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			This book is lovingly dedicated to one of the most famous child stars of all time, the tiny but largely talented Shirley Temple. 
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			Foreword

		

		
			I have been tracking the “child star syndrome” for almost forty years, and my main takeaway is that it is not “we” who change so much as it is the “audience” that watched us grow up.

			It’s fair to say that no one has more “former child star” friends than I, nor has anyone followed them more closely over the decades. For example, Tony Dow (Leave It to Beaver) and I have been friends for more than fifty years. Jay North (he played Dennis in Dennis the Menace) and I have been pals for nearly fifty-five years. The foundation my wife and I started back in 1990, A Minor Consideration, has more than eight hundred members, and Kathy Garver is a charter member.

			Nearly all of us are like the proverbial “bug trapped in amber” made famous by Jurassic Park. Our lives have proceeded apace, but those who watched us as children on television or in movies cling to old images of us while they, understandably, have gone on with their lives. They’ve changed, but their apprehension of us . . . as people . . . has not. And therein lies the trouble.

			I understand fads. I was one. In my own life I have a certain fondness for hula hoops, roller skates, and ancient infatuations with girls I loved and lost . . . but I respect those memories. The images we as a group created, however, fall into a different category because all too often we fall victim to your “I grew past those old ‘infatuations’” syndrome, as if the erstwhile fondness is no longer relevant, and thus becomes something to dismiss . . . with prejudice.

			If you have a younger brother or sister, you know how easily they avoid caring about what their older sibling finds fascinating. That’s the way of the world.

			It’s one thing to have a complete stranger walk up to you and say, “Hey, didn’t you used to be somebody?” and quite another to have someone say, “Gee, I used to love you.” 

			It’s okay to continue to have affection and respect for the idols of your childhood. Growing up doesn’t have to mean that you turn your back on the kids you found appealing. We are all connected to our childhood years. For better or worse, we are tied to each other.

			Kid stars will always be a part of the entertainment industry. How they turn out depends on many factors, with good fortune being the larger part of adult success. You will read how some of these lives have turned out, and I hope you absorb these tales with a degree of loyalty and respect.

			A Minor Consideration has become the home for many of these former kid stars who span the entire history of show business. Kathy worked hard on this compendium, and I hope you enjoy the read.

			Paul Petersen

			Founder, A Minor Consideration

		

	
		
			Introduction

		

		
			When my friend Kathy Garver and I first discussed my involvement in writing a book about ex–child stars, what piqued her interest in me and what stood out from other pitches she had heard over the years was why I thought a book like this was needed. I don’t see these former actors as washed-out has-beens who provide fodder for throwaway gossip magazines. And I don’t look at the child stars listed in this book as curiosities from previous eras. On the contrary, to me they comprise one of our most precious national treasures.

			Nearly everyone reading this page grew up in post–World War II America, and at least one-third of us were latchkey kids who returned from school to empty houses because both our parents worked outside the home. When we came home from school, we weren’t really alone. We would flip on the TV and spend the afternoon with our most loyal friends: the child stars.

			This book only scratches the surface of all the biographies we wanted to include. We believe you’ll love this edition so much you’ll want a sequel, and I know Kathy would be delighted to oblige! In this book you’ll discover the fates of many of your favorite childhood stars, from the truly tragic to the super successful and everything in between. Some of the ex–child stars aren’t ex-stars at all—think of Ron Howard, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Christina Applegate, who all began as child stars on television.

			Some of the ex–child stars may no longer be stars as defined by Ron or Leo, but they have been quite successful in adulthood. My coauthor, Kathy Garver, along with Alison Arngrim, Melissa Gilbert, Joey Lawrence, and many others, figure in this group.

			What saddens me—and what inspired me to create this book with Kathy—is the overblown interest the press and its audience take in reading about troubled ex–child stars. I think that this pleasure may come from a place of envy—seeing someone fall from grace whose fame we once coveted. Or maybe it is morbid curiosity. In any case, we have included the tragic stories, too, but we hope that we have respectfully told the stories of those who have had hardships. Kathy has proudly written about many ex–child stars who seemed to be in a helpless downward spiral of drugs and abuse but were able to turn their lives around, and recover, and thrive.

			And the really tragic endings—like the severe drug overdose that took the life of Kathy’s Family Affair costar Anissa Jones at the age of eighteen—are written as cautionary tales with respect to those we’ve lost without passing judgment on the choices that often lead to an early grave.

			The day I first met Kathy was at a celebrity signing event near LAX. I remember entering a room filled with many famous stars of yesteryear, including June Lockhart, Barbara Eden, and Pat Boone, among others. Sitting in the corner by the front door at a small wooden table were Brian Forster and Suzanne Crough from The Partridge Family. I was struck by how small their table was; it seemed almost disrespectful that those two ex–child stars were denied the red carpet treatment they deserved for all those afternoons they were there for us in our otherwise empty house. 

			It is particularly poignant to me to think of Suzanne Crough’s relatively early death in 2015. She was one of the people who inspired me to write this book and begin a movement to hold our ex–child stars up to a new light. I only wish she had lived to see the fruits of her inspiration.

			Fred Ascher

			July 1, 2015

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			The 1950s

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			I Love Lucy / The Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour

		

		
			9 Seasons: 180 half-hour I Love Lucy episodes (1951–57), 13 one-hour The Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour episodes (1957–60), and one unaired 30-minute pilot (1951)

			Network: CBS; All episodes black and white

			Debut: October 15, 1951 / Finale: April 30, 1960

			It is appropriate that the first major child star rose to fame on the show that built the mold for all the sitcoms to follow: I Love Lucy. When it premiered in October 1951, television was in its infancy. Indeed, many cities were still waiting for broadcast television to arrive; some areas had to wait well into the decade. This fact makes the size of the audience on the night Lucy gave birth to Little Ricky, January 19, 1953, all the more amazing. It was the night before President Dwight D. Eisenhower would be sworn in (and truly usher in “the ’50s”). By coincidence, Lucille Ball gave birth in real life to Desi Arnaz Jr. as Lucy Ricardo brought Little Ricky into the world. More than 71 percent of America’s television sets—a higher percentage than those who watched President Eisenhower take the oath of office—were tuned in to learn the gender of the Ricardo baby. The simple premise of a popular bandleader fending off his clever, redheaded spouse’s efforts to “be in the show,” with the aid of best friends and neighbors Fred and Ethel, continues to stir America’s imagination to this day. Little Keith Thibodeaux, America’s first television child star, will forever be remembered as the iconic Little Ricky.
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					Keith Thibodeaux and Lucille Ball on the set of I Love Lucy. 

					CBS/Photofest

				

			

			Keith Thibodeaux

			(Born December 1, 1950)

			Character: Little Ricky Ricardo 

			A drumming prodigy, billed on I Love Lucy as Richard Keith, was “Little Ricky,” pint-sized sidekick to dad Ricky Ricardo (Desi Arnaz). Keith was discovered by Lucille and Desi as the boy was touring with the Horace Heidt Orchestra, which he had been doing since the age of two. Keith segued to The Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour in 1957. He appeared in other TV shows, most notably The Andy Griffith Show, where he played Opie’s pal until he quit acting in 1966. Keith continued to play drums, but he succumbed to drugs when he was playing with the rock group David and the Giants. The band broke up, but Keith, as he noted in his book, Life after Lucy, found Christ and gave up drugs. The band eventually reconvened and released almost ten albums in the 1980s and 1990s. In 2014 they recorded a live CD entitled Still Rockin’. Keith now runs Ballet Magnificat!, his wife Kathy’s Christian ballet company, and they have one daughter, Tara, a talented dancer and choreographer.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			The Adventures ofOzzie and Harriet

		

		
			14 Seasons: 425 half-hour episodes—the most episodes of a live-action sitcom in television history

			Network: ABC; Seasons 1–13, black and white; Season 14, color

			Debut: October 3, 1952 / Finale: March 26, 1966

			The longest-running sitcom in television history so far actually began on the radio in 1944 with the sons of stars Ozzie and Harriet Nelson joining the radio cast before the end of that decade. The Nelsons’ “adventures” were usually mundane by today’s standards. But it was postwar America, and viewers, having survived the Great Depression and saved democracy in World War II, were interested in building families, neighborhoods in the suburbs, and a semblance of normalcy. Ozzie and Harriet were the perfect role models for peacetime America, and their boys reflected the values that all parents wished for their children. Simplistic? Absolutely. As the boys grew and married on the show, the world of the Nelsons remained insulated from presidential assignations, civil rights marches, and cultural upheaval. A revival attempt in the mid-1970s was short-lived, proving the Nelsons, a cornerstone of American entertainment for nearly a quarter of a century, had become a treasured relic of the past.

			Ricky Nelson

			(May 8, 1940–December 31, 1985) 

			Character: Ricky Nelson 

			Eric Nelson, known to the world as “Ricky,” started in the show business world on his parents’ radio show, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, when he was eight years old. After two years, he moved into the television version of the series, which ran for twelve years and on which he became a teen idol. When the TV series ended, Ricky became “Rick,” and he continued his musical endeavors with the Stone Canyon Band. In 1963 he married Kristin Harmon and they had four children: Tracy, Matthew, and the twins Gunnar and Sam. His use of drugs has been well documented. He began with marijuana and went on to cocaine and quaaludes. Rick’s habitual drug abuse was one of the reasons the couple was divorced in 1982. The talented ex–child star, teen idol, and successful singer-songwriter was unfortunately killed in a plane crash in 1985 on his way to perform in Texas. 

			David Nelson

			(October 24, 1936–January 11, 2011) 

			Character: David Nelson 

			David, the older son of Ozzie and Harriet, also began on the radio version of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet. When the television show ended, David produced Ozzie’s Girls in 1973, which lasted one year in syndication. David continued to produce and then direct, creating commercials, TV shows, and films. In 1961 he married ex–Playboy-playmate-of-the-month June Blair. The couple had two children, Daniel and James, before they were divorced in 1975. David married Yvonne Huston in 1975 and adopted her three children. Recalling his experiences on the show, David once said, “It’s an awful big load to carry, to be everyone’s fantasy family.” He died at age seventy-five of colon cancer while living in Century City, Los Angeles.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			Our Miss Brooks

		

		
			4 Seasons: 130 half-hour episodes

			Network: CBS; All episodes black and white

			Debut: October 3, 1952 / Finale: May 11, 1956

			Our Miss Brooks was, like The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, a radio hit that transitioned to television. Unlike the Nelsons’ program, however, the high school hijinks of Miss Brooks and her zany cast of teenagers and faculty seemed to work better in the theatre of the mind than through the magic of the new visual medium. The series was a big hit on the radio beginning in the late 1940s, and it continued to broadcast new episodes on the radio throughout its television run. In fact, Our Miss Brooks remained on the radio for one additional season, 1956–1957, after the television show had folded after four seasons.

			Gloria McMillan

			(Born March 13, 1936)

			Character: Harriet Conklin 

			Gloria’s mother, Hazel McMillan, was the first female theatrical agent and this author’s representative for over twelve years. Through Hazel, Gloria started her career in radio when she was a four-year-old; that experience helped land her the part of Harriet Conklin on the radio show, Our Miss Brooks. Gloria continued her role as Harriet when Eve Arden’s sardonic sitcom took to the small screen. After a few more roles in television, Gloria resumed playing the radio circuit and appeared in some later TV shows such as Dr. Kildare. But she primarily put her theatrical expertise to good use by opening a performing arts studio in San Bernardino, which she and her husband run.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			The Life of Riley

		

		
			6 Seasons: 217 half-hour episodes

			Network: NBC; All episodes black and white

			Debut: January 2, 1953 / Finale: May 23, 1958

			The Life of Riley was a popular radio program in the 1940s, and there was even one season of the sitcom as a TV program starring Jackie Gleason in 1949. But the version most fondly remembered stars William Bendix as the title character. The show was a staple in syndication throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and while it has since fallen into obscurity, it is still common to hear the expression that someone is living “the life of Riley,” the expression on which the show’s title was based. “Life of Riley” refers to someone who has an easygoing life, which Bendix’s character did have, but not for the reasons one would assume. Week after week, Riley would weave from one scheme to another with one of his buddies, only to manage to resolve his misadventure before suffering the wrath of his loving but wary wife and family.

			Lugene Sanders

			(Born September 17, 1934)

			Character: Barbara “Babs” Riley 

			Lugene started her career when she moved from her birthplace in Oklahoma City to Los Angeles. She had grabbed the starring role in Meet Corliss Archer, a series that lasted only one summer, before she became Babs, the daughter of Chester Riley. She remained with the series for all six seasons but had very few roles afterward. She retired for good in 1960 to raise her two children by Marvin Solomon, whom she married in 1960. They are both now retired and are living in California. Lugene has said that she enjoyed her career as a child star.

			Wesley Morgan 

			(Born March 19, 1939)

			Character: Junior Riley 

			Wesley began his acting career with a role in the film The Miracle of Our Lady of Fatima, followed by a TV role on The Schlitz Playhouse, but he enjoyed fame in his portrayal of Junior on the beloved The Life of Riley. He often heard his blustery father exclaim the show’s famous and fondly remembered line, “What a revoltin’ development this is!” But Junior kept his easy demeanaor. As one of the first child actors turned teenager in a TV sitcom, Wesley helped set the stage for the type of family TV audiences would embrace for years. Wesley earned entry into the Young Hollywood Hall of Fame in 1954. But after his career-defining role, he soon left the show business world. Now he pursues a more private and quiet life—a good development, he says.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			Make Room for Daddy / The Danny Thomas Show / Make Room for Granddaddy

		

		
			12 Seasons (including Granddaddy series): 375 total half-hour episodes, with 120 on ABC under the Make Room for Daddy title, 231 on CBS as The Danny Thomas Show, and 24 more back on ABC as Make Room for Granddaddy

			Network: ABC 1953–57; CBS 1957–64; ABC 1970–71; All episodes black and white except for the final 24, color episodes of revival series Make Room for Granddaddy

			Debut (Original): September 29, 1953 / Finale (Original): April 27, 1964

			Debut (Granddaddy): September 23, 1970 / Finale (Granddaddy): March 18, 1971

			The story of the series commonly known as Make Room for Daddy is the stuff of which television legends are born. It was originally conceived as a series about the impact of the frequent absence of a traveling professional entertainer “daddy” (Danny Thomas as Danny Williams) on his wife and children, who are left to fend for themselves. The series was an early hit on the then–third-wheel network ABC. Jean Hagen played Thomas’s annoyed wife, with Sherry Jackson and Rusty Hamer cast as the children. Some say comedy is often funny because it reflects real-life, and this was true of the first years of Make Room for Daddy. Hagen and Thomas were often at odds with each other personally, offscreen, and their on-camera chemistry was based on more of a relationship built on conflict than love. When Hagen’s contract was up for renewal after Season 3, Thomas declined to renew it, and his character began the fourth year as a widower. By the end of that season, he was engaged to a new love interest played by Marjorie Lord, who would remain his onscreen wife for the remainder of the series’s run. But it was almost not to be.

			While ratings remained healthy in the fourth season, ABC declined to renew it for a fifth year. CBS eagerly picked up the series, feeling Danny Thomas was the perfect complement to their stable of superstars and TV legends. The name of the show was changed to The Danny Thomas Show to distinguish it from the ABC original and establish Lord as a more loving companion to Thomas. While the program kept its new title for the remaining seven years of the original run, the show went to syndication as Make Room for Daddy, and that name stuck. When ABC attempted to revive the series, it naturally returned to the program’s familiar name and called the revival Make Room for Granddaddy.

			The appeal of the long-running show is a tribute not only to the very clever and well-casted child stars but also to the program’s ability to grow and evolve as it aged and times changed. An interesting sidenote is that the Williams family and the Ricardos of I Love Lucy fame guest-starred on each other’s programs in the late 1950s, and Lucille Ball made another appearance as the Williams’ longtime friend, Lucy Carter (the title character on Here’s Lucy), on the revival series. Though this last crossover spanned two networks and featured a “different” Lucy character, the reunion was one of the better episodes of that final season.
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					From left: Sherry Jackson, Danny Thomas, Louise Beavers, Jean Hagen, and Rusty Hamer on the set of Make Room for Daddy.
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			Sherry Jackson

			(Born February 15, 1942)

			Character: Terry Williams 

			As Danny Thomas and Jean Hagen’s daughter, Sherry fulfilled the big sister role to feisty Rusty Hamer with appeal and aplomb. As a small child, she had worked in many TV shows and movies where her talent shone, as in Trouble Along the Way, as John Wayne’s daughter, and in The Miracle of Our Lady of Fatima. After three years on The Danny Thomas Show, she was turning into a voluptuous teen and also getting tired of the series. Her best friend on the show, Jean Hagen, left, but Sherry stayed to finish the last two years of her contract. After the series, she appeared in many TV shows and movies in the ’60s and ’70s, and cultivated an image as a sexy leading lady. After her love, multimillionaire Fletcher Jones, died in an airplane accident in 1971, Sherry sued for palimony, but she lost. She left show business for good in 1982. The still beautiful Sherry occasionally appears at autograph conventions, but she has put her childhood career, and her sexy struggle to overcome it, to bed.

			Rusty Hamer 

			(February 15, 1947–January 18, 1990)

			Character: Rusty Williams 

			Hamer began his career at five, and the next year hit TV series gold with Make Room for Daddy. Rusty grew up in front of millions as Rusty Williams, the son of the famous Danny Thomas character, exchanging quips and holding his own in the seasoned comedian’s presence. As is often the case, it was difficult for Rusty to find other roles after the popular show ended. Although he was cast in occasional TV spots after the show and appeared for the one-season Make Room for Granddaddy, it was not enough to sustain a career in the entertainment field. Rusty ran out of money and fled Hollywood. Going home to Louisiana where his mother and brother were living, he worked at odd jobs but became increasingly depressed and in pain from a back ailment. Broke and living in a trailer, he died in 1990 by a self-inflicted gunshot wound. His brother is quoted as saying, “I’ve heard of a lot of child actors who have become unhappy with their lives after they left the industry.” Rusty’s death was reportedly the inspiration for the founding of the nonprofit organization A Minor Consideration by Paul Petersen (The Donna Reed Show) to help child actors make the adjustment to adulthood from their stardom and celebrity as youngsters. 

			Angela Cartwright 

			(Born September 9, 1952)

			Character: Linda Williams 

			Angela was a darling little girl with a happy smile; she was just right to play Danny Thomas’s stepdaughter. Before this long-lasting role, she had impressive film credits with Paul Newman (Somebody Up There Likes Me) and Sidney Poitier (Something of Value). When the series ended, she went on to another classic, the film The Sound of Music, where she played the role of Brigitta Von Trapp. Her role in that classic movie made her an icon. Angela then garnered the role of Penny in TV’s Lost in Space. When that series ended, Angela played occasional roles in episodic TV, but she found her greatest role to be that of raising her family of two children with Steve Gullion, to whom she has been married since 1976. She also discovered an artistic outlet in photography and creating materials and clothing using the imprint of her photographic images. She has coauthored four books and continues to act occasionally and happily make personal appearances.

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			Annie Oakley

		

		
			4 Seasons: 81 half-hour episodes

			Network: Syndicated; All episodes black and white

			Debut: January 1, 1954 / Finale: February 1, 1957

			Westerns were really big in the 1950s—huge, in fact. There were only three television networks at the time and a few independent stations sprinkled throughout the country (and no cable or satellite!), but the demand for Westerns was such that there were literally dozens of series on the air. Annie Oakley is unique in that genre because the program focused on the adventures of a woman who could outshoot any man and rode a horse named Target. The show is in the public domain now, so several episodes can be found on DVD. The popularity of the show at the time spawned books of “Authorized TV Adventures” and a Dell comic book series. 

			Jimmy Hawkins

			(Born November 13, 1941) 

			Character: Tagg Oakley 

			From the classic It’s a Wonderful Life in which Jimmy played Tommy, the Bailey’s four-year-old son, to the classic Annie Oakley in which Jimmy played Tagg, Annie Oakley’s brother, this talented child star’s career has been filled with quality projects. Jimmy continued to find excellent roles in the sixties such as the regular role of Fennimore Cooper in Bringing up Buddy, Johnathan Baylor in Ichabod and Me, and Scotty in his film mother’s series, The Donna Reed Show. His last appearance was in Kolchak: The Night Stalker, billed as Jim Hawkins. After his acting career, Jim became a producer and created many TV-movies, including Gary Coleman’s Scout’s Honor, and Evel Knievel. Dropping his producer’s hat, he donned a hard hat to start the construction and contracting business in which he is still engaged. Not letting a good film lie fallow, he has written five books on It’s a Wonderful Life, including It’s a Wonderful Life for Kids and Favorite Scenes from the Classic Film . . . It’s a Wonderful Life. Not only was this actor able to make a transition and an adjustment to adult life, but he retained fond memories of his child stardom.
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