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INTRODUCTION


As a child growing up in the 1970s and 1980s, it felt as if Betty White was everywhere. Given how much TV I watched, she sort of was! Like a fairy godmother of TV, she brightened up every show she appeared on. She quipped with the best of them on Hollywood Squares, performed a song-and-dance routine on The Love Boat, and embodied the lovably naive Rose Nylund on The Golden Girls.


Though her characters’ suggestive innuendos frequently flew over my head, Betty’s underlying humor and kindness shined through. Back then, I had no real sense of her age, but that’s because even then, she was ageless (or perhaps timeless). She typified what it meant to be grown-up—if one just happened to have a sparkling personality, a plucky attitude, and a job that involved making people laugh. Whether she was dressed in leather as a sexy biker chick in a skit on The Carol Burnett Show or throwing a tantrum about her “poor soufflé” as “The Happy Homemaker” on The Mary Tyler Moore Show, the radiant Betty seemed to be having the time of her life. I didn’t realize that by the time I had “discovered her,” Betty White was already a show-business veteran, having broken into radio and “experimental” TV decades earlier. Like a lot of people who love Betty, I can measure my life through her career.


The Golden Girls showed up in prime time during my high school years, and I watched with my mother on the comfy leather couch in the cozy wood-paneled den of our suburban home. I appreciated the sassy humor of the “girls,” but they seemed impossibly old at the time. As I edge closer to their demographic, I find them increasingly relatable!


My fifteen-year-old daughter, Ruby, is now the same age I was when I watched The Golden Girls with my mom, and she has a totally different connection with the fabulous Ms. White. Until I recently introduced her to The Mary Tyler Moore Show and The Golden Girls, Ruby primarily knew Betty from her “crotchety old lady” cameos on sitcoms like Community and 30 Rock and from animated films like Dr. Seuss’ The Lorax and Toy Story 4. That’s the thing about Betty White—her appeal is timeless and we each feel a different connection with her.


This book doesn’t pretend to be a biography of Betty White, nor did I have the honor of interviewing her. I don’t profess to know what Betty White truly thinks and feels about the world. But after reading all of the books she’s written as well as nearly everything that’s ever been written about her and watching every interview with her and most of her performances, I have a good sense of her outlook on life. I made every effort to be faithful to the spirit of a modern American heroine known for her compassion, zest for life, work ethic, and integrity. With How to Be Golden, I hope to celebrate the amazing legacy she’s created—and maybe even inspire others to live their most golden life!














✴ CHAPTER ONE ✴



GOLDEN BEGINNINGS
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BETTY IS THE GRAND DAME OF SITCOMS, the first lady of television, a constant reassuring and entertaining presence in our living rooms and now on our phones and tablets. The technology may change, but Betty will always be on it, smiling naughtily—and making us smile with her—in reruns, which span generations. Why do we love Betty White so much? She’s a role model, and not just because of her amazing work ethic and record-breaking career longevity. It’s her outlook on life and love, her positive attitude, her openness to those who are different, and her passion for everything she does. A national treasure, Betty is one of the only things everyone can agree on.


Today when we picture Betty White, we think of her “wink and a nod” humor, her envelope-pushing performance on Saturday Night Live (SNL), and her iconic, Emmy Award–winning roles in some of the best TV sitcoms of all time. Of course, before she embodied Sue Ann Nivens, Rose Nylund, Elka Ostrovsky, or any of the other zany characters we remember her for, Betty White was just a little girl with big dreams—and big appetites! Her childhood was as sweet as a homemade brownie and as idyllic as a picture postcard, filled with family camping trips, lots of furry friends, and school plays—where, of course, she always landed the starring role. Even early on, the spotlight favored her. In fact, her youth could hardly have been more golden—and that’s saying a lot, given she grew up during the Depression!


“Not Elizabeth… Betty”


Born on January 17, 1922, in Oak Park, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago, she was christened Betty Marion White. “Not Elizabeth… Betty. They didn’t want any of the derivatives to sneak in… Liz, Lizzie, Liza, Beth. So, to leave no room for doubt, it was Betty,” she later explained. Still, her mother managed to come up with a shorter nickname: “Bets.”


Baby Betty moved with her family to Los Angeles before she turned two. In later years, she’d often joke that they moved to California before it gained statehood. (Not quite. That was back in 1850!) Still, Los Angeles looked quite different when her family settled on Sunset Boulevard. Back then, there was a stoplight at the end of the road rather than US Route 101. “Los Angeles has changed completely,” she told Cynthia Littleton’s Variety in 2020. “But when you see it through memory’s eyes, you’re not as conscious of those changes. You still see it the way you knew it.”


When White’s family arrived in Los Angeles, what we now know as the legendary Hollywood Sign in the Hollywood Hills had just been erected. Back then, it was Hollywoodland, meant to advertise a housing development (the land was removed when the sign was partially restored in 1949). It’s not a stretch to say she grew up along with Hollywood, since when her family arrived in town, the golden age of Hollywood was just beginning. Movies were silent, TV didn’t exist yet, and the first Academy Awards ceremony was still a few years away. Douglas Fairbanks Sr. and Mary Pickford were America’s favorite movie star couple; other stars of the day included Greta Garbo, Louise Brooks, Joan Crawford, and Charlie Chaplin. Fertile soil for a young star-to-be!


But Betty’s best childhood memories have little to do with Hollywood’s glitz and glamour. As the beloved only child of Horace, an electrical engineer and traveling salesman, and Christine “Tess” White, a brunette homemaker with a broad smile, White said she was “spoiled rotten, but taught to appreciate it.” Her grandparents were of Danish, Greek, English, and Welsh heritage. She inherited her optimism from her mother, who, by all accounts, could find the upside to just about any situation (again, it was the Depression!). “She always made the point that if you look at those negatives, you spoil all the good stuff and it goes by and you haven’t tasted it,” White later remembered.


As a salesman for an electrical company that produced floodlights for ballparks and sports stadiums, Horace was on the road a lot. Jovial and balding with dimples he passed on to his only child, Horace was hard-working, inventive, and bounding with energy. “Never satisfied with doing just two things at once if he could possibly squeeze in a third,” Betty recalled. Her mother even dubbed him “Hurry Horace, the Hummingbird.” In addition to the dimples, Betty clearly inherited Horace’s need to constantly be working on something.


Horace and Tess had a bawdy sense of humor, and they didn’t shy away from sharing jokes in front of their clever daughter. Her father would often repeat zingers he heard on the road—not all of them appropriate for children! “Dad would come home with these jokes, and he’d never explain them to me—if I caught on, fine, and if I didn’t, that was fine,” she recalled. Occasionally, he’d warn her: “I wouldn’t take that one to school.”


It was during mealtimes with her parents that she developed her quick wit and precise comic timing. She quickly learned that humor relies on timing. If you mess up the timing of the punch line, it kills the joke. That knack for comic timing served her well throughout her career. The only rule her family had about jokes? They had to be funny.
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If it was a little raunchy in the bargain, it had better be really funny enough to justify it. Merely dirty jokes didn’t qualify.









BETTY WHITE TRIVIA: Though she wasn’t a “showbiz kid,” per se, Betty White started out at just eight years old when she appeared in a couple of episodes of the 1930s radio drama Empire Builders. Sponsored by the Great Northern Railway Company, the program was meant to make train travel—especially the western route served by the train company—seem adventurous. In one episode, Betty played a young disabled orphan who befriends a wealthy bachelor at a hospital. In another episode, she was cast as a child abandoned on a train. Of course, given it was basically a scripted commercial (what we’d now refer to as “branded content”), the stories all had happy endings, with the characters Betty portrayed adopted by new families.


LIFE LESSON: 
Dream Big


As a child, when Betty dreamed of her future, she was a writer. Her favorite author was L. Frank Baum. It was originally her love of writing and reading that led her down the showbiz path. She and her parents devoured the Oz series, especially The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (which was adapted into the movie while Betty was in high school). The Oz series inspired her to experiment with screenwriting—at the age of eight! She wrote a short screenplay called “Trouble in Paradoz” with hopes she could cast Mae West (again, dream big!). By the age of eleven, she tried her hand at a novel she called “Cowgirl or Society.” It was a rip-roaring western tale involving hunky cowboys, horse thieves, and a dog named Rusty. Her vivid imagination served her well at Horace Mann Grammar School in Los Angeles, where she wrote the graduation play, called “Land of the Rising Sun.” “As any red-blooded American girl would do, I wrote myself in as the lead. I realized how much fun it was to be up on the stage. That was my first brush with anything in show business,” she later said.
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It was then that I contracted showbiz fever, for which there is no known cure.










Long before future stars such as Carrie Fisher, Jamie Lee Curtis, Nicolas Cage, Angelina Jolie, Lenny Kravitz, and so many other future A-listers graduated from Beverly Hills High School, Betty White made her mark there. For her senior play, she starred as Elizabeth, the eldest and wisest of the Bennet sisters in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. “We figured Jane Austen would have taken a dim view if we’d call the character Betty,” she joked later.


Though her father initially wanted her to head to college after high school, Betty was eager to discover the world—and, more importantly, for the world to discover her! Inspired by her screen idol, the singer and actress Jeanette MacDonald (a huge star of the 1930s), she decided to pursue a career as an entertainer. Along with MacDonald’s regular screen partner Nelson Eddy, “they were as important in my world, almost as important as my mother.” You might think Betty’s homemaker mother would have minded her daughter’s interest in the limelight, but the senior Ms. White was an enlightened woman.


At a time when women were largely expected to marry young and start a family, it was bold of Betty to put her career ahead of homemaking and child-rearing. Fortunately, her parents were thrilled with their little girl, no matter what she did. As long as it was big. Three months after her high school graduation in 1939, Betty got her first big break when she and the Beverly Hills High School student body president, Harry Bennett, sang and danced songs from The Merry Widow operetta on an experimental television show, the first of its kind on the West Coast.


The young brunette (she hadn’t yet gone blonde!) decided to wear the nicest thing she owned, the dress she had just worn for high school graduation, a “fluffy white tulle number held up by a sapphire blue velvet ribbon halter.” Filming in a makeshift studio on the fifth floor of the Packard Automobile building in downtown Los Angeles, the production was experimental. Betty remembered later that she and Harry had their faces covered with brown lipstick and white face paint to appear on black-and-white television (this was before color TV was invented!). Television was still such a new medium that nobody knew how to light actors properly, but it was clear that conventional “street” makeup wouldn’t work.


To see their daughter on TV, Betty’s parents had to crowd around the display cars in the building’s first-floor Packard showroom to get a peek at the tiny monitor because they didn’t have a TV at home. Then again, back then, almost nobody did. This experimental TV broadcast happened several months before RCA introduced television to Americans at the 1939 New York World’s Fair in Queens. By 1940, only about ten thousand homes had a television. The first national broadcast didn’t occur until 1951, by which time twelve million households had a television.
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I was there when television first started. We grew up together.









BETTY WHITE TRIVIA: World War II broke out just a month before Betty’s twentieth birthday. Like many other performers (including Joan Crawford and Hattie McDaniel), she was happy to pitch in on the country’s war effort. “At that point, you forgot all about show business, you forgot about everything except doing what you could do” to support the troops, she said later. As a member of the American Women’s Voluntary Services (AWVS), Betty donned a uniform and drove a supply truck to soldiers who were temporarily housed in barracks in the Hollywood Hills and Santa Monica. She had only just gotten her driver’s license! Then, at night, she’d lose the uniform and get gussied up for rec hall dances where Betty “would dance or play games or simply talk with the young men who were so far from home” before they were shipped overseas.




Pay to Play?


Believe it or not, Betty actually had to shell out money for her first “professional” experience. Operated by two character actors, the Bliss-Hayden Little Theatre, near Beverly Hills, wasn’t an acting school per se, but it was a sure-fire way to gain experience. Betty “enrolled” and paid fifty dollars a month (a lot of money back then!) for the chance to try out for their monthly play. Guess who landed the lead in their next production? She realized then that acting “was just what I needed, and I realized that this is what I must do for the rest of my life.”


When it came time to cast the next month’s play, the theater directors shared some good news with Betty: not only would she be cast as the star, she wouldn’t have to pay to play, so to speak. “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!” Just as Betty’s mom could find a silver lining to every cloud, Betty was grateful for every opportunity—even if she had to make them happen for herself!





LIFE LESSON: 
Create Your Own Opportunities


Betty made the rounds to the movie studios, hoping to launch a career in the style of her screen idol Jeanette MacDonald; but despite her classically beautiful heart-shaped face, hourglass figure, and warm smile, the gatekeepers decided she was not “photogenic” enough to be in pictures. At that particular moment, her farm-fed midwestern looks were out of fashion in Hollywood, which was enraptured by brooding beauties such as Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich, and Luise Rainer. Still, how could they not recognize the inner light and the outer beauty of young Betty?!


This was the point in her career at which many other young hopefuls packed their bags and went back home. Of course, in her case, home was Hollywood, so she didn’t have far to go. Instead of giving up on her passion for acting, Betty decided to look beyond movies. It was still the golden age of radio, and if she didn’t have a face for movies, she sure had a face for radio and a voice—and a personality—that sparkled.
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You just keep plugging away. You don’t give up.









Fueled by her innate self-confidence, as well as her parents’ unconditional support, Betty didn’t wait around for promising opportunities to fall into her lap; she actively sought them out. That’s how she ended up in the Taft Building, on the famed corner of Hollywood and Vine, with the ad agency that produced the popular radio show The Great Gildersleeve. She knew that Tuesday was casting day, so she hung around the office on Tuesdays. “I figured if they saw me often enough, they’d think they had hired me and then they’d give me another job,” Betty said. “So I’d go there and I’d sit there and they’d say ‘no, nothing today.’”


What do you know?! Her clever plan worked! One of the producers finally took pity on her and explained her predicament: she couldn’t get a job unless she was a member of the radio performers’ union (AFRA), and she couldn’t become a member unless she got a job. The proverbial catch-22. How do you get past this? There is no answer to this riddle of a question, yet the sublime Ms. White cracked the nut. After what we assume was some dogged persistence, the producer at last agreed to give our aspiring thespian one word on a commercial on the radio show The Great Gildersleeve so she could earn her union card. That one word? Parkay. The margarine brand, one of the show’s sponsors, had only just been introduced (like Betty White, it continues to be popular).


That one word earned her a union card, which cost her sixty-seven dollars, which was thirty dollars more than the thirty-seven dollars she was paid for the gig. Short on cash, she had to borrow the rest of the money from her father. Thrilled that she got a job, Betty’s father told her, “If you don’t work too often, we can almost afford it.” It was a good investment because with a union card in hand and some experience behind her, the newest union member was suddenly getting regular work. She continued to show up to radio castings, and she quickly learned that any time she was asked if she could do something, she should say YES even if she couldn’t.
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You said ‘yes’ to everything. Can you juggle? Sure.









By exuding confidence beyond her years and bluffing about her experience, she was cast on a number of other popular radio shows at the time, including Blondie, based on the comic strip of the same name, and This Is Your FBI, the crime broadcast endorsed by none other than FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. She actually landed a spot on This Is Your FBI because another actress named Betty White didn’t show up to the interview and there was no time to recast. Once again, Betty was in the right place at the right time. She even had her own radio show, The Betty White Show. It wouldn’t last long, but the show’s name would be resurrected on TV again… and again.


In 1949, Betty was cast as a regular on Grab Your Phone, a local weekly Los Angeles TV game show featuring four girls answering phones, or as her father jokingly called it, “Grab Your What?” The MC would pose a question, viewers would phone in, and the girls would “grab” the phone. Whoever called with the correct response would win a whopping five dollars! It was not exactly riveting television, but there wasn’t a lot else on!
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Back then, you’d watch anything on that little square box in the corner because it was so novel and new.









Even if the show wasn’t a hit, it caught the attention of disc jockey Al Jarvis, the creator of the Make Believe Ballroom, who was in the process of transitioning his hit radio show to television. He couldn’t help but notice the charming brunette with the warm demeanor, sweet smile, and quick wit. She’d be perfect for his new show. When Al dialed Betty to offer her the job, she instantly recognized his voice from the radio. Of course, she’d take the job… whatever the job was!


She was to be his “girl Friday” on his new daily live television variety show, Hollywood on Television, which aired locally on KLAC-TV (now KCOP-TV) in Los Angeles. Even better, he would pay her fifty dollars per week. Back then, television wasn’t yet covered by a union, so salaries were set at the discretion—or whim—of the employer. After making ten dollars a week on Grab Your Phone, fifty dollars was a fortune. It wasn’t so long ago that she had been shelling out money to get experience. Of course, she knew a good opportunity when she saw it and leaped at the chance to join the show—even after she learned it was set to air live six days a week, five hours per day!


Jarvis shared his professional credo with White, and it’s one she has followed throughout her career: always consider the audience watching at home. Never talk down to them or over their heads. It is what we love about Betty: that she’s smart without being out of touch. She gets it all right without making it look difficult. She’s one of us, but she’s the best of us.
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Television and I discovered each other together.









LIFE LESSON: 
Fake It ’Til You Make It


The extent of Al’s instructions to Betty consisted of: “All you have to do is respond when I talk to you. Just follow where I lead.” Nowadays, more preparation is involved in producing a YouTube video. Betty and Al were pretty much winging it, but they had such a natural rapport that the audience didn’t seem to notice—or care if things seemed impromptu and a bit slapdash. “When you’re on five and a half hours, there’s no way to follow a script. We didn’t rehearse. I’d slap some makeup on,” Betty said of Hollywood on Television. Without a script, Betty learned to ad-lib and respond to any situation that might arise, skills that would serve her well for the rest of her career.


Like Betty, Jarvis was a television novice, so they learned the ropes together. Initially, the show stuck close to the radio show format with Betty and Al playing records and bantering between sets. They didn’t yet realize that TV isn’t just filmed radio! Viewers phoned in and wrote to complain that they wanted to hear what Betty and Al were saying to each other while the records were playing. Message received, loud and clear! One week into the show’s run and the pair ditched the records entirely in favor of skits, live performances, and interviews with celebrities.


Through his radio show, Jarvis already had loads of celebrity connections. Before long, any performer who wanted to promote their new project knew to show up at a “special door” at the studio, with Betty and Al interviewing them on air live! Some of the major stars of the day, including songwriters Johnny Mercer and Hoagy Carmichael, singers Sarah Vaughan and Peggy Lee, musician Nat King Cole, and silent film legend Buster Keaton, opened the door… and performed on Hollywood on Television. And Betty and Al were interviewing them live on television without any advance preparation.


The show was so successful that after three weeks, the station asked them to add another half hour, extending the daily live TV show to a whopping five and a half hours a day! At that point, what difference does another half hour make?! Needless to say, they had no problem filling the time—remember, this was before videotaped commercials, so they had to “perform” live commercials—sometimes as many as fifty-eight a day!


Betty later likened the experience to “television college” and joked that she was Al’s “girl Friday… as well as Monday through Saturday.” Thinking on her feet and filling the air with witty word play for hours a day served to be excellent training for Betty’s future career as a game-show contestant and talk-show guest. She was the person you wanted at your party, brightening it up with her effervescent personality and bon mots. Betty always seemed to be having a genuinely good time—and when she was smiling, it was hard not to smile with her.


When Jarvis left the show in 1951 for an opportunity at ABC, a young actor named Eddie Albert temporarily took his place on-air, cohosting with Betty for six months before Hollywood came calling. Albert was offered a plum role in William Wyler’s Roman Holiday starring Gregory Peck and a pretty young European actress named Audrey Hepburn making her screen debut. Of course, he said yes. The role earned him a Best Supporting Actor Academy Award nomination. He went on to receive another Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor for Elaine May’s 1972 comedy The Heartbreak Kid. He and Betty remained good friends over the years. In 1993, Eddie Albert reunited on-screen with Betty when he played a hotel guest who dates Rose in an episode of The Golden Girls spin-off The Golden Palace.


With Jarvis and Albert gone, Betty took over as solo host of Hollywood on Television, making her (we believe) the first woman to host a TV talk show. Betty had enough energy to fend for herself without a second host. The audience was entranced by her warm and friendly demeanor and her ease in front of the camera. Of course, she was at ease in front of the camera. She’d been performing live on camera for many hours a day many hours a week by then. The camera became her best friend, and everyone watching at home felt that she was their best friend, too. This strong connection with the audience would endure throughout her career.


QUIZ: 
What Percentage Betty White Are You?


To accurately ascertain what percentage of Betty White you are, answer the below questions honestly, not how you think Betty would answer.




1. In which state do you feel most at home?


a. New York


b. Minnesota


c. Florida


d. California


2. What’s your go-to junk food?


a. French fries


b. Red Vines


c. Hot dogs


d. All of the above


3. Your secret to life is:


a. Be nice to people and hope they’ll be nice in return.


b. Get what you can out of people. You’ve got to look out for #1!


c. Relax and enjoy yourself. YOLO!


d. Never stop working!


4. Your idea of fun is:


a. Playing games with your friends


b. Going to fancy parties


c. Going shopping


d. Watching TV


5. Do you believe in true love?


a. Absolutely!


b. True what?


c. Maybe?


d. I think so.


6. What’s your go-to drink?


a. Gin and tonic


b. Margarita


c. Vodka on the rocks


d. Rum and Coke


7. Your idea of handsome is:


a. Paul Newman


b. Ryan Reynolds


c. Robert Redford


d. Denzel Washington


8. You think of yourself as kind of a:


a. Flirt


b. Workaholic


c. Artist


d. All of the above


9. Your favorite genre of movies is:


a. Action


b. Romance


c. Documentary


d. Horror


10.  Your favorite animal is:


a. Dogs


b. Cats


c. Horses


d. None






Answer Key: 
1. Betty: d; Sorta Betty: a | 2. Betty: d; Sorta Betty: a, b, c | 3. Betty: b; d | 4. Betty: a 5. Betty: a | 6. Betty: a, c; Sorta Betty: d | 7. Betty: c; Sorta Betty: a, b, d 8. Betty: b; Sorta Betty: a, c, d | 9. Betty: b | 10. Betty: a, b, c




For each question you answered “Betty,” you get 10 percent. For every question you answered “Sorta Betty,” you get 5 percent. Add up the numbers to figure out what percentage Betty White you are (you can do the math!).


If you got “Betty” on all ten questions, congratulations, you’re 100 percent Betty White! You’re the closest there is to Betty White without actually being Betty White. You’ve certainly got a lot in common with the Golden Girl. You love animals, the Sundance Kid, and romance!


Don’t feel too bad if you’re not 100 percent Betty White, though. She of all people would want you to be 100 percent yourself.
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