It’s almost like a haiku, if I knew what a haiku was.


Which I don’t.















Chapter 2



How I Became a Comedian


I wrote my first show in second grade. One afternoon, the girls in Mrs. Morrison’s class surprised the boys by presenting a little revue for us that we all considered very corny. It included, I swear, “I’m a Little Teapot.”


So I got the boys together and we wrote a scathing parody of the girls’ show. A few days later, we told Mrs. Morrison and the girls we had a surprise for them in the AV room. During the show, some of the girls cried.


Mrs. Morrison was a wonderful teacher, so she turned that sow’s ear into a silk purse: “Why not have Alan write a show that the boys and girls can do together for your parents?” I have a vague memory of just one sketch for that show. It was a Civil War sketch where the joke was anachronisms. While nurses were attending to wounded soldiers, they all heard the news of Lincoln’s assassination on the radio.


Not funny? I was SEVEN!
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As much as Mom and Dad wanted me and Owen to go to college and win the Cold War, the fact that I chose to become a comedian had everything to do with them.


My mother was my first audience. She was a stay-at-home mom until I went to kindergarten, so when I was little, we’d spend the day together, and I’d love to make her laugh. This is a little embarrassing, but here it is. When I was three years old, Mom would have me do my impression of Jackie Gleason’s signature “And away we go!” for company. My guess is there may be something not entirely healthy there, but I’ll save that for my next book, The Sorrow and the Gavel: The Sad Inner Lives of U.S. Senators.


Dad loved comedy, and I loved watching it with him and Owen and Mom in the TV room. His absolute favorite was Buddy Hackett.


Now, Dad inhaled a pipe all his adult life. When I was a kid, if Dad got on a laughing jag, he’d start coughing at some point and inevitably end up coughing up phlegm into the clean, neatly pressed white handkerchief he always carried in his right front pocket. So if Johnny Carson said, “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Buddy Hackett!” Mom would get up and leave the room. But the phlegm didn’t bother me and Owen.


Throughout grade school and junior high, I continued to be a good student and something of a comedian. I wasn’t the “class clown” so much as a sly, observational comic. If I found a teacher, like Mr. Knutsen in sixth grade, who dug my stuff, I’d play to the teacher. If I didn’t like the teacher, like my eighth-grade civics teacher, also named Mr. Knutsen, I’d work the room at his expense. I think he sent me to stand in the hall about a dozen times during the school year.


After ninth grade, Mom and Dad threw me a curve. Owen was now at MIT, and was therefore the Franken family expert on college. He told my parents that the students at MIT were wonks and nerds, and that I should go to Harvard. Owen also said that I should switch out of the St. Louis Park public school system and go to Blake, a country day private school in an adjacent suburb, because the wonks and nerds at MIT who had gone to private school were better prepared.


I didn’t hear about this conversation until years later. All I knew at the time was what Dad told me, which was, “You’re going to take a test to go to a school for smart kids.”


Ever obedient, I said, “Okay.” A few days later, Dad drove me to the beautiful Blake campus, where I took the test.


A couple weeks later, Dad told me, “You passed the test to get into the school for smart kids.”


I spent the next three years at Blake.* All in all, I had a pretty good experience, even if I was permanently scarred by going to an all-boys school. But, again, I’ll save that for a heartwrenching chapter in The Sorrow and the Gavel, “Escape from the Cloakroom.”


It turned out that there were a lot of really smart kids at Blake and some not so smart, kind of like St. Louis Park High School, where you didn’t have to pay a lot of money, and could interact on a daily basis with members of the opposite sex during a crucial developmental period of your life. Still, I found my way.


Blake had all the elements of a British boarding school in a novel or movie, except we were just a bunch of goofy midwestern kids who went home at night. But the stuffy vestiges of an outdated model for schooling boys gave a number of us something to rebel against. Or, at the very least, to make fun of.
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Tom Davis was a year behind me at Blake. I didn’t meet him until he did an announcement with a group of other boys one morning in chapel. I don’t remember what it was for—probably a meeting of the Glee Club or something. (I’m kicking myself for not taking notes during my childhood.) All I remember is thinking, “That guy’s really funny!”


I made it a point to go up to Tom and introduce myself. The comedy team of Franken and Davis was born.


Chapel became our stage. We did announcements for practically every organization in school, borrowing moves from comics we both loved: Johnny Carson, Soupy Sales, Jack Benny, Peter Sellers, Woody Allen, the Smothers Brothers, George Carlin, Godfrey Cambridge, Bob Newhart, Richard Pryor, and Laurel and Hardy. We traded off being the straight man and the funny guy. We did a lot of physical comedy and threw in not-so-veiled barbs aimed at the school. But mainly we just did goofy stuff, like parodies of the hit movie Cool Hand Luke (“Anyone who doesn’t go to homecoming spends a night in the box!”).


We’d write in each other’s basements. Well, in my house it was a basement. In Tom’s house it was a finished family room. At the time, Tom’s dad, Don Davis, was a handsome midlevel executive at 3M. Tom’s beautiful, sweet mom, Jean Davis, the former Jean Johnson, had been the 1950 Queen of the Lakes. Besides Tom, Don and Jean Davis had another son, Bob, who was three years younger. So that was Don, Jean, Tom, and Bob.


Jean loved hearing me and Tom laughing from down in their finished basement. “Oh, you boys are so funny!” she’d say, and bring us some treats.


But as the middle ’60s turned into the late ’60s, things started getting tense around the Davis household. Don, as Tom himself described him in his memoir Thirty-Nine Years of Short-Term Memory Loss, was “a lifelong kneejerk Republican” and “the uptight son of an alcoholic.” In fact, Don’s father, Tom’s grandfather, drank himself to death. As Tom grew his hair and discovered pot, rock and roll, and girls, all the ingredients were there for the classic Oedipal battle common to so many suburban baby boomers.


Don didn’t like Franken and Davis one bit. So Tom started spending more and more time at my house. Once Tom returned to his home after a couple days with the Frankens to find a newspaper clipping taped to his bedroom wall. The headline:




STUDENT TAKES LSD, CUTS OFF OWN PENIS





Things were getting a little tense at school as well. Our chapel material got edgier, to the point where we were ruffling some feathers. So we turned our attention to pep fests that were parodies of pep fests—hanging the other team in effigy and repeatedly clubbing the dummy in the crotch with a baseball bat. The football coach, Mr. Mezzenga, seemed to like it, though I’m not sure he was taking it at the same ironic level that the team and the rest of the students were.*


Meanwhile, Tom and I discovered a comedy revue theater in Minneapolis called Dudley Riggs’s Brave New Workshop. We saw actual adults onstage doing pretty much what we wanted to do—make audiences laugh.


We started hanging out at the Workshop, getting to know the performers and the impresario, Dudley Riggs, a former vaudevillian and circus performer. Dudley took a liking to us and suggested we come to an open stage night and do ten minutes. So we did.


We led off with a local newscast on the night of the day of World War III:




AL: Tragedy, death, catastrophe highlight tonight’s news at ten! I’m Ray Thompson, substituting for the deceased Chet Newholm. And now with the weather, meteorologist Bob Carlson.


TOM: Well, don’t grab those umbrellas just yet… temperatures up to six thousand degrees tonight. Winds gusting at five hundred miles per hour with occasional firestorms. Back to you, Ray.


AL: The stock market closed today—for good.





We got solid laughs, and Dudley told us he “saw sparks.” By the summer we were doing one show a week at the Workshop. Also, we got paid! (A little.) Tom and I were professional comedians!
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At the end of that summer I went off to college, still intent, I thought, on pursuing a career in science. In the back of my mind, show business didn’t seem like a secure career choice for someone from Minnesota, though Bob Dylan had been kind of tearing it up in the ’60s there. And unlike Bob Dylan, the poor loser, I had gotten into Harvard. (I guess Dylan didn’t test well.)


Unfortunately, by the end of my first semester of college, I could tell I wasn’t cut out to be a scientist. Even though we had just beaten them to the moon, the Soviets were still something of a problem—but I knew my heart wasn’t in it.


Franni encouraged me to go to the counseling office, where I was given an extensive personality test, the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, to see what career I was psychologically suited for.*


The results were very interesting. The number one career match for Alan Franken was “jazz musician.” Number two was “camp counselor.” Coming in dead last? “Scientist.”


Since I didn’t play a musical instrument and had never been to an overnight summer camp, I decided the one-two combo pointed to either “jazz camp counselor,” which sounded like an unimaginable bummer, or “comedian,” a career that was not on the Minnesota Multiphasic list, but which I had been preparing for pretty much all my life.


Years later, Dana Carvey said to me, “There’s no reason to be a comedian unless you absolutely have to be.” He didn’t mean that comedians weren’t able to do any other job. It’s just that, to be a comedian, comedy has to be the thing you absolutely have to do. Like a jazz musician has to be a jazz musician. (And maybe some camp counselors just have to be camp counselors.) It wasn’t until that stupid Minnesota Multiphasic that I felt like I had permission to pursue the career I actually had to pursue.


Now, this was the early ’70s, and there was this war in Southeast Asia. I got a 2-S student deferment, which kept me out of the draft until graduation. In its wisdom, the government felt it was important for me to continue my studies so I could pursue my chosen profession—comedian—and keep America strong. I ended up majoring in behavioral sciences—sociology, anthropology, and psychology—which has actually been helpful in the Senate (and might have been useful in Vietnam).


Summers, I worked with Tom at Dudley’s by night, and by day for the St. Louis Park Street Department, where I worked on a crew with two other college guys. Our job was to mow weeds around water towers and other public buildings with industrial-sized mowers.


Though Tom was an avid reader, he was at best an indifferent student. After two years at the University of the Pacific, including a sophomore year during which he traveled through India and Nepal to study smoking hashish, he dropped out and became a cast member at Dudley’s and a wonderfully inventive and hilarious improvisational comedian. Still, we’d do our two-man shows during the summer. One night, I got a horrible migraine after working all day in the sun. We went on with the show, but I had to bolt backstage to throw up, leaving Tom to improvise for a minute or two. The audience figured out what was going on because I looked horrible, and at the end of the show they gave us a standing ovation.


Dudley watched the show from the back of the house and came backstage afterward to commend us. I was lying facedown on a couch, but Tom asked him, “What would have happened if Al had thrown up onstage?”


“Oh, they would have all walked out,” he said with the total assurance of a showbiz veteran who had seen everything.


Between my junior and senior years, Tom and I hitchhiked from Minneapolis to L.A. (kids, don’t do this) to perform at the Comedy Store. Our twenty minutes killed, and suddenly we were on the radar of our contemporaries—struggling comedians trying to get a break.


During my senior year, Tom came out to Cambridge and stayed in my dorm room. He smoked pot, played Frisbee, and didn’t go to classes, and thus was often mistaken for a student. On weekends, Tom and I would drive two or three marginally more prosperous students down to Manhattan in exchange for gas money and perform at the Improvisation with comedians like Jay Leno, Robert Klein, and Andy Kaufman.


In 1973, Franni and I graduated, and the three of us drove out to Hollywood. Tom and I played the Comedy Store (where Franni worked as a cocktail waitress) and a few other clubs around L.A. Occasionally we’d go on the road and play colleges in the Midwest for five hundred bucks a gig.


One spring we did a show at Huron State in South Dakota. As we drove up to the student union, we noticed there were no cars. They had booked us during spring break. There were a grand total of seven students remaining on campus who couldn’t make it home for the break. Six were African American guys from the East Coast. Tom asked them why there were six of them, and one said wryly, “In case one of us fouls out.”


The other kid was a very depressed junior who had been caught smoking pot during his sophomore year and as punishment was confined to campus for the remainder of his college career, except for summers. Tom and I did our show for the seven bummed-out students and a custodian. They were actually a pretty good audience.


We were doing a lot of political material back in those days, including lots and lots of Nixon stuff. I’d play Nixon to Tom’s David Eisenhower,* and then Tom would play Nixon to my Henry Kissinger. We ate a lot of rice and beans and did odd jobs. During Christmas season, we’d alternate playing Santa and Winnie-the-Pooh at a Sears in North Hollywood (Sears had declined to let us play Nixon).
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When you’re starting out in comedy, you meet a lot of other people doing the same thing, and you influence each other. A comedy writer friend of ours, Matt Neuman, grew up in New York and had collected hours of Bob and Ray on reel-to-reel audiotape. Bob Elliott and Ray Goulding were a radio comedy team in New York from the 1950s through the ’80s who developed a cult following of generations of fans, from Groucho Marx to Johnny Carson to David Letterman. Tom and I had seen Bob and Ray a few times on The Tonight Show and were fans ourselves.


Listening to hours of these Bob and Ray tapes, Tom and I heard both what we had been trying to do and what we wanted to become. Like them, neither of us were exclusively the straight man nor the funny guy. They were dry, and gently subversive, committed to their characters—various gasbags, self-serving idiots, and absurdly banal authorities. Tom and I would sit with Matt, smoking dope and laughing our asses off at Bob’s mild-mannered reporter Wally Ballou, who promoted himself as “radio’s highly regarded Wally Ballou, winner of eleven diction awards, two of which are cuff links.” On shows like “Widen Your Horizons” with sponsors like “Einbinder Flypaper, the name you’ve gradually grown to trust over three generations,” Bob would interview Ray, an expert on how to floss, who would point out that to floss properly you don’t actually have to have one hand inside your mouth.


When I first got to the Senate, I discovered that Kansas senator Pat Roberts, a very funny archconservative (but one you can work with) and fifteen years my senior, is a huge Bob and Ray fan. One day, early on, I brought over a CD I’d made from some of Matt’s tapes to Pat’s office, and we laughed and laughed. I never asked Pat if he had ever listened to them while smoking dope. Frankly, it’s none of my damn business.


Franni and I had smoked pot in college, but Tom introduced us to LSD and the Grateful Dead—I think in the reverse order. We’d drive around California in our Volkswagen bus following the Dead—so we were in danger of being a cliché. Years later, though, I’d bond with Vermont senator Pat Leahy, chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, over our love of the Dead. I didn’t even have to ask Leahy whether he had ever dropped acid. After all, he started his career as a prosecutor.


So, Tom and I were Deadheads, and Bob-and-Ray-heads.


We were beginning to get noticed. And I’ll always remember the moment I knew we’d made it.


It was December 1974, and we were offered the chance to be part of a show at Harrah’s Casino in Reno called The Boob Tube Revue. No, that wasn’t the moment. The Boob Tube Revue was pretty awful. What? You could tell from the name it was awful? Still, the awful show was popular, and Franken and Davis were something of a hit in Reno.


One night, management decided to throw a party to honor the cast of The Boob Tube Revue. And that’s where I saw it: an enormous platter holding a gigantic mound of jumbo shrimp.


Let me explain: For my dad, the worst part of moving to Minnesota in 1955 was that he loved seafood—especially clams, softshell crabs, lobster, and shrimp. In the 1950s and ’60s, you simply could not get fresh seafood in Minnesota. Every summer, we’d all drive to New York to visit my uncle Erwin and his family, and the biggest treat for me was the seafood. I remember thinking, “I’ll know I’ll have made it when I can eat as much shrimp as I want.”


That evening in Reno, I probably ate three dozen jumbo shrimp. So as far as I was concerned, I had made it well before Tom and I got hired for Saturday Night Live.















Chapter 3



Saturday Night Live (Not the Drug Part)


In the spring of 1975, a William Morris agent named Herb Karp saw Franken and Davis at the Comedy Store and asked us to put together a writing sample.


We knew we weren’t right for the few comedy-variety shows on TV at that time. The Carol Burnett Show was terrific, but from another generation. The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour, though slightly superior to The Boob Tube Revue, was, well, dreck. So Tom and I wrote a fourteen-page submission for a hypothetical show we’d like to work for. It included a news segment (our World War III newscast), a sketch about a bad variety show, a commercial parody, and the script for a short conceptual film. Even now, almost fifty years later, I still harbor the faint hope that someone, somewhere, will someday do a show like that.


A few months later, a thirty-year-old producer named Lorne Michaels read our writing sample for a new late-night show he was putting together. We got the word that we’d been hired from Herb late on a Friday afternoon after playing basketball with some other unemployed comedians in Hollywood: “Be at 30 Rockefeller Plaza on Monday.”


Of the writers hired for the original SNL staff, Tom and I were the only ones Lorne hadn’t met. Dick Ebersol, then the network exec in charge of late night, wanted to hire another team, who were from New York, in order to save NBC the airfare. But Lorne insisted on us.


Tom and I came as a team, and since this was our first job in TV, NBC got a waiver from the Writers Guild to allow them to pay us as a single apprentice writer. We couldn’t have been happier.


When we arrived on Monday, July 7, 1975, the first colleague we met was Mike O’Donoghue, already legendary for his hilariously dark work as a founding writer of the National Lampoon. As the three of us waited for clearance at the elevator bank, Mike sized us up and asked Tom and me what we were being paid. We told him we were sharing three hundred and fifty bucks a week. Mike snickered. “I spend that much to shine my cats’ shoes.” Tom and I were delighted.


We soon met some of the other writers, including Chevy Chase and Garrett Morris, who were yet to be named cast members. At that point, Dan Aykroyd and Gilda Radner, whom Lorne knew from Toronto, and Laraine Newman, who had performed at the Groundlings, an improv-based theater in L.A., were the only cast members. A week or so later, John Belushi, a Second City vet, arrived at the audition as his Samurai character and blew the room away. John and Jane Curtin, who came from the Proposition in Boston, yet another improv-based theater, rounded out the Not Ready for Prime Time Players.


Lorne had bargained with NBC for a long preproduction period. Part of the idea was to give us time to write a lot and start forging a common sensibility as a staff. During preproduction, Tom and I would meet periodically with Lorne in his office to go over something we’d written. He’d always ask us the same question: “Is this the best piece you’ve ever written?” We’d say no, and then Lorne would tell us to keep working on it until it was.


Finally, one of us, and I’m guessing it was Tom, figured out that not everything you write can be the best thing you’ve ever written. Lorne dropped that particular gambit after that, but over the years, every so often we would write the best thing we’d ever written.


Tom and I got the sense that Lorne was looking out for us. He himself had started in Toronto as part of a team, Hart and Lorne, and I think he appreciated the bond between us. Around the show, Tom and I were “the Boys.” Even if just one of us walked into the room, someone would say, “The Boys are here.”


The first show was scheduled for October 11, 1975. As the premiere approached, I grew increasingly confident that we were all on board a giant hit. It was the first time that baby boomers had been allowed to do TV, and the people around me were among the most talented writers and comedians of our generation.


When I look back on that youthful arrogance, I laugh. This was our first real job in show business. Hits almost never happen. But Tom and I had gotten a raise, and Franni and Tom’s girlfriend, Lucy, drove east from California with our belongings because we were confident that we had a long-term job.


On October 2, 1975, nine days before the first Saturday Night Live ever, Franni and I eloped and were married at City Hall in lower Manhattan.*


Of course, I had been correct as a brash, overconfident twenty-four-year-old. The show was pretty much an instant hit. Over the decades, SNL has gone through periods of sustained brilliance and a few rough patches, but after forty-two years, the show has been a touchstone for generations of overentertained, underinformed Americans.


Lorne started putting Franken and Davis in front of the camera every once in a while. We’d be part of the dress rehearsal, and if enough stuff in dress tanked, he’d put us on the air. Our first appearance was on a show hosted by Elliott Gould. We did a bit from our act called “The Bureau of White Man Affairs.” The premise was simple: “What if the Indians had won?”


I played the host of Pow Wow with the Press, Howard K. Screaming Eagle, and Tom played the chief of the Bureau of White Man Affairs, both wearing suits and fedoras with a feather sticking out. The topic: recent complaints over racially insensitive team nicknames in Major League Lacrosse, such as the Milwaukee Dagos.




TOM: We had a big uproar about a week ago over an insignia on a bubblegum card for the Cleveland Kikes. They objected to the little screaming rabbi.


AL: Well, can’t these names be offensive to white people?


TOM: Ahh, no. No. These are white man names that the white man uses himself to ridicule each other’s tribe.


AL: I didn’t know that.


TOM: Well, the Dago is an Italian, whom we know are a stupid, violent, greasy people. They wear black, pointy moccasins. And Kike is a Jew… Jew white man, and he’s the most shrewd of all white men, as you probably know.


AL: Yes, as I understand it, the Jew white man really knows the value of a buffalo chip.





It was Bob and Ray—with an edge.*
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When people come up to me to talk about Saturday Night Live, they almost always mention my on-camera work, whether it was our Franken and Davis show-within-the-show, the Al Franken Decade, my One-Man Mobile Uplink Unit, or Stuart Smalley.


But at the end of the day, Tom and I were writers. And because we were part of a great writing staff with a cast that included gifted writers, like Chevy and Danny, and performers who could create hilarious characters for themselves, like Billy Murray’s lounge singer or Gilda’s Roseanne Roseannadanna and Emily Litella, Tom and I collaborated together and separately with others on the show.


Of the original cast, Danny was the one we teamed up with the most. He and Tom created the Coneheads after taking a trip together to Easter Island. Tom and I wrote Danny as Julia Child bleeding to death after cutting herself deboning a chicken. We collaborated with him on sleazy characters like Irwin Mainway, purveyor of dangerous toys for kids, like Bag o’ Glass. Danny played two presidents with his mustache: a hypercompetent Jimmy Carter early in his term, taking phone calls with Bill Murray’s Walter Cronkite and masterfully talking down a young man on a bad acid trip (played by Tom, of course), and an inebriated Nixon talking to White House portraits during those stormy Final Days.


I worked with so many talented men and women going through exhilarating but also sometimes very difficult periods of their lives. Putting on a live ninety-minute comedy show week after week can be thrilling, and it can be painfully stressful. And of course, we were all of a very tender age. People had sex and fell in love. But mostly had sex. I personally had 227 sexual encounters during my fifteen years at SNL. All of them with Franni.
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A show week at SNL was kind of crazy. On Monday, around 5 p.m., the cast and writing staff would crowd into Lorne’s office, where we’d meet the host. Lorne would introduce him or her: “This week our host is Burt Reynolds.” We’d applaud politely. Then I’d yell excitedly, “And next week, Steve Martin!!!” We’d all cheer and go nuts. Welcome to the show, Burt!


During the meeting, writers and cast would pitch ideas. Most of them were half-baked at best. Sometimes they were fake ideas, just to cover for the fact that you had nothing. You could see the terror growing in the host’s eyes as he/she heard lame idea after lame idea.


But the meeting served a purpose. Often, someone’s idea would spark one of your own. After the meeting, things would start percolating. “I liked that VD Caseworker idea. What if you did this with it…?” During SNL’s life span, the show has been at its best when there’s been an equilibrium between the writing staff and the cast. When the cast dominates, we see popular recurring characters beaten into the ground. When the writers dominate, there’s a lot of interesting stuff that the audience doesn’t find all that interesting or all that funny.


Read-through was on Wednesday afternoon. So Tuesday night was writing night. As the season wore on, we’d start later and later, and soon Tuesday night became an all-nighter.


Woody Allen once said that writing comedy is either easy or it’s impossible. When it’s easy, there is nothing more fun. Conversely, when it’s impossible, there is nothing quite as anxiety-provoking. To this day, I still have nightmares that it’s a Tuesday night at SNL and I cannot think of a thing.


After read-through, Lorne would huddle with the host and production staff to decide what sketches were going to be put into rehearsal. This was a complex calculus: What works? What does the host like? What sketches bump with each other? You can’t have two Oval Office pieces. What combination of sets will fit into the studio? How many cast members are being served by the material?


Lorne put the writers in charge of guiding their own piece through the week. Essentially, writers were the producers of their own sketches. That meant hanging around after read-through to answer any questions Lorne or the production staff might have. Can we recast this? Can you put it in a smaller set? Talk to Eugene or Leo, the set designers.


Thursday was for promos and camera blocking. You’d work with graphics, makeup, and hair, maybe props. The “satellite dish” mounted on the helmet for my One-Man Mobile Uplink Unit was a “flying saucer” sled with a basketball pump sticking out.


Thursday night was a late night as well. Writers would sit around the read-through table rewriting. Usually, sketches were improved, often with the most memorable jokes coming from the table. Rob Schneider wrote a piece called “Massive Headwound Harry” about a cheery guy (Dana Carvey) with a massive head wound who bums out everyone at a party because of his massive head wound. During the Thursday late-night rewrite session, Tom came up with the idea of rubbing Dana’s bandage with cooked shrimp and having a blind guy with a guide dog enter at the end. Sure enough, the dog found Dana sitting on the couch and tugged the bandage. As the dog kept tugging, the audience howled with laughter, Dana finally cheerily saying, “He must smell my dog.”


Sometimes everyone knew a sketch was shaky at best, but we’d do our best to make it work. That was known as “turd polishing.” It could be a tough room. In the wee hours, things could get pretty dark and raunchy. Around the time that the term “hostile work environment” came into the lexicon, Christine Zander, a one-of-a-kind writer with the world’s best Gatling-gun laugh who worked at the show for seven seasons, developed a running joke for just these occasions: “Dear Lawsuit Diary.”


Friday was a very long day of rehearsal. And it often included writing something new for the cold opening—the sketch at the beginning that ends with “Live from New York, it’s Saturday night!” The benefit of doing a live comedy show is that you can react to breaking news. The drawback is that you have to react to breaking news. If the country learns on a Friday that the surgeon general said that teaching masturbation to kids is a good idea, you better have a take on Saturday.


On Saturday morning some of us would come in to write jokes for “Weekend Update.” Then a full day of rehearsals, hopefully (but almost never) running through every sketch of the show. Then dinner, while the music guest did a sound check and a run-through for cameras. Then dress rehearsal at eight, ending at 9:50, meaning we’re twenty minutes over. A quick turnaround. Lorne decides what’s in, what’s out. You want your sketch in? Lose two minutes!


Quick meeting in Lorne’s ninth-floor office, where everyone sees the new running order. Some cast and writers are elated, some devastated. Lorne gives notes in shorthand. The writers call out cuts and rewrites. Cast absorbs them. Have a good show, everybody! Cue cards make the changes. Cast gets into wardrobe and wigs. The band is playing warm-up for the studio audience. It’s 11:30!


Maybe the studio audience is hot and laughing at everything. We need more cuts. Or maybe the audience isn’t laughing. Maybe that’s because we have a hot band and their fans got tickets because they all know someone who has an uncle who works in ad sales at NBC. Put that sequence back in this sketch. No? Doesn’t make sense with the other cuts? Okay, let’s run a commercial parody after “Massive Headwound Harry.”


The show ends at 1 a.m. The cast get out of their costumes and makeup and roll around to the after-party at some restaurant around 1:45. It’s hard to come down from the adrenaline of performing live for ten million Americans. Two or three hours of discussing what worked and what didn’t. Introducing your friends from back home to George Harrison. At some point, the sun comes up.


You stumble home, sleep till two in the afternoon, read the Sunday Times, catch some football, and have dinner with your boyfriend or girlfriend, or in my case, your wife.* Your clock is all screwed up, so around midnight Sunday night, you start thinking of new ideas for next week.


And then it all starts again Monday morning. Okay, Monday afternoon. Okay, Monday evening. But Monday.















Chapter 4



Saturday Night Live (The Drug Part)


Actually, now that I look at the show schedule, it was certainly no busier than being in the Senate. As at SNL, we senators get recesses, but Senate recesses aren’t really breaks. They’re just periods of time where we’re doing different kinds of work, like traveling around our states meeting with people, or raising money, or going overseas on the jam-packed congressional trips known as CODELs (congressional delegations).*


Either way, senators certainly do a lot less drugs than we did at SNL. Unless I’m just completely clueless.


As SNL became a cultural sensation, it began to leak out that some of the cast and writers at the show were smoking dope and snorting cocaine. At first, there was some official denial. “You can’t do a ninety-minute live comedy show week after week and do cocaine,” we’d say, and it sounded convincing, at least for a while.


The truth is that many on the show thought that you can’t do a ninety-minute live comedy show week after week without doing cocaine. Which, of course, is folderol.USS


Until John Belushi’s death, we at SNL didn’t really understand that drugs can kill you. But by the time Chris Farley got in trouble, we at the show understood all too well.
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A couple years after John was found dead of an overdose at the Chateau Marmont Hotel in Hollywood, Bob Woodward of the Washington Post (and Woodward and Bernstein fame) wrote a book called Wired: The Short Life and Fast Times of John Belushi. During his research phase, I had agreed to be interviewed by Woodward, but I didn’t like the tone of his questions, which seemed to be only about drug use. So I told him that the only time I had seen John snort coke was with Carl Bernstein. Which wasn’t true, but it cut the interview short.


When Wired came out, we all hated it. Not because it chronicled John’s drug abuse, but because that was more or less all it covered. Tom said it was like if someone titled your college yearbook Puked, and all it talked about was who puked, and when they puked, and what they puked: No one read Dickens for the first time, no one learned chemistry, no one fell in love. Everybody just puked.


The book made no attempt to capture why John was so funny, what his influence was as an improvisational comedian, and how magnetic he was as a person and a performer. Woodward, who has of course written authoritatively about Washington, seemed obstinately tone-deaf to the world he was writing about. Lorne said it was as if he wrote a book about rock and roll and referred to “the Beatles, a popular British band of the ’60s.”


There was no one who knew Chris Farley who didn’t love him. In no small part that was because Chris was not just an extraordinarily committed, explosively hilarious performer, but also such a genuine fan of everyone else’s work.


Chris struggled mightily with his addiction—he must have gone to a dozen rehabs—but ultimately couldn’t beat it.


After Chris returned to the show from yet another stint at rehab, I created a character for him called “The Relapse Guy.” The sketch starts with the exit session at the rehab before a patient goes home. Tim Meadows, the counselor, assures the family (Phil Hartman, Julia Sweeney, Mike Myers, and guest host Shannen Doherty) that this time Chris has finally gotten it, which they clearly are not buying. Tim tells them that the rehab has gotten Chris a job—as an organ courier. CUT TO: the operating room, where the doctor and his transplant team are waiting impatiently for the liver, which is hours late. Enter Chris, drunk out of his mind. He opens the cooler, pulling out a prepackaged calf’s liver from a supermarket meat case, and hands it to the doctor before he passes out, collapsing on the patient on the operating table. Chris loved it. Every few weeks, he would ask me, “How about another ‘Relapse Guy’?”


That was Chris. And, really, that’s dark comedy: a guy who couldn’t get clean doing a sketch about a guy who couldn’t get clean. And we probably all found it funnier precisely because so many of us had seen the damage addiction can do, not just when it costs people their lives, but as it destroys their careers and hurts the ones they care about most.


For my part, I never really got into trouble with drugs. I used to say, “I only did cocaine so I could stay up late enough to make sure nobody else did too much cocaine,” which was a joke, but not too far from the truth. For whatever reason, I never became addicted. There but for the grace of God go I.


But the thing about addiction is, you don’t have to be the addict to be affected. And my life has been profoundly affected by substance abuse because two of the most important people in my life struggled with addiction. But it took me a long time to realize that.
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I grew up in a household that consumed very little alcohol. My first drink came during my freshman year in college, when my roommate Dave Griffin and I split a fifth of scotch and got stupid drunk and threw up a great deal.


So I was pretty clueless about what was going on when Franken and Davis would go on the road and Tom would always want to go to a bar before the gig. I’d sit with him, going over our act, thinking, “I wonder what Tom sees in this place? It’s so boring. Why in the world does Tom like going to bars?”


We had a lot more time to spend on the road after 1980, when we followed Lorne out the door at SNL. We went back to doing our act, including a Franken and Davis special for Showtime, writing some TV and some screenplays, and playing baggage handlers in Trading Places. Tom got high more and more. But he was still my partner. And my best friend. When Franni and I had a daughter, we named her Thomasin Davis Franken.


Then, in 1985, Lorne came back to the show. He brought me and Tom back, along with a few other “Lorne Again” writers. Lorne asked the two of us to produce the show, and we jumped at the opportunity. But Lorne, on a youth kick, hired a group of talented but very young cast members, like the twenty-year-old Robert Downey Jr. and seventeen-year-old Anthony Michael Hall, who were not suited to the kinds of sketches SNL had done before—you know, sketches where cast members play adults.


The reviews were scathing. Since 1976, year two of SNL, we had all lived with “Saturday Night Dead” reviews, but that season we deserved it. With Tom routinely disappearing and me presiding over endless rewrite sessions and trying to hold the show together, I felt overwhelmed.


Meanwhile, at home, after more than a decade of happy marriage, Franni and I were having trouble. After our second child, Joe, was born, Franni fell into a postpartum depression, which she secretly medicated with alcohol. Something was wrong, but I didn’t know what.


After the disastrous 1985–86 season, Tom and I decided to leave the show again. We’d go back to doing our act and working on screenplays. But in September 1986, Franni’s drinking came to be just too much. She had been going through her own kind of hell, trying as hard as she could to both be a good mother and keep her drinking problem a secret. And, thank God, she went to rehab.


Taking care of a five-year-old Thomasin and an almost-two-year-old Joe, I needed a steady job in New York. I asked Lorne if I could come back to the show. He said, “Of course.”


After getting Thomasin off to school and Joe off to day care, I’d arrive at 30 Rock about ten hours before the other writers, with the exception of Bonnie and Terry Turner, a husband-and-wife team from Atlanta who had a daughter Thomasin’s age. Tom had decided to take a break from the show, so when he’d find time, we’d get together to work on our screenplay. I’d write during the day, pick the kids up, make them dinner, tuck them into bed, and, leaving them with a sitter, go back to SNL.


That’s when I started going to Al-Anon, a twelve-step program for family members and friends of alcoholics based on the principles of AA. Like AA, Al-Anon isn’t for everybody. But once I started, it didn’t take long for me to realize a few important things.


For one thing, I finally realized that Franni wasn’t the only addict in my life. My best friend since high school and writing partner for nearly twenty years was addicted—to alcohol, to cocaine, to pretty much anything that came his way.


But I also realized something about myself: that my reaction to Franni’s and Tom’s addictive behavior had made me a much less pleasant person to be around.


As in AA, the fourth step in Al-Anon is to make a searching and fearless moral inventory of yourself. The fifth step is to admit to (your concept of) God, to yourself, and to another human being the exact nature of your wrongs.


That’s to “another human being,” and not to everyone who reads this book. But I will say that I had developed a tendency to lose my temper, be judgmental, and roll my eyes when I thought someone said something stupid. In other words, at times I could be a bit of a jerk.USS


I also discovered how much I could learn from listening to other people’s stories—even people who at first blush didn’t seem like the kind of people you could learn much of anything from.


Thus the birth of Stuart Smalley, the healing nurturer and member of several twelve-step programs who hosted “Daily Affirmations” on SNL. Stuart became my most popular character on the show.


Guess who hated Stuart? Tom. We still wrote together sometimes, but he was becoming less and less of a presence on the show. One late Friday night, Tom came into the office and strolled past the big rewrite table, where Jim Downey and I and a couple other writers were trying to come up with a cold opening for the next night’s show. “What are you working on?” asked Tom.


Downey said, “Saturday Night Live.”


By 1991, Tom and I were still Franken and Davis, at least in theory. But while Franni was doing great in recovery, Tom was screwing up and in big trouble. So I organized an intervention.


In an intervention, you usually present the alcoholic/addict with some consequences if he/she refuses to go for treatment. It was hard to do—Tom had been my best friend since high school, I had named my daughter after him, and despite the tension between us, I still thought he was the funniest guy I knew (certainly, in my mind, the funnier half of Franken and Davis). But I told him during the intervention that if he didn’t go to rehab, we’d no longer be a team. It didn’t work.


It was a sad day. It was the end of our partnership and, at least for a few years, our friendship. And as is the case so often with addiction, things got weird. After the intervention, Tom found a guy who threatened to sue me if I didn’t split the income I’d made from projects I’d done without him. I tried to reason with Tom, but he refused even to speak with me.


But Tom and I had forgotten that, well before the intervention, we had agreed to be the Alumni of the Year for Blake. For a host of reasons, it was something we couldn’t not do.


So Tom and I found ourselves at our old campus, arguing in the wings of the auditorium about the threatened lawsuit, as Mr. Fecht explained to the K–6th graders, “Al and Tom were two boys who went to school here. And they had a dream. That dream was to be on TV. And they worked very, very hard, and the dream came true!”
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Addiction can take an unimaginable toll on the people who love addicts. And that’s true even when the addicts in question find recovery. When Franni came back from rehab, things were still difficult. It turns out that early recovery can be hard on everyone. That experience became the basis for the 1994 movie When a Man Loves a Woman, which I wrote with my friend (and Oscar winner) Ron Bass. The movie, which starred Andy Garcia and Meg Ryan, has a happy and, I like to think, moving ending.


And of course, Franni and I had a happy ending, too. We’re still married. We never argue about anything ever. And the Higher Power removed all of my character defects, making me the most well-adjusted senator in the history of the body.


Oh, and the movie made money for the studio. Ron and I each got a fruit basket after the opening weekend.


The next summer, I shot a Stuart Smalley movie I had written and was starring in, with Harold Ramis directing. Harold, who died in 2014, had been a friend since 1974, and was one of the comedy giants of our generation.


Stuart Saves His Family, however, was by far Harold’s least successful film, dying a terrible death at the box office. No fruit basket.
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In the end, Tom never actually sued me. We reconciled a few years later and he asked me to be the best man at his wedding. We remained extremely close, reuniting for special performances and for frequent appearances on my radio show and sharing our devotion to the Grateful Dead and the inevitable disappointments from our beloved Minnesota Vikings.


In 2009, he was diagnosed with cancer, and given six months to a year. He lived three years with courage, grace, and humor—a gift to me and all who knew and loved him.


I visited Tom a few days before he died at the house we once shared in upstate New York. Dan Aykroyd and his wife, Donna, came that day as well, and we laughed about how Tom had lain behind the counter during the Julia Child sketch, controlling the pressure on the spurting blood by working an insecticide sprayer that sent the dark red liquid through plastic tubing that ran up Danny’s leg and through his sleeve, ending at his wrist. It was a special effect, which, technically, is supposed to be performed by a union guy on the crew. But the crew loved Tom, and besides, he knew the bit, and he and Danny worked it to perfection live on air.


Tom’s humor was always sardonic. As you can imagine, it was even more sardonic that day. He was ready to go. The last few months hadn’t been a lot of fun, but he told me he did enjoy crushing up the Dilaudid pills he’d been prescribed and snorting them.


I told Tom that the way he was making his exit was an inspiration to me. He said, “I hope you go a little faster.”


When Tom died, I called his mom, Jean, who recalled how much she loved hearing us laugh from their basement.


A tremendous outpouring of love and affection for Tom flowed in from all over the country. It was wonderful to read people’s memories of their favorite lines or sketches. Clearly, Tom had touched people’s lives, or at least made them laugh.


I spoke on the Senate floor about Tom a couple days later. I’m a crier, so I practiced the speech aloud about forty times so I could make it through. I held it together until “Rest in peace.”


The next day, I was sitting in a Judiciary Committee hearing when a staffer slipped me a note: “Leader Reid is on the phone for you.” It was unusual for the majority leader to call me in the middle of a hearing. I got up and went to the anteroom and picked up the phone.


“Harry?”


“Al, I read your eulogy to your friend. He was quite a guy.”


“Yes, sir. He was.”


“I loved this part. ‘The Dark Side of Death.’”


I smiled. Then Harry read a passage from a piece Tom had written about dying: “In the foreseeable future, I will be a dead person. I want to remind you that dead people are people too. There are good dead people and bad dead people. Some of my best friends are dead people. Dead people have fought in every war.”


Then Harry said, “It’s perfect.”


“Yes,” I said. “Perfect.”















Chapter 5



Saturday Night Live (The Part Where I Leave)


Over the fifteen years I spent at SNL, I worked on hundreds of sketches, many of them just big, dumb, silly stuff, like Belushi as Elizabeth Taylor choking on a chicken bone. But the body of work I’m proudest of is the political satire the show produced. It’s important to emphasize that that work reflects the contributions of many writers and cast members. But more than anyone else, the credit for the sustained quality of SNL’s political satire belongs to Jim Downey, the show’s longtime head writer, producer, and occasional performer.*


Jim had a hand in virtually every SNL debate sketch during the nearly thirty-five seasons he spent at the show, including the genius “Strategery/Lockbox” debate he wrote between George W. Bush and Al Gore, played brilliantly by Will Ferrell and Darrell Hammond. (Bush never said “strategery” until Jim put it in Will’s mouth.)


There’s a good argument to be made that Jim’s 2000 debate sketch was the most important piece of writing in that election cycle. Americans knew that Bush had trouble with the English language—Bush made fun of that himself. But Jim caught a certain superciliousness with Darrell’s Gore that Americans hadn’t quite put their finger on. Jim and Darrell nailed it so specifically that anyone who watched the sketch couldn’t help but associate the real Gore with the fake Gore’s repeated sighs and constant invoking of the Social Security “lockbox.” With that election decided by some five hundred votes in Florida (and a 5–4 Supreme Court decision), it’s easy to argue that Jim Downey changed the course of history, I would say tragically. I think Gore would have been a great president, may well have prevented 9/11, and would not have sent us to war in Iraq based on manufactured evidence. And he’d have addressed climate change, which to me is the greatest existential threat facing mankind.


So, thanks, Jim.


During the George H. W. Bush administration, Jim and I wrote any number of cold openings, knowing that Dana Carvey’s “Nah gah dah”* Bush could get laughs pretty much at will. Jim and I would craft a piece that had a progression: “This vial of crack was found in Lafayette Park just across the street from the White House. This hypodermic needle was found on the White House lawn. And this bag of cocaine was found right here in the Oval Office just two feet from this desk! It’s bad! It’s bad!! It’s gettin’ baaad!!!” Dana could get so many laughs along the way just with his hands that the audience would sometimes lose the through line, and between dress rehearsal and air Jim and I would actually have to tell him not to get so many laughs. Dana, of course, to his enormous credit, understood and delivered every time.


Jim is an open-minded political conservative. I like to think I’m an open-minded liberal. We, like Lorne and everyone else on the show, felt it wasn’t our job on SNL to have a political bias and advocate for one side or the other. That was fine for a show like Murphy Brown, a sitcom created by one person, Diane English, and starring Candice Bergen as a feminist TV journalist. SNL was a comedy-variety show, with many writers and performers, each with distinct voices and views. Sure, the preponderance of the cast and staff had your garden-variety Hollywood liberal views, but we tried to do well-observed political satire that made the audience laugh and had the virtue of not being stupid. Jim’s rule was to reward viewers for knowing stuff about politics without punishing them for not.


So SNL wasn’t the place to push my own personal political agenda. I saved that for my son’s Little League practices. At the show, I was part of a team of dozens of writers and performers, and for our team, funny was the only thing that mattered.
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I did, however, start taking advantage of more and more opportunities to do political satire outside the show, where I could be a little more pointed about making fun of people who really deserved it.


In the summer of 1992, I anchored a series of specials on Comedy Central covering every night of both the Democratic National Convention in New York City and the Republican National Convention in Houston. We called the show Indecision ’92.


We broadcast out of a small studio in lower Manhattan. Our pledge was that viewers of our coverage wouldn’t miss anything that happened. To accomplish this, I sat at an anchor desk with a screen behind me carrying the live “feed” from the convention floor that the networks shared. Writer and humorist Roy Blount Jr. sat nearby in a Barcalounger watching four TVs tuned to the coverage on ABC, NBC, CBS, and PBS.


That way, if anything important and/or interesting happened, we could bring it to you within ten seconds. For instance, if Dan Rather said, “If a frog had side pockets, he’d carry a handgun,” Roy would let us know right away.


Modern political conventions tend to be tightly scripted, which is why the broadcast networks devoted only two hours a night to covering them. We did four hours a night, giving us plenty of time for commentary and comedy from a slate of special guests designed for political junkies—Norm Ornstein, Christopher Hitchens, Calvin Trillin, Ben Stein, Lawrence O’Donnell Jr., and Roger Ailes. Yes, Roger Ailes, who actually was very funny and who, as far as I know, did not sexually harass anyone during the two hours he was with us. Between the two conventions, my favorite letter came from a viewer who wrote, “The guy you had play Norm Ornstein was perfect.”


During the first night of the Republican National Convention in Houston, Ben Stein and I did commentary live during Pat Buchanan’s “religious war” speech, the one that Molly Ivins said “probably sounded better in the original German.” Watching the speech, I made the comment that Buchanan’s angry tone would hurt the Bush campaign. And, of course, it did—which traditional pundits wouldn’t pick up on for weeks. In their 1992 year-in-review, Rolling Stone said, “It was disorienting to watch a comedy broadcast that almost incidentally told more truth and offered more insight than most networks and newspapers and at the same time was so much more comfortable to watch.”


Today, of course, the idea of “comedy that tells the truth in a way that serious political analysis misses” isn’t strange. Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert became not just successful comedians, but respected political figures, because night after night, year after year, they offered more truth and insight than most real TV news.


But they didn’t invent meaningful political satire. They just brought it to a level of unprecedented popularity and influence. Before The Daily Show and The Colbert Report, there was Politically Incorrect with Bill Maher. And before Politically Incorrect, there was Indecision ’92. And before that there was something Jonathan Swift wrote about the Potato Famine.


After the eight nights of coverage of the conventions, we added a ninth show on election night 1992. The evening began with a balloon drop as we called the election for Bill Clinton, several hours before the networks did—based on exit poll data we had obtained from sources inside one of the networks.*


By disregarding the notorious unreliability of exit polling, Comedy Central became the first source to break the news that Bill Clinton had been elected the forty-second president of the United States. And I’m afraid that maybe I was just a little too visibly happy about it.






[image: ]








You see, in 1994, I was vying for a job I had wanted for years at SNL: anchoring “Weekend Update.” But because I’d been wearing my bleeding liberal heart on my sleeve more and more, it was next to impossible for me to be an unbiased voice on the show’s signature segment commenting on the week’s news.


That year, I headlined the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, which Beltway nerds nerdily refer to as the “Nerd Prom” because it allows the Washington elite to mingle with the significantly more attractive Hollywood elite. Shortly after my performance, I was in Lorne’s office with Steve Martin and Lorne. “Al, I saw that White House Correspondents’ Dinner,” Steve said, grinning. “You were great! That’s what you should do!”
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