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Betty was already looking back at a considerable TV career in Los Angeles when she took a break from filming Life with Elizabeth, her first national TV series and first sitcom, running from 1952 to 1954. She would go on to have twenty-five more national series as a regular or semiregular over the next sixty-plus years. Courtesy of the Adam Nedeff Collection.


Chapter One

Introduction: Thank You for Being a Friend

“People love her. Animals love her. And if aliens arrive tomorrow from outer space, they would love her.”

That’s how the title hostess of Barbara Walters’ 10 Most Fascinating People introduced Betty White when that TV special aired December 9, 2010. The statement wasn’t just Barbara’s opinion—it was fact. Voters in a Reuters/Ipsos survey a year later picked Betty as America’s most popular and trusted celebrity. Not bad for a woman a few months shy of her ninetieth birthday.

Walters’ words of admiration were a gracious compliment from one TV icon to another, especially given their shared connection. Betty had turned down the position of “girl Friday” on the NBC morning informational series Today in the 1960s. Walters took her place and began a career as a TV personality that lasted six decades. 

But her impressive achievement still paled next to the incredible eight decades Betty would spend on the medium. That durability gained Betty the hoor of longest TV career for a female entertainer in the book Guinness World Records 2014.

The Walters’ special highlighted Betty’s many other accomplishments and summarized how successful 2010 had been for the actress and personality. “This year, Betty White seemed to be everywhere,” Walters noted, followed by images illustrating her narration as she made these quick points.

“In the mud.” Viewers saw a clip of Betty’s commercial for a candy bar where she was tackled to the ground during a pickup football game. A player said, “Mike, you’re playing like you’re Betty White out there!” “That’s not what your girlfriend says!” Betty shot back. “Oooo!” went the players before Betty ate the candy bar and transformed back into a male receiver. The USA Today Ad Meter ranked it the most popular commercial to appear during Super Bowl XLIV. Surprisingly, BBDO, the ad agency for the candy maker, had recommended using Aretha Franklin, but the brand overruled that choice in favor of Betty.

•“On Facebook.” The special showed a fan page from the social media website where David Matthews of San Antonio, Texas, set up a page demanding Betty host Saturday Night Live. The campaign generated so much publicity that executive producer Lorne Michaels capitulated to the demand and invited Betty to host the May 8, 2010 show. The appearance earned Betty her twentieth nighttime Emmy nomination—almost sixty years since her first one in 1951, when the annual ceremony was just three years old.

•“On her sitcom Hot in Cleveland.” The bit shown on Barbara Walters’ 10 Most Fascinating People featured Carl Reiner as her guest boyfriend. Reiner was the only living performer who had been a regular in nearly as many national TV series as White had, sixteen to her seventeen. 

•“Being interviewed by everyone.” Betty appeared on clips of The View (which Walters hosted), Larry King Live, Good Morning America, Ellen, and Lopez Tonight.

•“Winning awards.” A shot showed Betty getting a standing ovation at the 16th Annual Screen Actors Guild Awards where she accepted the Annual Life Achievement Award from Sandra Bullock. 

Overlooked in Barbara Walters’ 10 Most Fascinating People was how time and technology had caught up with Betty. The explosion of websites hosting videos by 2010 gave computer users access to Betty’s immense amount of TV work going back to the 1950s. Viewers had a chance to fully appreciate how Betty’s marvelous wit and intellect had helped her through the decades. She was as sharp a personality as she was an actress whenever the camera shone on her.

Looking Back at Betty

Some of the old shows did make the montage of Betty’s career on the special. The collection proved that for most Baby Boomers and later generations in America, Betty was always there for them to watch. The bits included Betty singing on The Betty White Show, her first network TV series on NBC daytime in 1954; Life with Elizabeth, her first national sitcom in which she starred and co-produced during the mid-1950s; Password, the 1960s game show where she stood out as a player and won host Allen Ludden’s love; The Mary Tyler Moore Show, where she won two Emmys and got her first regular acting role on TV in fifteen years; and The Golden Girls (1985–92), which won her more awards and cemented her status as a TV icon.

After that montage, Barbara sat down with Betty and said, “Okay, Betty, describe this past year.” “It’s been a bear,” Betty responded. “It really has been. It’s been full and wonderful. But everybody says, ‘Oh, Betty, it’s so nice that you’ve had such a nice comeback …’ I hate to say it, I’ve never been away, guys. I’ve been working steadily for the last sixty-three years.”

That part was a little bit of an overstatement. Betty’s career had some ups and downs since she joined deejay Al Jarvis as his on-air assistant on a daytime TV series, Hollywood on Television, airing in Los Angeles in 1949. She endured dry spells between jobs, particularly acting roles from the late 1950s through early 1970s.

But when Betty was hot, she had few peers in the medium. Consider this: Less than 200 scripted nighttime network TV series have run at least seven years. Betty was a regular on two of them—The Mary Tyler Moore Show and The Golden Girls—and both efforts are among the less than fifty Emmy winners for Outstanding Comedy Series. 

She certainly did a lot of television. To watch all the holdings the Paley Center for Media alone has on Betty would take the equivalent of over six days nonstop.

Her busy work ethic helped overshadow her personal life, despite hundreds of talk show appearances. When she wed Allen Ludden in 1963, some publications had no idea she had two previous marriages. During the 1950s, some gossip outlets preferred portraying Betty as a bachelorette in love with actors Michael Rennie, Yul Brynner, and Michael Ansara instead of a determined double divorceé. To her fans, the former certainly seemed more believable. 

Also, a few reporters accepted Betty’s claim that she was born in 1926 rather than 1922, an approach she used like many other actresses during the 1950s and 1960s to combat ageism. Betty was more forthright with Barbara Walters on the 2010 special. When Barbara began a question with “At eighty-eight and a half-years old,” Betty mockingly interjected, “I’m eighty-eight and three quarters!”

The Basics for Betty in This Book

The previous information is about as scandalous as Betty White on TV is going to get. This book’s emphasis is on Betty’s professional career. Having done literally tens of thousands of hours of television and film work seen by millions of people, there’s plenty to explore. 

Somewhat shockingly, chronicling Betty’s legacy and importance to the television industry has been sparse. Outside of her memoirs Betty White in Person (1987) and Here We Go Again: My Life in Television (2010), she has been profiled in only a handful of TV encyclopedias and biographies. Since it’s been a decade since her last book about her TV work, a follow-up is overdue.

Betty White on TV follows her career in chronological order when she came to prominence in various facets of television. She started as a talk show personality, then did sitcoms, game shows, variety shows, and so on, so the chapters follow that order. The one exception is guest acting, which she began in 1956. Since her primary acting career over the last two decades has been as a guest star, that phase of her life has been placed near the end of the book. Because they did not run on a network or pay channel, Betty’s forays into direct-to-video projects like The Lorax are omitted.

Betty the Beloved

Getting back to the 2010 special, Barbara Walters noted that “This is the year Betty White felt the love.” It’s in this spirit that Betty White on TV is written. Simply put, in the eyes and ears of this author, while some properties in which Betty has appeared have been shaky to stinky, she’s always giving 100 percent of herself to everything she’s done. This approach has endeared her to millions across the political divide. 

For example, when reviewing Barbara Walters’ 10 Most Fascinating People, the left-leaning, now defunct website Gawker applauded the choice of Betty. So did Steven Krage, a self-described young Republican of Chicago Now blog aggregator website. “I absolutely adore actress Betty White!” he effused. “I even own a ‘Betty White is my Homegirl’ T-shirt.”

Hollywood casts and crews fawned over her, as well. Gavin MacLeod, Betty’s co-star on The Mary Tyler Moore Show, noted in a documentary on that series’ second season DVD collection that “She’s a favorite with the guys. The crews love Betty, because her humor is sensational.” His own take was “She knocks me out. I mean, she is Miss Television.”

Betty particularly earned popularity and longevity in game shows, spending an incredible sixty-one years in the genre. Game show historian Steve Beverly credited that run to her upbeat, gregarious personality and “the fact that she knew why she was supposed to be there, and that was to help those contestants win money.” He added, “When Betty was on a show, even when she had a weak player against her, she would make that person better just because of her personality.”

To be fair, not everyone has adored Betty. Some critics have found her spirit too blithe to bear. She has struck them as a Goody Two-shoes, a Pollyanna unwilling or unable to acknowledge the negative in the world. With her dimples, relentless smile and plucky attitude, her detractors view her less happy-go-lucky and more “happy-go-yucky.”

Janet Kern of The Chicago American caustically commented in 1959, “To Tell the Truth remains one of our viewing circle’s favorite programs [but] there are times when one panelist or another annoys me. Frequently it’s Betty White whom I find too saccharine.” In the 1970s, an anonymous actress groused to TV Guide about Betty’s perpetually optimistic outlook and love of pets. (The general consensus is that the woman was Bea Arthur, later Betty’s co-star on The Golden Girls.)

Still, for every detractor of Betty, there are many more defenders—some ardently so.

“You’re talking about one of my favorite subjects,” said Jim MacKrell, who worked with Betty on The Golden Girls, the game show Celebrity Sweepstakes and some telethons. “She’s a fabulous comedienne. She’s a great game player. She is a wonderful neighbor to many people and most of all, she is a friend to everybody, including the animals.” 

“She is a generous team player,” said Ed Asner, her co-star on The Mary Tyler Moore Show. “She always delivers. She’s a courageous little fighter. And she was very aggressive when the actors were on strike and they decided to strike game shows, as well. And she was a bewitching little tiger fighting for Allen’s show [Password].” 

“There’s no artifice. There’s no pretense with Betty,” said Chris Korman, whose father Harvey Korman worked with Betty several times on The Carol Burnett Show, Mama’s Family, and more. “But let’s not kid ourselves. Betty can be more like Sue Ann Nivens than Rose Nylund. Don’t let the sweet little grandma fool you. She can be bawdy.”

“Betty is the epitome of the professional person,” said director Mike Gargiulo, who worked with her on Password and other game shows in the 1960s. “She has a wonderful sense of timing. She’s a lady. She never loses her cool.”

“She’s just the best,” said Stewart Raffill, who worked with her on The Pet Set in the early 1970s. “And all the shows she’s on, she has that personal kind of humor that is self-deprecating in a way and just catches everybody and you’ve got to watch it.” 

Perhaps the most amusing and appropriate assessment of Betty came from Johnny Carson when he hosted Betty on The Tonight Show on October 7, 1987. “I’ve known you a number of years, but I’m not sure that I really know you,” he said. “I mean, sometimes you play this ‘Hi, how are you?’ And then underneath, these little … You’re somewhere between Mother Teresa and a call girl, and I’m not quite sure where it is.” As always, Betty just laughed and smiled.

In the decade since Barbara Walters’ 10 Most Fascinating People first aired, people’s love of Betty endured. She earned more than a dozen national award nominations, hundreds of flattering news articles and starred on two series, both of which earned her multiple Emmy nominations.

A measure of how much people treasure Betty came on December 27, 2016. The year piled up an unusually heavy amount of celebrity deaths for the public to endure. In response, Demetrios Hrysikos from Spartanburg, South Carolina, launched a GoFundMe campaign page to “Help protect Betty White from 2016.” On the page, he wrote only slightly tongue in cheek, “Help 2016 catch these hands if it goes anywhere near Betty White! If she’s okay with it, I will fly to wherever Betty White is and keep her safe till Jan 1, 2017.”

Thankfully, he did not have to take such action. Nevertheless, the crowdfunding campaign surpassed its goal of $2,000 in less than a day and eventually surpassed $9,000. Hrysikos donated the money to the Spartanburg Little Theatre instead. 

A few weeks later, during an interview with Katie Couric for Yahoo News, Betty was surprised, amused and humbled by the campaign. “How were they going to perpetuate me with money?” she asked Couric before adding how much she appreciated the devotion of her fans. “They spoil me rotten. Really, it’s terrible, and I enjoy every minute of it and make the most of it.” 

Betty White on TV is meant to give Betty White fans even more enjoyment of their idol in the spirit of her own philosophy of life. “I hate to sound square, Barbara, but I always try to get the most out of what I’m living now,” she said in 2010. “My beloved mother and dad would always say, ‘We never want to hear you say, ‘Oh, that’s so wonderful, I didn’t appreciate it at the time. I didn’t realize it at the time.’ Realize it right now, when it’s special, as it’s happening.”

With that in mind, let’s appreciate what Betty has accomplished in eight decades on television, because it is special.
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Betty stood next to Eddie Albert and Mary Sampley as they did their daily chat show on KLAC in 1952. When this photo was taken, Betty had been doing a daily afternoon show on the station regularly for more than three years. Courtesy of the Adam Nedeff Collection.


Chapter Two

Betty The Personality

As a child, Betty White loved caring for animals and playing games. She would pursue those two passions for pleasure and profit throughout her life. 

Betty later combined them with a third one—performing and appearing on television. The reason for that delay, in part, is that television did not really appear until Betty was in her late teens.

In 1939 in California, Betty debuted on experimental television in February, a month after graduating Beverly Hills High School. She sang in a version of the operetta The Merry Widow in a studio on the sixth story of a building in Los Angeles. Viewers were her family, friends, and other onlookers, watching on a small monitor on the ground floor showroom. 

Betty was just seventeen when she first acted on TV. Oddly, that number was pivotal in her early TV career. Her first situation comedy, Life with Elizabeth, started on local television in Los Angeles on May 17, 1952. The filmed version of the series began September 17, 1953 and its first episode aired on October 17, 1953, starting on seventeen stations, as well.

But before that event transpired, seventeen figured prominently elsewhere in Betty’s life. Her parents, Horace White and Tess Cachikis, were wed on February 17, 1921, and Betty Marion White was born on January 17, 1922, in Oak Park, Illinois. As the family moved to California when Bets (the Whites’ nickname for their daughter) was two, Betty considered herself a native of the Golden State.

Growing Up Betty

Horace and Tess raised Betty to appreciate nature and animals at home and on vacation. By the time she was ten, Betty enjoyed such leisure activities as feeding the deer in Sequoia National Park. While traveling to and from destinations, the Whites played many games in the car with their daughter. Having this sort of fun, she never felt like a “lonely only child,” just dearly loved.

Betty credited Horace for inspiring optimism in her early years. “One of Dad’s favorite slogans is this: ‘If you want to, you can worry about things three times: before they happen, while they’re happening and after they’re over. But why?’” she told Dorothy O’Leary in Radio-TV Mirror.

As a youngster, her diversions included going to the movies, where she idolized operatic singing stars Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy. “They were as important in my world almost as my mother and dad,” she said in the 2018 PBS documentary Betty White: First Lady of Television. 

Betty’s interest in entertainment deepened when she helped organize a graduation play in middle school. “That’s where the ham in me first showed,” she told The American Weekly in 1954. “I wrote, directed, produced and starred in a tearjerker called Land of the Rising Sun. I could hardly wait to graduate and foist myself on a panting public.”

Moving up to Beverly Hills High School, playing the role of Elizabeth in a production of Pride and Prejudice, solidified the acting bug in Betty. Her outgoing personality flowered, as well. 

“Everybody loved Betty,” former classmate Terrence O’Flaherty recalled in the San Francisco Examiner in 1985. He served as that paper’s TV critic from 1952 until his retirement in 1986. “She was bright and bubbly, but underneath it was a tremendous vulnerability.”

Her father wanted her to go into college after graduating high school, but Betty wanted to continue to develop an entertainment career. “That was a real blow to Dad—one of the few real storms we weathered,” she told Dorothy O’Leary in Radio-TV Mirror. “But he finally said, ‘You must make your own decisions. I won’t force you to go to college.’”

Betty pursued a music career under the instruction of Felix Hughes, an opera singer. However, a six-week bout with strep throat hurt her voice, and Betty abandoned her operatic ambitions.

World War II soon arrived, and Betty spent the early 1940s volunteering to support the troops. As the war ended, she wed pilot Dick Barker in 1945. He expected Betty to enjoy a life of domesticity with him in the small town of Belle Center, Ohio. She hated the experience, so the couple returned to Los Angeles in a failed effort to salvage their marriage. They divorced before the year ended.

Telling her family that “I don’t believe in defeat,” Betty renewed acting and singing professionally after her marriage ended. Her parents supported her as she followed her dream. 

“My mother and dad believed in me, and that helped,” Betty told Jane Morris in TV Star Parade. “They never pushed me, but they were thrilled when any nice thing happened, and for me, nights I’d come home with a job, there was no stopping me! They shared my dream that someday something wonderful would happen.” Betty lived with them as she went to find work.

Riding Into Radio

Betty tried to enter films but found only rejection. “The movie casting directors had the nerve to tell me I wasn’t photogenic,” she told The American Weekly. Undaunted, she studied performing at the Bliss-Hayden Little Theater Group. The drama school had several famous graduates, including Marilyn Monroe, before it became the Beverly Hills Playhouse in 1954.

For the Bliss-Hayden production of Dear Ruth, Betty won the lead part and the attention of Lane Allan, an agent from National Artists Corporation. He advised Betty to look for acting work on network radio. Allan also became romantically entangled with Betty. They wed in 1947.

Unable to work on radio unless she became a member of the American Federation of Radio Artists, Betty got assistance from Fran Van Hartesveldt, producer of The Great Gildersleeve. He gave her one line to say in a commercial on the hit comedy so she could join the union.

Betty scored more parts thereafter. Those roles included Family Theater on October 30, 1947 and April 27, 1949, and This is Your FBI on August 12 and 19, 1949.

“I got that by accident,” Betty said of the latter appearance when interviewed on Late Night with David Letterman in 1985. “There was another actress, Betty White, and I showed up and they said, ‘Well, we wanted a blonde lady.’ The other Betty White. … But there was no time to recast. So that’s how I got in.” 

This Betty White kept doing bit parts on other series, such as Blondie. Most parts paid her $5 apiece. On a good week, Betty had up to three radio roles. “It was kind of nice. I never had to worry about the income tax,” she drolly remarked in The American Weekly. 

But Betty knew that she had to do better than her measly activity and income to make a successful living. Her ultimate salvation turned out to be television.

TV Time

Commercial television began in Los Angeles in January 1947, with the opening of KTLA. The third station to open in the market was KLAC, which stood for Los Angeles, California, on September 17, 1948. KLAC shared the same call letters as a radio station, and its leaders wanted to transfer several of those top audio disk jockeys or deejays onto the new medium. 

One talent was Dick Haynes for a TV variety special not long after KLAC launched. Producing the program was Joe Landis, who convinced Betty to sing two songs without payment.

“In those early days of TV, it was easy to persuade aspiring newcomers to sing for free. ‘A showcase!’” Betty told Jane Morris in TV Star Parade in recalling her debut.

Haynes liked Betty’s singing and repartee and recommended her to become a regular on Tom, Dick and Harry, featuring three vaudevillians doing sketches set at a hotel desk. Viewers were not wild about Tom, Dick and Harry, and the series went off the air after a few weeks.

Nonetheless, KLAC management offered Betty a regular job on Grab Your Phone, a game show hosted by Wes Battersea. “They’d ask a question and people would call in with the answers,” she recalled to author Kliph Nesteroff in 2010. “I got ten dollars a week … and they said, ‘Don’t tell the other girls because they’re only getting five dollars, but [because] you can ad-lib with the emcee, you get ten.’”

As Betty’s TV exposure increased, her marriage to Lane Allan fell apart. While he had supported her radio acting, he expected her to drop her ambitions in favor of homemaking and children. “And then suddenly he wouldn’t have any part of a career lady, and I just couldn’t give it up,” Betty told Jane Ardmore in TV Dawn to Dusk. The couple divorced in late 1949.

But while Grab Your Phone helped cost Betty a husband, the series also gave her a key booster. 

Enter Al Jarvis

Al Jarvis had a reputation in the radio industry as being the first radio host to play records regularly on the air. A native of Canada, he began his deejay career on Los Angeles radio in 1932. When commercial TV arrived in the city, he was ready to try the new medium.

Seeing how well Betty talked extemporaneously with Wes Battersea on Grab Your Phone, he offered her a role as a sidekick on his new series for KLAC called Hollywood on Television. 

“I asked him what hour it was on,” Betty recalled to Walter Ames in The Los Angeles Times in 1951. “When he told me the show ran five hours every afternoon, I thought he was kidding. I decided to try it, and here I am still trying it. All my friends thought I was crazy at first, and I think some of them still do.”

On Monday, November 7, 1949, Hollywood on Television debuted live daily on KLAC. Jarvis soon learned more would be expected of him on daytime television than he initially envisioned.

“He just thought he would move his radio show to television,” Betty said in the 2018 PBS documentary Betty White: First Lady of Television. “So we’d put on the records and oh, the phones would blow up! And people would write and say, ‘We don’t know what you’re talking [about]. We see you talking but we can’t hear you. We can hear the records on the radio. We want to know what you’re talking about.’ So after the first week, they deep sixed the records.” 

Betty’s duties expanded quickly on Hollywood on Television, too. Soon, she did commercials, interviewed guests, sang, and danced. She even pushed props around when needed and had to do her own makeup. For all this effort, Betty received $50 a week.

Her main activity was to converse with Jarvis, who, at age forty and on his fourth marriage, had plenty of opinions to share on air. Betty did find one piece of advice he gave was invaluable. 

“When I began my career as his assistant on a disk jockey show, he suggested I be different from other girls then on TV, who seemed to be vying with each other as far as tightness of sweater or depth of neckline were concerned,” she told Grace Fischler of TV Stage Magazine. “I think this was very far-sighted of him, and I’m very glad I never decided to change.”

Hollywood on Television came onto Los Angeles TV with no competition, as no technology existed then to carry live network programming. Also, the other TV stations were not on the air in the afternoons. Still, those who had TV sets overwhelmingly enjoyed the presentation, and advertisers clamored to get their products promoted on the series.

Flush with this success and impressed with what Betty provided, Jarvis told her good news after finishing their Thanksgiving show. First, KLAC would add another half hour of Hollywood on Television to the schedule and have the series start noon Mondays through Saturdays for five and a half hours. Second, he increased her salary to $300 a week, a small fortune in 1949 currency.

Ecstatic, Betty had finally found herself a home in an entertainment medium. She would be a regular on TV in some form for the next five years. 

Hollywood on Television Gets Hot

By May 1950, Hollywood on Television, also known as The Al Jarvis Show, cut back an hour to run from 1 to 5:30 p.m. daily. That was still a lot of time to fill, especially with no holidays. 

“I never spent a Christmas off the air in my life,” Betty said of her schedule in her interview on Late Night with David Letterman in 1985. She and Jarvis also did commercials. “We did fifty-eight of them in one day,” she told Letterman. The powers that be decided that amount was overkill and limited advertisements to no more than thirty per show by 1951. 

The series also had a certain looseness. On the show The Talk on June 17, 2013, Betty recalled she once talked on air to a man on the street who accidentally walked through the studio door.

Hollywood on Television added more regulars, as well. Perhaps the wildest change was having Sam Balter, director of sports at KLAC, read the racetrack results while an attractive, giggling assistant named Mary Sampley wrote the finishes on a tote board. From there, Balter introduced Unity Minister Ernest C. Wilson for a closing homily. The reverend appreciated the spot because he had an attentive audience at neighborhood bars he otherwise could not reach.

Even with all the extras, Betty remained a star attraction on Hollywood on Television because she was vivacious, humorous and honest. The latter trait sometimes backfired. Once she said she loved almost any animal except spiders. In response, a viewer sent her a rubber tarantula in the mail as a mean prank. After opening the letter and seeing its contents, “That’s the closest I’ve ever come to fainting,” she told Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show on December 22, 1978. 

Still, most of the audience respected and adored Betty. That devotion led to having her first regular nighttime series just eight months after Hollywood on Television premiered.

The First Betty White Show

From July 23, 1950 through January 7, 1951, Betty had her own Sunday show on KLAC from 7-8 p.m. along with Hollywood on Television daily. Using a living room set, the first of many series titled The Betty White Show included advice dispensed by Betty and her guests. For a change of pace, Betty would sing a few tunes joined by George Tibbles, her regular pianist.

Allen Rich of The Valley Times newspaper in North Hollywood, California assessed the series favorably overall in October 1950. “Miss White is far easier today than she was at the inception of the show not too long ago. It’s an interesting format, too, with Betty and panel members discussing everyday problems sent in by viewers. These problems are things that might happen to you (and maybe have) and to me, too. …. A down-to-earth show that is pleasing.”

But Betty’s toughest critic was unimpressed. “Al Jarvis called and said, ‘You don’t want to do that show,’” she told Kliph Nesteroff in 2010. She agreed to work with him on another series in 1951. 

However, the exposure secured Betty her first Emmy nomination for excellence in television in late 1950. She competed in the Best Actress category and lost to Gertrude Berg, star of the CBS sitcom The Goldbergs, at the awards ceremony held January 23, 1951. 

Betty also ended 1950 with a raise. Her old union the American Federation of Radio Artists became the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (AFTRA), and its pay standards increased Betty’s salary by $100 weekly. 

1951: A New Show Arrives and an Old Friend Leaves

On June 2, 1951, The Al Jarvis Show debuted with Betty on KLAC and ran Saturdays from 8:30-9:30 p.m. The series acted as a showcase for new talent to perform, with the winner getting to perform a week on Hollywood on Television. Thanks to the new AFTRA rules, these winners got paid for their services rather than forced to work for free as Betty had done in 1948.

Also on the show was George Tibbles who, beside playing the piano, started writing sketches for Al and Betty to perform before Betty sang a number. The bits proved so popular that Tibbles moved into being the show’s writer permanently, and Cliff Whitcomb assumed the role of pianist, as well as on Hollywood on Television. The sketches eventually would become a series in 1952, Life with Elizabeth, which will be discussed more in the next chapter.

Before the end of 1951, Jarvis announced he was leaving the show and Hollywood on Television to do a new series with his wife on rival station KECA. The series would run from 3-5 p.m. daily opposite Hollywood on Television.   

Betty speculated that Jarvis may have made the move to keep peace with his fourth wife. Whatever the reason, his professional standing began to fade. By the summer of 1953, his afternoon show on KECA had shrunk down to run only from 3:30-4 p.m. daily before ending. 

Thereafter, prospects worsened for Jarvis. When his radio show ended in 1957, he scrambled for work elsewhere. Desperate to regain his status as a deejay, Jarvis held a sign announcing “There must be a place for me in radio” in front of Los Angeles radio station KMPC in 1969. All he got was a job as a salesman for his old station KLAC. Jarvis held that position when he died of a cerebral hemorrhage on May 6, 1970, two months shy of his sixty-first birthday. Deejay Casey Kasem would recount Jarvis’s tough later years as a tribute on Kasem’s nationally syndicated program American Top Forty on five shows from 1976 through 1988.

Betty Goes Solo

When Jarvis left Hollywood on Television, an actor became the new host. The Eddie Albert Show ran on KTLA weekdays from 12:30-5:30 p.m. “It will take him some months to establish himself, but the man is a natural, judging from his opening day,” opined Daily Variety of Albert on his debut on January 7, 1952. The publication added, “He got a fine assist from Betty White.” 

Joining Betty and Eddie as regulars were Hollywood on Television holdovers Sam Balter, Mary Sampley and Cliff Whitcomb along with newcomers Ed Lyon and Jimmy Boyd. The latter was a twelve-year-old singer and native of Missouri who would score a hit later in 1952 with his recording of “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus.” 

The emphasis of the show was still on casual chatter and entertainment, but not always. For example, on February 25, 1952, the show eschewed commercials in favor of a five-hour pitch live from an American Red Cross blood bank to donate blood for wounded Korean War veterans.

Although Betty enjoyed working with Albert, he remained in demand for cinematic roles. On June 13, 1952, he parted ways with the series to film the movie Roman Holiday, which earned him an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor. Having lost yet another leading man, Betty inherited the reins of running the show and it became the third Betty White Show.

The Betty White Show ran from 12:30-5 p.m. until January 1953 through September 11, 1953, when the series ran from 12:30-2 p.m. and 3-4 p.m. Dick Haynes hosted a show between 2-3 p.m., the same Dick Haynes who had given Betty her first exposure on KLAC in 1948.

On September 14, 1953, KECA cut back its operating hours, so The Betty White Show now only aired from 3-4 p.m. weekdays. But a bigger opportunity was on the horizon for Betty. She was about to be seen on network television regularly for the first time. 

The NBC “Brain Trust” and Betty

In 1953, NBC leaders charged four of its top executives with a daunting mission: Expand and improve the network’s flailing daytime lineup.

The network was loaded with losers from the soap opera The Bennetts to The Kate Smith Hour, an expensive variety series fading in popularity. Meanwhile, rival CBS had hits with Art Linkletter’s House Party, Guiding Light, and many more.

Coming into this situation were four men whom Variety dubbed a “brain trust”: Mike Dann, Tom McAvity, Frederic W. Wile Jr., and Sam Fuller. The quartet adopted an aggressive policy of programming that the trade magazine dubbed “knock ’em off fast if they don’t shape up as click potentials.” To show that determination, they ended Breakfast in Hollywood, the replacement for The Bennetts, on February 5, 1954, after just four weeks, a daytime record then and now.

The “brain trust,” all based in New York City, had heard reports about Betty’s popularity on the West Coast. Wile, an NBC vice president, flew to Los Angeles and auditioned Betty personally. Suitably impressed, he helped create a deal for her to join NBC. He had no idea that Betty already had logged an estimated 4,800 hours on television in Los Angeles. After the deal was official, Betty did her last daytime show on KLAC December 17, 1953.

The Betty White Show Goes Network

[image: images]

The Betty White Show on NBC in 1954 provided the star with a bigger set and regular band than what Betty had received on KLAC for four years. Playing the violin in the background is orchestra leader and occasional foil Frank DeVol. Courtesy of the Adam Nedeff Collection.

The Betty White Show began on February 8, 1954, three days after Breakfast in Hollywood ended, although the series did not replace the latter. The show aired live daily from California at 9:30 a.m. so it would be seen on the East Coast at 12:30 p.m. On the West Coast, The Betty White Show ran three hours later on kinescopes, films made quickly from shooting a monitor camera carrying the live show. There was a small studio audience, as well.

Joining Betty were some old hands from KLAC, including writer George Tibbles as stage director and Don Fedderson, formerly the station manager, as executive producer. Betty’s announcer and occasional on-air sidekick was Del Sharbutt. Frank DeVol and the Little Band provided music. Typically, Betty bantered with DeVol, who had conducted his own Saturday night program opposite The Al Jarvis Show with Betty in 1952.

Betty had twenty men on her crew on and off stage including producer Fred Henry and director Bill Bennington. All were married except Bill Hamilton, who sang occasional love duets with Betty when he was not playing the clarinet and flute in the band. NBC played up Betty as a bachelorette among these men, with publicists claiming that she was never married. (Betty did not reveal her first two marriages until the 1980s.)

The show also featured one solo tap dancer who was black. Arthur Duncan would go onto bigger fame as a regular on The Lawrence Welk Show in the 1960s and 1970s, but in racially segregated 1954 America, his appearance caused a stir among some viewers.

On the NBC talent series Little Big Shots: Forever Young on June 21, 2017, eighty-three-year-old Duncan recounted to host Steve Harvey how Betty gave him his TV debut. “I was on the show, and they had some letters out of Mississippi and elsewhere that some of the stations would not carry the show if I was permitted to stay on there. Well, Betty wrote back and said, ‘Needless to say, we used Arthur Duncan every opportunity we could.’” 

When reunited with Betty on Little Big Shots: Forever Young, Duncan said, “God, I think I’m ready to go now!” Thankfully, he did not, as he energetically did a tap dance routine. Betty was her usual upbeat self, chiding him that “You never call!” and watching him perform.

The only other female contributor to the show was Helen Winston. She came up with the ideas for the regular “wishday” segment where every Monday Betty fulfilled requests from orphans in the Los Angeles area. One child got to meet cowboy stars Roy Rogers and Dale Evans.

The rest of The Betty White Show consisted of songs, letters from viewers, tips from Betty, and guest interviews. It was pretty much a casual affair along the lines of Hollywood on Television, albeit with a larger budget. Done in NBC studios in Burbank, California, The Betty White Show employed a standing set with five different backgrounds for transitions.

Because The Betty White Show aired at 9:30 a.m., it could be challenging to get show business types to appear that early in the morning. Betty handled such situations with her usual aplomb and honesty. “If a guest doesn’t show up, I just look at the audience and say, ‘This isn’t the way I planned it, but this is it,’” Betty told a reporter with The American Weekly.

NBC executives must have liked what they had seen. A few weeks after her show debuted, Betty signed a contract with the network guaranteeing her $1 million over five years. 

The Promotional Problem

While Betty’s bosses were ecstatic about their new daytime star, national advertisers were wary. NBC offered four one-minute spots for sponsors to hawk their goods on The Betty White Show, yet the series had few takers. Executives decided having Betty appear as a spokesperson on a top-rated annual special might boost interest in commercial time on her series.

On March 25, 1954, NBC carried the 26th annual Academy Awards with hosts Frederic March in New York City and Donald O’Connor in Hollywood. After O’Connor sang the chorus to “In My Merry Oldsmobile,” the cameras cut to a singing chorus introducing the sponsor’s new convertible. Paul Douglas then introduced “Betty White, bright new star on NBC” along with announcer Bob LeMond. The dancers did a routine before Paul, Bob and Betty returned. 

“Designed for the future, Oldsmobile is years ahead in every way,” Paul said.

“And you wait till you drive it. It’s even more terrific than it looks!” added Betty. She sang some before getting behind the wheel of the car prior to the commercial ending.

More advertising with Betty followed, but the effort to make her and the car likable backfired with some viewers. Writing in the advertising trade paper Sponsor, Bob Foreman noted the commercials brought groans from the studio audience watching the show in New York City. “And poor Betty White, a young lady who seems to have a certain naturalness and believability, was swamped by her copy and could only appear cloying and saccharine,” he added.

Sponsor problems led to a change. The June 30, 1954 issue of Variety noted, “Betty White daytime TV show, which NBC brought in some months back with high hopes of grabbing a sponsor pronto, is still unsold. Web figures her upcoming switch from 12:30 to 4:30 will help toward a sale.”

Shuffling Toward Cancellation

Efforts for Betty to get a sponsor at 4:30 lasted less than three months due to circumstances beyond anyone’s control. When The Betty White Show moved on July 5, 1954, NBC added The Bob Smith Show from 12:30-1 p.m., starring the host of the hit NBC daily show Howdy Doody. Besides his two daily TV series, “Buffalo” Bob Smith also hosted a morning radio show on NBC. The stress of the workload led to a heart attack on September 5, 1954, that left him unable to perform for weeks.

Worried about losing momentum in the time slot, NBC switched The Betty White Show to 12:30-1 p.m. and slotted The Bob Smith Show in the afternoon with guest hosts. After three weeks with no Bob in sight, The Bob Smith Show vanished from the lineup.

Meanwhile, The Betty White Show had moved to its third time slot in less than twelve months and lost much of its audience in the process. Worried about the viewer erosion and lack of sponsors, Betty flew to New York City in early December 1954 to convince NBC executives to give her series more time. Her pleas fell on deaf ears, as they announced The Betty White Show would end on December 31, 1954.

NBC officials’ claim that Betty would come back to their daytime lineup in some form never occurred. Meanwhile, in February 1955 The Betty White Show became the shortest-lived daytime series ever to snag an Emmy nomination for Best Daytime Program. The series lost to Art Linkletter’s House Party. By June 1955 ABC reportedly wanted her to host a show as part of its expanding daytime schedule for the fall. That plan never panned out either.

As it turned out, the cancellation was a long-term blessing to all concerned. Betty’s replacement, Tennessee Ernie Ford, had a solid two-year run with his daytime show. Freeing herself from regular daytime exposure ultimately gave Betty better opportunities in the future, as well.

Indeed, as Betty cried on the finale of The Betty White Show, she managed to compose herself to remind viewers to watch her the next morning on the Tournament of Roses parade coverage on NBC. It was an assignment that she would handle for the next two decades.

Red Roses for a Blue Lady

Since 1890 the city of Pasadena, California, has hosted the annual Tournament of Roses parade the morning of New Year’s Day. Its stunning floats and marching bands made a perfect spectacle for television. KTLA was the first station to cover the event in 1948. At the 1950 Emmys, presented January 23, 1951, fellow Los Angeles station KECA received a nomination for Best Special Events for its parade coverage.

In 1954, NBC presented the parade’s first color transcontinental live broadcast. While a Billboard reviewer remarked that the “colors lacked definition,” his overall assessment was “the result was gratifying.” The hosts were Roy Neal and Jimmy Wallingford. The latter was primarily a local radio announcer. Neal led NBC’s West Coast news division. He specialized in science and space coverage for the network in the 1960s.

The following year, Betty and announcer Bill Goodwin appeared on the show to do commercials for Minute Maid while Wallingford and Jeanne Baird did the commentary. “Maybe NBC was feeling sorry for me because I’d just had my Betty White Show cancelled by them the day before,” she recalled to Hal Humphrey in the Los Angeles Times in 1968. “Maybe they said to themselves, ‘We ought to do something for this poor broad,’ so they gave me the parade.”

She and Goodwin kept pitching for the juice company for the next two parades. In 1957 NBC teamed Wallingford with the husband-and-wife acting duo of Anne Jeffreys and Robert Sterling to host the Tournament of Roses.

In 1958, Betty and Goodwin became parade hosts. Sadly, Goodwin died unexpectedly of a heart attack on May 9, 1958. Roy Neal returned to join Betty in 1959. In 1960 John S. Davidson (not the singer-actor John Davidson) made it a threesome with Betty and Neal. Only Betty and Neal hosted in 1961 and 1962, then they became a trio again in 1963 with the addition of Lee Giroux.

NBC paired Betty with Arthur Godfrey in 1964, an odd choice given his long association with CBS. The hosting became a debacle due to his performance.

“He mispronounced names, and there’s nothing the hometown people are more irritated by than a mispronounced name,” Betty told Humphrey. “I wound up doing the commentary for most of the two hours, and that was the longest two hours I ever put in.” She denied rumors he was drunk.

In 1967, the Tournament of Roses parade became the first annually televised entertainment event seen on three networks when ABC added coverage along with NBC and CBS. Usually the networks covered only news stories simultaneously. Betty told Associated Press radio-TV writer Cynthia Lowry that this extra attention occurred “because it is unique in its field—more like an extravaganza than a parade.”

Lowry noted how Betty and some 100 other NBC personnel would hold a four-hour production meeting New Year’s Eve for the event. They had the blessing that New Year’s Day fell on a Sunday in 1967, which meant that the parade would occur on January 2 instead, so they would have a rehearsal for timing the commercials and reading the float descriptions on cue cards.

After the parade, Betty and the crew reviewed a tape to see where they could improve coverage the following year. The process was effective at least in terms of audience. Betty’s hosting of the Rose Parade consistently topped the ratings even with the increased competition.

[image: images]

Following two consecutive years of co-hosting the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, Betty White and Lorne Greene teamed up again in 1965 to host that year’s Tournament of Roses parade. Despite their obvious chemistry, they would do the parade together only once more three years later. Greene was the sixth of nine co-hosts Betty had for the parade from 1957 to 1973 on NBC. Courtesy of the Adam Nedeff Collection.

Following Godfrey, Betty’s Tournament of Roses cohosts were Lorne Greene in 1965 and 1968, John Forsythe in 1966, Bill Cullen in 1967 and Raymond Burr from 1969 to 1973. Betty told reporter Bob Martin she had a particularly fond memory of a blooper that occurred with the latter. “One time, as a float featuring giant chandeliers was rolling by, Ray said, ‘Get a load of those chandeliers’—just as the camera closed in on a well-endowed young lady riding the float.”

Betty’s success with the Tournament of Roses secured her another job in describing the Grand Floral Parade in Portland, Oregon from 1969 to 1973. KGW was the home TV station broadcasting the event every June, but eleven other regional stations carried the parade, too. Print ads in 1971 promoting her participation dubbed Betty as “America’s Miss Parade.”

Taking a Ride on Another Network

Betty claimed her popularity in 1973 as a semiregular on The Mary Tyler Moore Show and Match Game ’73 led NBC officials to consider her a CBS star and drop her as parade hostess in 1974. News of her dismissal came out too late for CBS executives to add Betty to its coverage that year.

But in 1975, CBS installed Betty with Bob Barker as cohost and, in the process, removed June Lockhart who had been Bob’s Tournament of Roses parade cohost on CBS since 1970. Directing Betty was Mike Gargiulo, who had worked with her previously on game shows in the 1960s.

“Do you realize that people take a week’s vacation to volunteer to do the parade?” he said. Likewise, he and his crew made elaborate preparations in advance to meet the strict City of Pasadena requirements.

“We’d get there about 1:30 in the morning. It was set up the day before. The Rose Parade, you had to go there in October to ensure your location, and you have to itemize the equipment you were bringing, and if you get caught violating any of the precautions, you will not be covering the parade. For example, a cardinal sin is if you or any of your crew put a nail in a tree, that’s it. You’re finished.”

As to what element was essential to have in place as part of the preparation, Gargiulo joked, “The most important thing to do in that parade is to have a portable bathroom with a lock! That bathroom was maybe five or six stalls, strictly for the control room and two celebrities. The commercial block was two minutes and thirty seconds, and you had to (use the facilities) then.”

Betty’s appearance on CBS marked twenty years of involvement with the parade and her last time with it. As she wrote in her book Here We Go Again, “I figured it was a nice round number and a good time to pack it in.”

Another nice round number was ten. That figure was how often Betty hosted another parade.

Turkey Time for Betty

While carrying the Tournament of Roses parade, NBC also broadcast annually the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade from New York City, a tradition in that city since 1924. The network covered the event on radio starting in 1947 but did not secure national TV rights for the festivities until 1953.

Unlike the Tournament of Roses, NBC’s telecast of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade had turnover in hosts every year through 1962. Perhaps inspired by Betty’s work on the Tournament of Roses parade, NBC assigned her the duties in 1963 along with Lorne Greene, star of the network’s biggest hit series, the western Bonanza. Their coverage ran for ninety minutes. The next year, to increase advertising revenue, NBC added another half hour of the duo on the air.

The Rivalry with the Eye Network

In 1965, Variety headlined an article titled “Battle of Thanksgiving Parades; Tint Coverage Gives NBC an Edge.” CBS had started covering the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in 1959, but NBC had been drawing more viewers, and the story gave one reason why. While hosting on CBS, Arthur Godfrey moaned, “If only you could see this in color!” Indeed, while CBS showed Macy’s in black and white, NBC’s presentation with Betty and Lorne in a full variety of hues made it a ratings winner again.

CBS switched to color for the parades in 1966. That accommodation was not the only one the network had to make for the event, according to director Mike Gargiulo, who handled the network’s parade coverage from 1965 through 2002.

“The Macy’s parade has got a deal with NBC in front of the store,” he said. “They do not like anyone else to cover the parade. The location with CBS was Sixty-First Street and Central Park West, with our anchor area in the Columbus Circle on Fifty-Ninth Street. We had an arrangement with the city, with the police department primarily. We were very careful, and we had a wonderful relationship with the police department. They knew everything we were doing. And Macy did everything in their power to prevent us from being able to cover it.”

Gargiulo said Macy’s executives tried to stop CBS from providing seats for guests at its broadcasting location, even for physically challenged spectators. Macy’s leaders also refused to give Gargiulo a rundown of the names and order of acts that would be appearing in the parade. He responded accordingly. “Two of my writers worked for NBC, and they were given the rundown and they would give it to me because they were freelance writers.”

Macy’s officials also created huge gaps between participating bands and floats after NBC featured the acts. This process meant CBS would get nothing but an empty street to show at times. “So, what we did was we started booking ice skating acts. And every time there was a lag in the parade, we would cut to a dance number. It was fun.”

CBS also covered parades in Detroit, Philadelphia, Toronto, and other cities, some of which were taped in advance, to augment its coverage of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. The show aired as the Thanksgiving Parade Jubilee until 1967, Thanksgiving Parade of Parades from 1968 to 1971 and then The CBS All-American Thanksgiving Day Parade from 1972 onward.

“Look, we got our share of the audience. They [Macy’s] got their coverage whether they liked it or not, and that was that,” Gargiulo said. Still, Betty and NBC always had higher ratings.

The Spoof and the Fadeout

Betty and Lorne became so renowned for their Macy’s parade coverage that they received a parody in America’s leading comedy publication, Mad Magazine. The co-writer was Dick DeBartolo, who ironically had worked with Betty on the game show The Match Game.

DeBartolo said he scoured the Nielsen ratings to find programs that got huge audiences and pitch them as subjects for spoofs. “I said to [Mad Magazine editor] Al Feldstein, ‘Al, we should do something on the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade because it’s monstrous.’ And he said, ‘Great!’”

Co-written with Kedzie North, DeBartolo’s piece, “Messy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade” ran in January 1972 issue of Mad, which actually came out around Thanksgiving 1971. The takeoff made fun of many conventions of the coverage, such as the descriptions of the bands (“The group is 147 strong—and fourteen weak!”). Betty also got ribbed for her hosting reputation, as DeBartolo had her fall asleep and wake up muttering, “Where am I? The Orange Bowl Parade? The Rose Bowl Parade?”

The following year, Betty and Lorne got congratulations from Joe Garagiola on November 23, 1972 for their tenth consecutive time hosting the parade. “That means you’re no longer guest stars, you’re part of the big, big family,” Garagiola said as he gave Betty a bouquet of roses.

“We’re not at home—Lorne and I are not at home—but we feel that the Macy’s parade is like a home for us, because we’ve spent so many Thanksgiving Days right here,” Betty said at the top.

“That’s right, Betty, and if for some reason you’re unable to spend today with your family, we hope you’ll consider sharing part of your Thanksgiving Day with us,” said Lorne. “All of us here at the Macy’s parade want you to know that even if you may not be home, you’re not alone.”

Entertainment included Freda Payne and Donna Fargo lip-syncing to their hits, “Band of Gold” and “Funny Face” respectively, and performances by Broadway stars and school marching bands. And unlike in 1971 when winds grounded the attractions, many balloons of cartoon characters appeared, including a fifty-eight-foot-high Smokey the Bear and a Donald Duck balloon being retired after eleven years to be replaced by Mickey Mouse in a Disney tribute.

The hosts also provided clever commentary about many topics, including the frigid weather. “It’s twenty-two degrees outside, Betty,” Lorne said. “Oh, it’s warmed up!” she quipped.

After Santa came out and wished everyone a Merry Christmas, Betty said, “We hope you’ve enjoyed spending part of your Thanksgiving Day with us. And we hope that the rest of your day is everything you’d like it to be.” She and Lorne then wished everyone a happy Thanksgiving.

However, in 1973 Betty and Lorne were no longer hosts. With Greene starring on the crime drama Griff on ABC and Betty being a semiregular on The Mary Tyler Moore Show and Match Game ’73 on CBS, NBC executives dropped them. Still, Betty’s legacy was so strong that a 1985 episode of the sitcom Who’s the Boss? used her voice for its fake Macy’s parade coverage.

Betty had to satisfy herself with other activities, including being an excellent talk show guest. That reputation stemmed not from her work in early 1950s TV but rather from being a semiregular on the most popular and longest-running late night talk show from 1959 to 1962.

Betty Knows Jack (Paar)

NBC first telecast The Tonight Show with Steve Allen as host on September 27, 1954. Allen interviewed guests, did comedy bits with regulars, and performed music to eager albeit bleary-eyed Americans staying up late.

When Allen got his own Sunday night variety show on NBC in 1956, he ended doing The Tonight Show at the same time on January 22, 1957. Executives unwisely replaced Allen with Tonight! America After Dark, a dull mix of news and information that nearly ended the series.

Into this debacle stepped Jack Paar. He had hosted four different network talk and game shows in daytime and nighttime from 1952 to 1956 and made little impression. But joining The Tonight Show on July 29, 1957, Paar sparkled viewers as a comedian, interviewer, and raconteur. By 1958, the show had been renamed Tonight Starring Jack Paar in his honor and earned an Emmy nomination for Best New Show of the Year. Paar had his own Emmy nomination for Best Actor in a Musical or Variety Series.

Paar’s star power on TV ascended as Betty’s waned. After flopping with her sitcom Date with the Angels and its successor The Betty White Show in 1958, Betty’s acting career sank.

“I couldn’t get arrested to do a dramatic or comedy role on television,” she told game show historian Steve Beverly in an interview. “So I became ‘TV personality Betty White.’”

Her first guest shot on Tonight Starring Jack Paar was on January 16, 1959. That show aired from New York City, but Betty did not mind making a round trip from southern California for the exposure on a top nighttime network series. The decision turned out to be a shrewd one.

Paar introduced Betty with “She’s a favorite of mine, and I’m sure she will be of yours, Miss Betty White from Hollywood.” Betty responded by telling him, “You know, in just twenty minutes, it will be my birthday, and I can’t think of a nicer way to celebrate my birthday.” In their initial chat, Betty discussed the differences between traffic and rude drivers in Los Angeles and New York City. “Out there, they’re not bluffing. Out here, they mean it!” she said to laughter.

When guest Jonathan Winters came on stage, Betty said she first met him when emceeing an event in Detroit. “We were all in a great big group of about 1,500 men, heh heh,” Betty and the audience giggled. In an ad-libbed sketch, Jack had Jonathan play a pilot while he and Betty were passengers on a plane, and the audience went into hysterics. Betty made passes at Jonathan and encouraged him to play a stewardess, as well, producing more laughter. To top things off, Betty even got some whistles from the audience for her outfit.

Betty’s debut guest spot impressed Jack immediately, and she guest hosted the show on February 26, 1959 and March 20, 1959. Returning as a guest thereafter, Betty appeared on Tonight Starring Jack Paar an estimated sixty-five times the next three years.

“Betty was what you’d call a ‘sure shot’ when she came on,” said Hal Gurnee, director of Tonight Starring Jack Paar. “Jack always knew that there would be a good segment and he could have fun with her. She was responsive and pretty, and you know, she was just a wonderful guest.”

Gurnee said of his boss, “He was reliably undisciplined. He came in like mid-afternoon. He never rehearsed.” Paar sought funny things to make the crew and audience laugh.

“I think Jack really invented the talk part of The Tonight Show,” Gurnee added. “Before that was gags and all that. It was kind of funny. But Jack never finished high school. He just quit, went off and became an announcer. But he was very well read and very smart and very curious.” Betty was one of what Gurnee called the “really interesting conversationalists” Jack used frequently.

“With Jack, all of a sudden you would say something in conversation, and he would pick up on it and take a turn either way over this way or way over that way. And you had to follow along. You had to go wherever he went,” Betty said in the 2008 documentary Pioneers of Television.

Jack introduced decorated World War II pilot and bachelor Phil Cochran on one show to Betty the bachelorette. Romance sparked between the two to Paar’s delight, and he would ask Betty for updates on their courtship during her appearances. However, Cochran had a booming trucking business in Pennsylvania that he refused to relinquish, while Betty remained resolute in wanting to live in Los Angeles. She turned down his offer of marriage.

By their fourth year of dating, Cochran had a rival suitor for Betty’s hand—Allen Ludden, host of the hit daytime game show Password. Ludden got to work together more with Betty, including in California, and by January 1963, she told Cochran it was over between them.

Betty wed Ludden six months later. Ironically, after their honeymoon, their first professional job together was Allen hosting Password with Betty and Jack Paar as guest players. By then, Paar had left The Tonight Show in March 1962 for a Friday night show, which lasted until 1965.

Talking Without Paar

Betty popped up on many talk shows for a decade after Tonight Starring Jack Paar. Among them were The Mike Douglas Show, The Steve Allen Show, That Regis Philbin Show, The Gypsy Rose Lee Show, The Woody Woodbury Show, The Donald O’Connor Show, Girl Talk, and its successor The Virginia Graham Show, and Joanne Carson’s VIPs. The latter was a 1972–1973 talk show hosted by Johnny Carson’s ex-wife. As for Carson himself, who took over hosting The Tonight Show in 1962, he was reluctant to have any guest associated with Paar during the 1960s.

Betty also appeared in 1971 on Juvenile Jury, a talk show some sources categorize as a game show even though most of its elements reside in the former genre. Host Jack Barry let his panel of five preteens ask Betty questions rather than do the honors himself.

Though she was a popular guest, Betty acknowledged in her book Here We Go Again that “The Merv Griffin Show was the only one I actually enjoyed, as opposed to grinning and bearing.”

This statement has some irony, as the first Merv Griffin Show flopped on NBC opposite Password daily from 1962 to 1963. Revived in syndication two years later, Betty made an early guest shot with Griffin in October 1965, describing how her mink got damaged by ink. On April 21, 1966, she returned to the program together with Allen Ludden. In a TV first, Ludden took off his glasses, and Betty said, “He looks like a blond Nelson Eddy!”

Betty did Griffin’s show more as a solo performer until the series ended in 1986. She even was a guest host of The Merv Griffin Show on October 10, 1978 and July 17, 1979. Her last big appearance was on November 5, 1985, promoting her hit sitcom The Golden Girls. “The hair is blonde, the dress is gray, and that’s as far as we will go,” she joked at the outset. As her castmates joined her on the couch with Griffin, Betty still had time to get laughs, like when she said she didn’t jiggle as high as she used to do.

Prior to that appearance, Betty got her own
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