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Here We Go Again


INTRODUCTION TO THIS EDITION

When I wrote this book in 1995 the original idea was to revisit those earliest days of television while I could still remember them. I figured I would soon be forced to pack in my career—not by choice but because I had been around so long. Who could have dreamed at the time that, fifteen years later, I would still be hanging in there, busier than ever before. How lucky can an old broad be?

The title, Here We Go Again, was in reference to the burgeoning role something called “computers” were beginning to play even in uninformed circles—like mine. I had lived through the explosion of something called “television” early on and had seen it totally revise life as the world knew it. I began to sense another major change in the wind. I can’t help but believe that even the most informed experts at the time could not quite foresee what an unprecedented, life-altering world we were moving into.

Take the above “we” with a grain of salt. I am still a total computer ignoramus. As the saying goes, “I have people in to do that.” Nevertheless, my life—and everyone else’s—has been totally affected by these little monsters.

On a more personal note, let me bring you up to date from where this book originally closed. It ended just as the pilot for the Marie Osmond series Maybe This Time was picked up by ABC. We did make it to air but for only one season. However, in the process I gained some very good friends—including Marie.

Also in the cast was a young man newly arrived from Scotland, where he had been a major comedy star—one Craig Ferguson. He wasn’t given much of anything to do on our show and he felt frustrated. We struck up a friendship that I still treasure. Craig went on to carve out a great career for himself over here and today he is the very popular host of The Late Late Show on CBS. Every few weeks I visit the show and we do a silly fake interview together and laugh a lot. He is a joy.

Work continues for me and I continue to enjoy it. I visit The Tonight Show often and Jay Leno came up with a silly running gag: Can we make Betty blink? I stand behind a big sheet of Plexiglas on stage as various projectiles are thrown against the glass at my face to try to make me blink. One night they shot an arrow at me, another night they threw a raw egg at me—whatever. The capper was when they sent a dwarf down a steep slide into the glass. Meanwhile, Jay calls on a member of the audience who bets on whether or not I’ll blink. Not the classiest bits in the world but Jay and I have fun.

The work goes on. I keep busy with guest shots, talk shows, and even a few movies, which I never expected: Bringing Down the House with the incomparable Steve Martin and a lovely time with Sandra Bullock and Ryan Reynolds in The Proposal. There was also Lake Placid for David E. Kelley, in which my dialogue would have fit a longshoreman. The most recent movie just came out, You Again, with Kristen Bell, Jamie Lee Curtis, and Sigourney Weaver.

Along with the laughs, some hurtful changes have taken place. Losing our Golden Girls—first Estelle Getty, then Bea Arthur, and, just recently, my beloved Rue McClanahan—has been very hard to take. When you work so closely together, for so long, and are blessed with such success, you wind up locked at the heart.

The year 2010 turned into the wildest one yet. It started with a Snickers commercial that landed during the Superbowl and then came a gig hosting Saturday Night Live, which seemed to turn everything on.

Somewhere in here I agreed to do a guest stint on a pilot for a new series starring Valerie Bertinelli, Wendie Malick, and Jane Leeves called Hot in Cleveland. Because of my packed schedule, I said yes provided it would be only a one-shot deal and I would not be involved should it go to series. Three weeks later, the show got picked up for ten episodes—unbelievable, as you often have a long wait before learning your fate. The producers asked me to do more shows and I reminded them of the proviso. I had had a great time, the girls were so dear, the whole experience so enjoyable, but not another series. Strong character that I am I wound up doing all ten. Pushover. As a topper, TV Land has just picked us up for twenty more episodes and guess who’s doing all twenty? I must be making all this up!

So that catches us up from where the book left off. Now I can only hope you will read the book and see what went before.

Thank you with all my heart.

BETTY WHITE


INTRODUCTION

“And now, here is Betty White—a woman who has been on television forever!”

That is always a safe bet whenever I am introduced, and I’ve heard it often enough through the years. My husband, Allen Ludden, loved to say, “Meet my wife—one of the pioneers in silent television.” He’d get his laugh, but it was practically true.

Television was a fledgling, barely out of the nest, when I began taking my first stumbling professional steps. Since we were both beginners, we started hanging out together, and we have, more or less, stuck with each other ever since. The fledgling, of course, grew into a far bigger bird than anyone possibly could have foreseen and continues to burgeon. Somehow, it still manages to be kind to an old friend; as of this writing, television and I have been having at each other for the past forty-six years. Now that may not mean much to anyone else, but it boggles my mind that in such a transitory field of endeavor, I am still allowed to hang in there.

Experimental television had been in the works as early as 1928, and by 1939, at the New York World’s Fair, NBC presented the first television demonstration to the American public. After a few years of finding its footing, by 1947 programs were being telecast regularly from Chicago and from New York. It was soon obvious that the new kid on the block was here to stay, and by 1948, certain names began to rise above the rest.

The long-running Howdy Doody was among the earliest shows presented.

Meet the Press, a first of its kind, debuted in 1947.

William Boyd, an actor who enjoyed only fair success in the movies, became one of TV’s first superstars as Hopalong Cassidy on NBC. He would one day sell the rights to the series for $70 million.

Milton Berle, with his Texaco Star Theater, soon became a household staple and was dubbed “Mr. Television.” So many people watched him on Tuesday nights, legend has it, that water usage showed a marked increase during his commercial breaks, when everyone headed for the john.

Many established performers from other venues found the new medium made to order. Like radio, it offered a chance to go to the audience, instead of the other way around. Ironically, the more people stayed home, the larger the audience became. What’s more, on television one could be seen as well as heard, which made it well nigh irresistible.

In the beginning it was generally assumed that, once television crawled to its feet and could walk without staggering, we “pioneers” would be out the back door, and the big-time varsity players would move in. So it is understandable that I am perpetually surprised, as well as eternally grateful, to find myself not only still here, but “working steady.” They haven’t caught on to me yet!

I suppose it was inevitable that, sooner or later, I would get the urge to write about those beginning days of television, in contrast to the giant octopus the industry has become today. Surprisingly, I often see parallels between then and now, as though we continue to reinvent the wheel. Tempting as it was, however, I kept pushing the writing project to the back burner in favor of more immediate pursuits. For one thing, my memory, capricious at best, can be diabolically selective the rest of the time, with an agenda all its own. Now and then, gaps show up in the circuitry that make the Nixon tapes pale by comparison. Trivial details stand out in startling relief, while important events, even people, are blurred, if not missing altogether. I can’t blame it on age, because it has been that way all my life. I have even been accused, on occasion, of only remembering what I wish to remember. If only that were true.

Ingrid Bergman called it right when she said, “Happiness is good health and a bad memory.”

Then along came an experience that put things in a whole new perspective for me.

Recently, I attended an all-day seminar on the UCLA campus presented by the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, regarding the revolutionary technological developments in television that are looming on the horizon. Current buzzwords like “Information Superhighway” and “Interactive Television” are heard so often they have already become clichés, but I had yet to hear them clearly explained. When I read about the seminar, I purchased a ticket out of curiosity to see where my old buddy Television might be headed now.

In attendance were some eighteen hundred of the top executives and CEOs in the telecommunications industry. Make that seventeen hundred and ninety-nine, because I had absolutely no official business there at all. Had the proverbial bomb been dropped on the assemblage that day, I don’t think there would have been anyone in the telecommunications business left to mind the store.

For twelve hours, from 7:00 in the morning, there was a series of panel discussions among all the heavy hitters. The panels were moderated by the likes of Dick Cavett, Pat Harvey, Paul Saffo, Lynn Sherr, and Bernard Shaw, all endowed with enough gray matter of their own not to be intimidated. Vice President Al Gore had also flown out to address the group midmorning.

Under discussion was what this Superhighway, with its claims of up to five hundred channels and interactive diversity, is all about. What will we be seeing? What new hardware and software needs will arise? Most of all, what influence will all this have on the future? My pal TV seems to be getting pretty carried away.

At the end of the day, host Rich Frank, president of The Walt Disney Studios as well as president of the television academy, summed things up:

“Each of the individuals we have heard from today is betting billions of his corporate dollars on how this Superhighway will evolve and what impact it will have on the future of the industry. As we have seen, they do not agree, which means there will be some winners and there will be some losers. But one thing is certain—everyone is betting.”

Much of what was discussed that day was technologically beyond my ken, but enough got through to make the experience totally fascinating. What grew more apparent as the day went on was that, although we are on the threshold of another “milestone technological breakthrough,” even the powers that be are guessing at what the long-range effect will be.

Well, here we go again! This sounds like where I came in!

Fifty years ago, when television made its entrance, no one possibly could have foreseen what impact it would have. For broadcasters at that moment, the preoccupying gamble was whether or not to commit big bucks for innovative equipment on the chance that the public would latch on. Would there be enough homes with television receivers to make producing shows worthwhile? Conversely, those at home had to decide if they could justify investing in an expensive major appliance to receive what few telecasts were currently available. At that time, buying a television could set one back several hundred dollars.

Obviously, the situation today is vastly more complex. The stakes have increased by geometric progression, as has the number of players, but the fact remains that a new technological monster is coming onstage and no one has any clear idea of what part it will play. Will broadcasters, once again, have to retool to accommodate those who opt for the new toy? Will the numbers balance out?

Guess who will be deciding the ultimate route of this Superhighway into the future? We will—the viewing public. We may not know how it works, but how it evolves will depend on how many of us buy in. And this time around, over the long haul, we have changed as an audience; we are no longer enchanted by everything that comes through that magic box in the corner. Today, we already have a supply of alternative choices, and our tastes have become jaded. Instead of paying rapt attention, we are more likely to surf through the channels, remote control in hand. Perhaps we are ready to take a more interactive role in what we watch. As Rich said, there are a lot of people who are willing to bet on it.

A few nights ago on the news, a group of nine- and ten-year-olds were asked their preference between watching television and using computers. The unanimous, vociferous vote was “computers!” A direct quote from one youngster was interesting: “TV you watch. Computers you make it—with a click of the mouse.”

If that can be taken as an indication, we’d better get used to the term “Superhighway.” It looks like traffic is coming through, and our only choice will be to get on or get out of the way.

The foregoing is a prime example of oversimplification. Just because I have been around the business awhile is no guarantee that I know what I’m talking about, but it is a great excuse for joining the free-for-all game of opinionating. And it has made me realize one thing: that before I start trying to figure out where we are going, I had better take a look at where I have been, if only for the sake of comparison. I have no idea what I am going to dredge up—or forget to include. I shall try and keep personal digression to a minimum. So let’s have a go at it, and leave chronology to the historians.

BETTY WHITE
CARMEL, CALIFORNIA
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My dad, Horace White.
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My mom, Tess White.
Neither one could disown me.


BEFOREWORD

As an only child, I lucked into the best parents ever invented. They adored each other, and perhaps I should have let them enjoy that a little longer, but, through no fault of my own, I showed up eleven months to the day after Tess and Horace White were married. They didn’t seem to hold it against me, because they made me very welcome and dealt me in on everything from the very beginning.

So often, “only child” conjures up the image of either a spoiled brat or a lonely only. For the record, I never had a chance to be one or the other. If being spoiled equates with being dearly loved, I was, but appreciation was the name of the game. And there were rules. The word “no” was not used lightly, and it didn’t mean “perhaps,” or “I don’t think so”—those were negotiable. When the answer was “No,” that was it, and you might as well move on to something else. Nor was I ever lonely, in the forlorn sense of the word. I had lots of friends, but I could send them all home and keep the two I liked best—Tess and Horace.

They were directly responsible for my passion for nature in general and animals in particular. Every year I pointed for summer vacation, when the three of us would pack into the High Sierras or drive to Yellowstone National Park and camp out. I’ll bet I was the only kid on the block whose parents would come home with a dog and say, “Betty, he followed us home. Please, can we keep him?”

It wasn’t all sweetness and light. There were some stormy times between my mother and father, but they would eventually clear, making the good stuff seem even better.

My big ambition was to be a writer, until I wrote myself into the lead in our graduation play at Horace Mann Grammar School. It was then that I contracted showbiz fever, for which there is no known cure.

•   •   •

The first time anybody paid me to show up on television was in the summer of 1949—forty-six years ago as of now. However, for my initial performance on the tube, I have to go back some ten years earlier. It took place about two months before NBC did its first regular broadcast of the new medium at the New York World’s Fair. It also happened to be about one month after I graduated from Beverly Hills High School in January of 1939, although that didn’t make the papers.

My big thrill at graduation was being chosen to sing at the ceremony. I had been studying singing diligently, and my mind and heart were set on an operatic career. Unfortunately, my voice had no such plans. This didn’t deter me one iota: I was sure that if I worked hard enough, I could whip my voice into submission.

Wrong.

Blissfully, I didn’t know that at the time, so I was thrilled and proud to accept the invitation to sing at graduation. Who chose the song I sang, I don’t recall. It was probably my very serious singing teacher, Howard Hughes’s uncle, Felix Hughes; or perhaps some itinerant muse with a sense of humor. The song was “Spirit Flower” and it was what might be called a heavy number.

It began:

My heart was frozen
Even as the earth
That covered thee forever from

my si-i-ight.

The music was lovely, if a tad lugubrious, and while the song finally wound up celebrating a flower that grew and bloomed on a lover’s grave, it was perhaps an odd choice for a just-turned-seventeen-year-old to sing for high school graduation. The surprising result: it led to my television debut.

Shortly after we graduated, our senior class president, Harry Bennett, and I were invited to take part in an experimental television transmission taking place at the old Packard Building in downtown Los Angeles. It was to be a capsule version of Franz Lehár’s durable operetta The Merry Widow, which delighted me because my idol, Jeanette MacDonald, had once starred in the role on the screen. Admittedly, my interpretation may have lost a little something in the translation, but then, she had been paid for her performance.

[image: Image]

Betty around the time of The Merry Widow adventure.

I wore my graduation dress, a fluffy white tulle number held up by a sapphire blue velvet ribbon halter, which I fervently hoped would be enchanting as we waltzed and sang. The “studio” was a converted office on the sixth floor of the building, which was as high as that edifice went. The lights were, if not efficient, at least excruciatingly hot; both Harry and I had to wear deep tan makeup and dark, dark brown lipstick “so we wouldn’t wash out,” we were told. The beads of perspiration served to give us luster.

To view this epic, the audience, consisting of our parents and a small handful of interested parties, had to stand around the automobile showroom downstairs and watch a vintage monitor, since our telecast only carried from the sixth to the ground floor, unfortunately. Or perhaps not. The show may have been less than enchanting, but for this young “Merry Widow” it was totally exciting.

Ten years elapsed before my next foray into television, but the decade was hardly uneventful, either personally or globally. By this time reality had set in regarding any chance of an operatic career, but I was still very interested in show business. Eager to get started, I opted not to go to college, and while I’m sure my dad was disappointed, he supported me in my decision, as did my mother—typical behavior for both of these good friends.

The world, meanwhile, was going through a little altercation known as World War II, and though I was aware of it, even concerned, it all seemed very remote. However, once America became directly involved in 1941, my priorities did an immediate about-face and dreams of showbiz dissolved into the war effort.

For the next four years I worked with the AWVS—American Women’s Voluntary Services. I had had my driver’s license for about twenty minutes; nonetheless, I drove a PX truck, carrying toothpaste, soap, candy, etc., to the various gun emplacement outfits that had been set up in the hills of Hollywood and Santa Monica. I also attended the “rec halls” regularly in the evening, where we would dance or play games or simply talk with the young men who were so far from home. Ever hear of the age of innocence? Believe me, that was it. How many films have there been dealing with that particular moment in time? They are countless, some good, some awful, and looking back on that period is almost like watching one more old movie: it is all so totally unrelated to the rules—or lack thereof—by which we play today.
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Working for American Women’s Voluntary Services during World War II.

Naturally, during the course of those social evenings, I met some very nice boys, and I corresponded with several after they were shipped out. It was all on a strictly platonic basis, however, for I belonged heart and soul (two out of three!) to a young man whose ring I had accepted before he went overseas in November 1942. Every single night I wrote him a V-mail letter, and he did the same, from somewhere in North Africa or Italy or who knew where. I would receive stacks of letters from him in intermittent batches as the mail got through. The really important man in my life during that time was the mailman.

Sad to say, true-life love stories don’t always work out as neatly as movie scenarios. After two whole years of V-mail, I chickened out and wrote the proverbial Dear John letter—in this case, Dear Paul. I sent the ring back to his mother to keep for him. Paul later married a girl he met in Italy; they are still together. I met and married a P-38 pilot; it lasted six months. Talk about getting your just deserts.

In 1945 the war ended at long last, and a few months later my brief marriage was also over. It hurts to fail at something so important, and telling yourself it’s all part of the learning process doesn’t help one damned bit at the time.

Now that my life was back in my own hands, what was I going to do with it? My emotional fuel tank was very low, but the time had come to concentrate on what I must do for a living. Show business of some sort was my objective; even then it never crossed my mind to seek my fortune in any other field.

There was a little-theater operation on Robertson Boulevard just outside of Beverly Hills—or just outside the high-rent district, if you will. The Bliss-Hayden Little Theater was run by two busy film character actors, Lela Bliss and Harry Hayden, husband and wife. (If you watch old films on American Movie Classics, you would recognize their faces immediately.)

Lela and Harry didn’t pretend to run an acting school per se, they simply gave aspiring performers what they needed most—a place to perform in front of an audience—and they presented a play every four weeks. By paying a “tuition” of fifty dollars a month, one could try out for the next production and land either a part in the play or the privilege of working on the backstage crew. It sounded like the big time to me, since I hadn’t been on a stage since high school—except, of course, for my triumph on the sixth floor in The Merry Widow.

So, clutching my fifty dollars in my hot little fist, I went in to see Harry and Lela. I’m not at all sure that anyone with fifty in cash was ever let out of the building without signing up, but as luck would have it, I landed the ingenue lead in their next production, a Philip Wylie play, Spring Dance. It was just what I needed, and I realized that this was what I must do for the rest of my life.

A play at the Bliss-Hayden ran something like eight performances, and then the next one was put into rehearsal. In this case it was to be the comedy Dear Ruth, fresh from Broadway. Just before closing night of Spring Dance, Lela and Harry called me into their office. Now, despite being a prototypical WASP, I was born with a major built-in guilt complex, so, naturally, I assumed they were going to point out something I was screwing up on stage. On the contrary, they had some wonderful news—they wanted me to play Ruth in the next production. And, as if that weren’t enough, I wouldn’t have to pay another fifty dollars! It all seemed too good to be true. I was going to be able to stay around these nice people for another month; I had the lead in a marvelous play; best of all, I was going to get to work for free!

For me, Dear Ruth was a delight in more ways than one. On opening night, a young agent from National Concert Artists Corporation stopped by to check out the play. This was just routine. Many of the talent agencies sent out scouts as a matter of course, to see what new faces might be showing up around town. Lela came backstage after the final curtain with this nice young man in tow, whom she introduced as “agent Lane Allan from NCAC.” Undeniably, my heart jumped a little, but I wasn’t sure if it was the word “agent” or the fact that he was frightfully good-looking. We exchanged a few words, he complimented me on the performance, and that was that.

The show ran its course, and closing night rolled around. I made my first-act entrance and nearly blew my opening line, for there he was, smiling, in the first row. My concentration—the actor’s safety net—was, needless to say, shot to hell.

By the time the curtain came down, there he was, backstage.

“I’m here with a couple of friends, and I was wondering, since it’s closing night, if I could ask you to join us for a drink?”

“Well—uh—I guess—yes—I think that would be okay.”

Those may not have been my exact words, but whatever I said was equally witty. It didn’t seem to matter. I had met someone nice, as opposed to smooth. Handsome, not pretty. Someone who was—I seemed to have forgotten all about the fact that he was an agent. I don’t think he was thinking about that, either.
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My husband—Lane Allan was his stage name—actually he was Albert Wooten.

Lane Allan truly was all the good things I thought I had seen. I learned that he was an actor turned agent, and that his real name was Albert Wooten; he had changed it for the stage when he played in Brother Rat on Broadway, in the role that Ronald Reagan played later in the movie version. He had come to realize that being an agent on a full-time basis offered a little more security than being an actor once in a while. It didn’t take us long to fall very much in love.

Unlike Lane, I had been burned once, and the idea of marrying again panicked me. I spent the next few months running scared, while I continued my efforts to get my embryonic career off the ground.

Far from getting a foot in the door, I was so green that I didn’t even know on which doors to knock. It was Lane who suggested I try the various radio shows that were so current and choice at the time. Most of them had a regular casting day once a week, so, diligently, I began making the rounds of the different offices. I would give my name. They would say, “Nothing today.” I would say, “Thank you,” and leave. Each week I would go through the same ritual in the hope that I might begin to look familiar; they might think they had hired me before and maybe use me again. Even vain hope springs eternal.

Sure enough, the day came when I was actually ushered in past the front desk to meet a real live producer! It was at a large advertising agency, Needham, Louis, and Brorby, the people responsible for putting on the very popular radio comedy The Great Gildersleeve, starring Hal Peary. The nice producer, Fran Van Hartesveldt by name, took it upon himself to point out, as kindly as he could, the one insurmountable hurdle standing in my way: before you could be hired by anyone, it was mandatory that you be a member of the union, the American Federation of Radio Artists. Oh, and the real catch-22: In order to join the union, you had to have a specific job! I was not just disappointed, I was flat out discouraged.

It was lunchtime as I left his office, and everyone was heading for the elevators. The offices were on the fifth floor of the Taft Building at Hollywood and Vine—high-rises were nonexistent in those days in earthquake-conscious Los Angeles—and I was just starting to think about walking down the five flights when an empty elevator finally showed up. As the doors began to close, someone stuck his hand out and caught them in time to enter. You guessed it—producer Van Hartesveldt. The elevator seemed agonizingly slow, and after smiling weakly at each other, there was nothing to do but wait in awkward silence as the floors crawled by. When we finally landed, I couldn’t wait to be on my way.

Just as I stepped out, my fellow passenger spoke up.

“Listen, I know the spot you’re in. It would help you one hell of a lot to get that union card, so here’s what I’ll do. I’ll take a chance and give you one word to say in the commercial on this week’s Gildersleeve. You won’t break even, but it will get you your card. Think you can say ‘Parkay’ without lousing it up?” (Parkay margarine was the program’s sponsor, which in those radio days ranked just next to God.)

My chin had dropped so far I was having trouble even responding. He added, “Come back to our offices after lunch and the girl will send you over to the union,” and off he went.

That kind of altruistic above-and-beyond gesture doesn’t happen often, but once it does, you must always remember to pass it on if you ever get the chance.

At that time, network radio programs still did two broadcasts of each show—one early for the eastern time zones, then the same show again three hours later for West Coast consumption. I was to say “Parkay!” once on each broadcast, for which I would receive a total of $37.50. It cost $69.00 to join the union. I called my dad and asked if he would loan me the difference, and, bless him, he was almost as excited as I was.

“Sure, honey. If you don’t work too often, we can almost afford it.”

Daddy lucked out. Today, that initiation fee is $800.

There were a couple of virtually sleepless nights to live through before the broadcast, during which I fantasized all sorts of disasters, including saying “parfait” instead of “Parkay,” but when the big day came, I actually made it through okay. Not too surprising, since I had the script in my hand.

I was in show business!


1

Once I was a legitimate, card-carrying AFRA member, I worked The Great Gildersleeve several times, sometimes with a line or two, sometimes just to furnish “crowd noise.” There is a happy tag to this tale: Years later, when we were doing my second series, Date with the Angels, we had occasion to hire two additional writers—one Bill Kelsay, and the other none other than my benefactor, Fran Van Hartesveldt. He was a dear, silly, talented man, and whenever he’d hear me telling anyone how much I owed him, he’d say, “The moral of the story, boys and girls, is never walk—always take the elevator!”

By my next radio commercial, I had graduated from just one word—this time I got to sing. It was for American Airlines, and the song was lilting, to say the least:

Why not fly to Meheeco Ceety
You weel like the treep, ee’s so preety.

Perfect casting. Today, that would elicit a protest demonstration on ethnic grounds. Deservedly so.

Lane and I were still seeing each other, although we had reached something of an impasse on the marriage subject, and I was becoming increasingly aware that the situation couldn’t go on as it was indefinitely. Around this time, an opportunity came along out of the blue for a part in a movie being made for Ansco Film. Primarily, it was designed to demonstrate their new color film process, and would entail six weeks on location in the High Sierras. Timing is everything. Seizing the chance to run for the hills, in every sense of the word, painfully I told Lane it was over between us, and took the job. I knew that if I didn’t have a reason to get out of town, I would never be able to make it stick.

The ensuing six weeks was a mixed bag. It was certainly another learning experience, but then so is a trip to Devil’s Island. There were several good things, not the least of which was simply being in that glorious high country. When my mother and dad and I used to pack in and camp at about ten thousand feet, we wouldn’t see another soul until, after two weeks of fishing, we rode out again. Trust me, that’s the way to do it—not with a movie company in tow.

Another plus was the fact that the leading lady, a beautiful girl named Sally Feeney, proved to be a delightful friend, even under very difficult circumstances.

The plot of this opus, entitled The Daring Miss Jones, involved a gorgeous young thing (Sally) becoming lost in the woods. She joins up with two orphaned bear cubs, also lost. In the course of their adventures, the three of them get into all sorts of jeopardy, or whatever would serve to show off the new Ansco color film to best advantage. If I remember correctly, it showed off some of Sally, too: early on her dress had somehow caught on a branch, and she spent most of the trek in her surprisingly discreet undies. Meanwhile, her best friend (me) is fretting back home until she can stand the anxiety no longer, and eventually flies a plane (!) in to the rescue. Of course, there was also a villain in pursuit as well as the obligatory handsome hero to ensure a happy ending, the later played by Ted Jordan, who went on to marry exotic dancer Lili St. Cyr. How do you like them apples?

After we got on location, Allan Dwan, the producer/director/cameraman, asked me if, since there were a lot of scenes I wasn’t in, I would mind acting as script girl, keeping track of shots, footage, continuity, etc.—as a favor, that is? Sure—what the heck, I’d rather be busy than waiting around; besides, it would keep me close to the two tiny, adorable bear cubs, with whom I got along famously. It was fortunate that I did, because after a very few days it became abundantly clear that the hired “trainer” was far more dedicated to his bottle than to his bear cubs. Once again, Allan Dwan asked me if, since I seemed to get along so well with the cubs, I would mind handling them on the set—as a favor, that is? Sure—what the heck, bear wrangler, script girl, sometime actress, I’d rather be busy than etc., etc. Hey, this was show business!

[image: Image]

The Daring Miss Jones. Betty as best friend to Sally Forrest.

Now, at that tender age bear cubs grow like weeds, and as the weeks went by they nearly doubled in size; to the extent that the script girl had trouble rationalizing the different-sized bears in what were supposed to be matching shots, while the bear wrangler was having more and more of a challenge controlling her charges, and the supporting actress was having one hell of a time trying to cover her scratches with makeup.

We all lived through it, and ultimately The Daring Miss Jones was actually released to the public. Or perhaps it escaped. Years later I even managed to find a copy of it on tape for my collection. The lovely Sally Feeney changed her name and became the successful young star Sally Forrest. It never occurred to me until this minute to wonder if she got the idea for her new name from the woods we spent so much time in with the cubs. She could have become Sally Bear. No.

To say I was glad to get home is an understatement. Even with the various added jobs, I had still found lots of time to miss Lane terribly, so when I got back and found a package from him waiting for me, I couldn’t open it fast enough. It was a Carl Ravazza record of our song—“I Love You for Sentimental Reasons.” To an incurable romantic, home at last from a difficult adventure and still very much in love, that was all it took.

Two months later, we were married.
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The Daring Miss Jones. Betty as bear wrangler.
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Not long after our wedding, National Concert Artists Corporation closed its doors, and the new bridegroom was unemployed. Lane finally found a job in the furniture department at The May Company, and he would take time off now and then if he was lucky enough to pick up a day or two in a movie. He was on commission at the store, and every night when he got home, the game was to see if he had sold more or less that day than the day before. Sale of a couch was cause for celebration. Something like today’s preoccupation with watching one’s television ratings rise and fall, it was more than a game—let’s face it, in both cases, numbers equate with livelihood!

The bottom line was, finances were spare, to say the least. Once in a great while, as a special treat, we would stop for a hot dog and a Delaware Punch at the then famous Tail O’ The Pup—a tiny stand at the corner of La Cienega and Beverly Boulevards, built in the shape of a hot dog on a bun. No hot dog since (and there have been many, dog lover that I am) has ever measured up to theirs, but our limit was one apiece because we couldn’t spare the twenty-five cents for a second one. I also remember one day returning some Coke bottles for the deposit in order to scrounge up the fifty cents to get my dress out of the cleaners so I could go on my appointed rounds of the radio casting offices.

On one of those casting day circuits, instead of the customary “Nothing today,” it came as something of a shock when I was asked if I would care to speak to a producer who was putting on a television show! I was ushered in to meet a friendly young man, Joe Landis.

“Can you sing?” he asked.

“Oh yes!” I said.

You see, the cardinal rule in our line of work, as any budding young hopeful can tell you, is that you can do whatever the part calls for. Time enough to worry about how later, should you land the part.

“Can you juggle? Standing on your head? On a horse?”

“Oh yes!”

The subject of union membership never came up, which was understandable once Mr. Landis carefully explained that a guest appearance like this didn’t involve any fee. It was an opportunity to be seen—on television—a wonderful showcase! Now, at that moment in history, there were only two or three TV stations in town—KTLA-TV, Channel 5; KLAC-TV, Channel 13; and possibly KHJ-TV, Channel 9—some of which didn’t sign on till late in the day. Probably fourteen people in the entire city of Los Angeles owned a television set, and most of those were busy having the neighbors over to watch wrestling. (Okay, fourteen is an understatement, but not by much. The actual number of sets in the area at the time was somewhere just under a thousand.) It sounded great to me.

Recognizing this new medium’s possible potential, a few local radio performers were becoming curious to try it out. Joe Landis explained that the show he was putting together was a special for Dick Haynes, a popular KLAC-Radio disc jockey, not to be confused with the singing movie star Dick Haymes.

By now I was impressed. Haynes at the Reins was one of the staple morning radio programs in L.A., and here I was being offered a chance to sing on Dick Haynes’s first television special! Well, since working for nothing was one of my best things, what was there to say but “Oh yes!”

The union card wasn’t all that was left out of the conversation. Joe also didn’t ask me to sing—he simply took it for granted that I could. How’s that for living dangerously? All he said was to choose two songs and show up at the studio—in wardrobe—in time to go over the numbers with the small combo they had hired. “Thank you. We’ll see you Tuesday.”

Choose two songs. That was a heavy decision, requiring much soul-searching and consultation—with my husband, with my folks, with his folks, with the dogs. Since Joe had mentioned he wanted something bright, I finally settled on “Somebody Loves Me” and “I’d Like to Get You on a Slow Boat to China,” neither of which was too challenging. (I could have done “Spirit Flower” up tempo, but it didn’t occur to me.)



As per instructions, I showed up at the studio with a black taffeta skirt and a white blouse that had some sequin flowers over one shoulder. It could not have been more wrong. The taffeta skirt rustled louder than I sang, and without special lighting and modern cameras, white and sequins are discouraged even today. White flares and reflects against the face, making it look like you need a shave, and sequins kick light back into the camera. That day, however, everyone was scrambling and had no time to worry about what I was wearing.

I ran the songs a couple of times with the musicians, and the leader, Roc Hillman, was most patient and helpful with the rank amateur. Who knew we would work together again one day, and stay friends for decades? Fortunately, I never had to look at the performance that night, since it was live, with no postmortems.

It was all very scary but exciting for all concerned. Dick Haynes was in totally unfamiliar territory himself, but he couldn’t have been nicer—to me, and to everyone else, as far as I could tell. Nerves can often bring out the worst in people, but not in this case, for sure.

Dick’s generosity didn’t end with the show. Shortly afterward, he recommended me for a new fifteen-minute comedy program that was about to start, also on KLAC, called Tom, Dick (not Haynes) and Harry. Lo and behold, I had a regular weekly job—for a few weeks.

Tom, Dick, and Harry were three outrageous vaudeville comedians. The premise of the show—highly original—was that they were supposedly running a hotel, and the whole show took place behind the hotel desk. That was lucky, because that was all the set we had—just a hotel desk in front of a painted flat. Obviously, money was no object. I served as their foil and fall guy (we didn’t even think about gender semantics in those days), and I never knew what to expect. The show always opened with all four of us hiding down behind the desk. As the show started, the boys would pop up, one at a time, singing, “It’s Tom—Dick—and Ha-a-ree!” in harmony. Then, as the music faded, I’d pop up, dusting madly with a feather duster, and the show began, usually in disarray. One good piece of advice: try never to get caught behind a desk with three comics and a feather duster! The format was unstructured. No—loose is what it was. Whether or not the viewers laughed I cannot guarantee, but we sure did. A lot.



That was probably my first taste of what I find so remarkable about the business I’m in. No matter what major concerns may be going on in your life on the outside, you have to leave them at the door when you come to work, because you will be forced to concentrate on something other than yourself to get the job done. And somehow there is often an inordinate amount of laughter in the process for anyone who thrives on that sort of thing, which serves to replenish the strength you need to pick up your problems again as you leave. That isn’t as frivolous as it sounds. It works.

After a few short weeks, Tom, Dick, and Harry took their feather duster and went out to find other worlds to conquer. Luckily, I segued into another job at the station. This time it was on a new game show they were putting together called Grab Your Phone. Or, as my father insisted on calling it, Grab Your What?

The emcee was a man named Wes Battersea, and there were four of us girls seated on the panel, each with a telephone in front of her. Wes would ask a question of the audience and we would “grab” our phones as people called in their answers. It must have looked like a tiny telethon, but we weren’t taking pledges—we were giving out five whole dollars for each correct response! Before we went on the air with the first show, the producer took me aside.

“Betty,” he said very confidentially, “I must ask you not to mention salary to the others. We are going to pay you twenty dollars a week because you sit on the end and ad-lib with Wes, but they are only getting ten a week.”

At those prices, my lips were sealed. Then again, maybe he was paying the other girls twenty-five and they didn’t want me to find out.

Grab Your Phone was certainly not the first game show on television. Mike Stokey, for one, had been using celebrities for his Pantomime Quiz since 1948. However, it was my first and served as the precursor to the countless TV games I would be playing through the years. You name it, I’ve played it. Not just because I was hired to do so, but because it was such fun. Still is.

Mom and Dad and I had always played games since as far back as I can remember. Some we made up as we went along—at the table, in the car, wherever—so playing on TV was a bonus. Where else can you spend a couple of hours playing games with nice people and get paid for it? My dad’s response to that was always, “Just think of all you gave away before they started paying you.” Dad had a way with words.

As with everything else, television programs are cyclical, and game shows are a classic example. Through the years, they have had intense periods when they were all over the dial, then relatively quiet spells, only to resurface in greater numbers than ever. Games have been at a comparatively low ebb of late, with a few obvious exceptions: Jeopardy! and Wheel of Fortune in syndication, and The Price Is Right and Family Feud on the CBS network. However, the tide is beginning to roll in once again: The Game Channel, a cable channel devoted exclusively to games, has just gone on the air. All the old Goodson-Todman and Mark Goodson Productions shows are being shown, plus many others. Good news for us game nuts.

It was during the run of Grab Your Phone that another phone rang—this time at home—and I answered a call that literally changed my life.

I recognized the voice immediately, for I had been listening to Al Jarvis on the radio for as long as I could remember. He was the top disc jockey in the greater Los Angeles area, and his Make-Believe Ballroom had been going strong for many years. When Martin Block started a Make-Believe Ballroom of his own in New York, he had to pay Al a continuing royalty for the use of the name. Why in the world would Al Jarvis be calling me? Yet, there was no mistaking that voice.

Al introduced himself, unnecessarily, then went on to explain that he was in the process of putting together a daytime TV show, to be called Hollywood on Television. He said he had seen me on Grab Your Phone and was calling to offer me a job as his Girl Friday on the new program.

My initial private reaction was, “Wow! Two weekly shows! Dare I hope for another twenty dollars?” How fast big money corrupts. What had become of the little girl who had been so thrilled to work for nothing?

Before I could recover enough to respond, Al continued, saying that not only would I be his Girl Friday, but I’d be his Girl Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday as well. He intended to put his daily record-playing radio program on camera and wanted a girl on the show with him.

“I like the way you kid with Wes Battersea, and since we are going to be on the air for five hours every day, I thought that might come in handy. The job pays fifty dollars a week. What do you say?” Television was not yet covered by any union—there was no such thing as “scale.” Salaries were determined at the discretion of the employer.

My mind suddenly went into slow motion. My answer was mostly gasping for breath. Had this been an audition, I would have flunked ad-libbing. There was a sense of total unreality. Five hours a day? Fifty dollars a week? Every week?

How I finally responded, or how the rest of the conversation went, I have no idea. I guess, eventually, it must have percolated through my thick skull that this wasn’t some practical joke—it was all really true.

I had no way of knowing that my lifelong love affair with television had just begun.
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Al Jarvis, my benevolent boss. (Courtesy DeMirjian)
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