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Preface


This is a book about a number of child stars who either failed to make it in the adult world of movies or, when they did so, found that the problems they encountered there vastly outweighed the benefits. In relating the stories of these people, I don’t claim to offer any kind of comprehensive treatment of their lives. That would have taken a much bigger book than this.

Jackie Coogan was only seven when fame came his way, courtesy of a heartrending performance in Charlie Chaplin’s The Kid. He made other films afterwards, but today he’s mainly remembered for what happened after his career ended.

At the age of 21, Coogan discovered his fortune had been squandered by his parents. He took legal action against them and won. The resulting bill, the Child Actor’s Bill, subsequently came to be known as the Coogan Law. It meant money was placed in trust funds for children that couldn’t be touched unless for a very good reason.

The Coogan Law wasn’t perfect. Parents of future child stars often found loopholes in it. They drew money from the trust funds claiming it was for their children’s welfare when it was really for themselves. But it was better than nothing.

Deanna Durbin was a much-loved child star who walked away from the limelight as soon as she could. She found it so far removed from her lived experience as to be detrimental to her psychological development. Shirley Temple had less regrets, but she admitted that her days on screen had little to do with the person she eventually became. Like Coogan, she also had much of her fortune salted away by her parents. And, like Coogan and Durbin, her fame had counterproductive effects on her personal life.

Mickey Rooney came to prominence in the Andy Hardy films he made as a child. His parents were both in show business. He didn’t get the normal kind of attention from them growing up. He spent his life looking for a mother substitute in his wives and a father substitute in his male friends. He failed to repeat the success of his childhood years in adulthood. Despite a career that produced an incredible tally of films, he never sloughed off the ghost of Hardy.

Lauren Chapin was popular for years as the impish kid sister in the TV show Father Knows Best. She showed up for work one morning in 1960 only to be refused a pass at the studio gate A man said to her, “I’m sorry Miss Chapin, you don’t work here anymore. CBS had decided to shut down the program. They made money from the reruns instead. In effect she’d been made redundant by her own show.1

Judy Garland’s childhood years on screen were dominated by the paranoia of studio bosses over her weight. It resulted in her being deprived of food and pumped full of diet pills. Her insane workload caused different kinds of problems which required more pills. It became a treadmill. As was the case with Rooney, she never stopped working. The strain of live performing eventually caught up with her. Combined with her substance abuse, it led to her early death.

Patty Duke was groomed by a couple of talent scouts who robbed her both of her family and her youth. It was years before she realized what her priorities should have been. When she did, she had too many problems to circumvent. She became an alcoholic with self-destructive tendencies. Her relationships with men also suffered as a result of her turbulent life. She was eventually diagnosed as being bipolar. The diagnosis came as a relief to her. Afterwards, her fortunes improved.

Tuesday Weld was already the main breadwinner in her family by the age of three. This was due to her being a child model and a TV actress. She had her first nervous breakdown when she was nine and took an overdose three years later. She made her film debut at thirteen in Rock, Rock, Rock but became depressed when her career stalled. She was typecast for years in ‘sugar baby’ roles that crippled her talent.

Brandon De Wilde failed to make it as an adult star after an illustrious career as a child star. He lost interest in films after developing a passion for music. This led to problems with drugs. He was just getting back to himself when he died in a car crash in 1972.

Hayley Mills found it difficult to break out of her Disney persona when she became an adult. Her attachment to older men led to an unwise May/December marriage. It broke up after a few years. She was also cheated out of her trust fund.

Jack Wild failed to reprise the early success he enjoyed with Oliver! He developed problems with alcohol that at one stage threatened his life. River Phoenix tried to live a pure life far removed from the synthetic values of Hollywood. He eventually became a victim of its penchant for excess, dying young as the result of a bad mix of cocaine and heroin.

Were all of these lives made tragic by the suddenness of the stars’ fame, or would they have gone off the deep end anyway? 

Jodie Foster’s mother believed the latter.2 Foster had to deal with a lot in her career — the rivalry of a disgruntled brother, calls for her to out herself as being gay by LGBT groups and, most of all, being linked to an assassination attempt on Ronald Reagan when he was president of the United States.

One thing she didn’t have to go through was the meltdown of her career after she went from child star to adult performer. She’s one of the few child stars in this book who managed to navigate both spells of her life with equal success. The only negative aspect of her childhood years career-wise was a failed attempt to reprise the movie success of Paper Moon in a follow-up TV series. Audiences didn’t feel she equaled Tatum O’Neal’s appeal in that. It disappeared shortly after being aired.

O’Neal was the youngest Oscar winner in history, pocketing the award for her captivating performance as the daughter of a gospel-selling conman played by her real-life father in the aforementioned Paper Moon in 1973.

She was only six the first time she got drunk. She started smoking pot when she was twelve. Afterwards, she ingested stronger substances like quaaludes. She also suffered sexual molestation in her youth. When she was fifteen, she was thrown from a jeep onto a highway. Her leg required two major surgeries. By the age of eighteen, she was addicted to cocaine. Her future was mapped out for her by the habits of her mother. Parents who indulge in substance abuse often have children with the same problems. So, it was with her.

It proved to be the case with Drew Barrymore, too. In her case the roots went back further. She was the granddaughter of the legendary John Barrymore and the grandniece of Ethel Barrymore. Her godparents were equally iconic — Steven Spielberg and Sophia Loren. She was only eleven months when she auditioned for a dog food commercial. Three years later, she made her film debut in Altered States. Three years later again, she appeared in the film that made her famous: E.T: The Extra-Terrestrial. By the age of nine she was going to nightclubs, sleeping over at friends’ houses, and sneaking out of windows when their parents were asleep. Most of her friends were older than her. That made her grow up fast too.

She sampled her first alcoholic drink at nine. She began smoking at ten and at twelve took cocaine. She was in rehab by thirteen and attempted suicide two years later. After she recovered, she went to court to become financially independent of her parents. By the age of sixteen she felt her career was over.

Foster and O’Neal survived their travails. So did Barrymore. This book is as much about that as about abuse. Whatever doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.

 

 




Introduction


Hollywood is littered with tragic tales of child actors whose careers faltered for one reason or another. Silent star Mary Miles Minter began acting at the age of six. She was only ten when she made her feature film, The Nurse. It wasn’t long before she became a rival to the other famous child star of the time, Mary Pickford, but she lacked her talent. Edward Sloman, who directed her in The Ghost of Rosie Taylor in 1917, gave her this left-handed compliment: ‘Without doubt she was the best-looking youngster I ever saw, and the lousiest actress.1

Her career was destroyed by the unsolved murder of the director William Desmond Taylor in 1922. He was suspected of being a drug dealer and she was one of his many lovers. The publication of her love letters to him shattered her chaste image. Both she and Mabel Normand, another one of Taylor’s lovers, were labeled box office poison afterwards. 

Jackie Cooper regretted becoming a child star for a number of reasons: “I lived in an all-adult world, studied at the studio and seldom met kids my own age. I wasn’t given an ounce of responsibility or taught the value of money. It makes you emotionally ill to be treated like an enlarged infant. As for his so-called talent, he carped, “Kids don’t act. All they need is a disarming smile, a pathetic kisser, and an underprivileged look.2

Robert Blake became an actor to help his family who were hard-pressed financially. I’d much rather have been going down a fast hill on a bicycle, he suggested.3

Children’s films proliferated in the years after the Depression. Audiences needed something to get them away from the horrors of financial hardship. What better antidote could they have than the innocence of childhood? Will Hays had just rescued the industry from the excesses of the pre-Code era, Franklin D. Roosevelt exulted, when the spirit of the people is lower than at any other time, it is a splendid thing that for just fifteen cents an American can go to a movie and look at the smiling face of a baby and forget his troubles.4

Children of this era, as one writer put it, were the property of their parents, merchandised by their agents and bought by the studios.5 Such studios knew they had to work fast before boys’ voices changed or girls developed breasts. The breasts were often taped down after they appeared. Birth dates were altered. False teeth were provided when baby ones fell out.

Child stars who maintained their fame after they grew up were the exceptions rather than the rule. As one writer put it, For all the Mickey Rooneys, Judy Garlands, and Elizabeth Taylors who remained stars after their youth had gone, there were hundreds of Edith Fellowses, Marcia Maé Joneses, Anne Shirleys, and Dickie Moores who couldn’t hang on. By growing up they’d become strangers to their fans. In fact, their fans blamed them for ceasing to be the children they’d adored.” A moviegoer remarked of Deanna Durbin having grown to adulthood in the forties, That was a positively wicked thing for her to do.6 Mary Pickford had so many childlike expressions, Sybil Jason pointed out, she was able to essay these types of roles until she was into her thirties.7 She was 27 when she played Pollyanna, a 12-year-old character.

The child boom dwindled after the end of World War Two. Afterwards, audiences sought out more adult fare. In the fifties, teenagers held center stage with the advent of James Dean and others. Fathers suddenly didn’t know best anymore. Sometimes they didn’t seem to know anything at all. The dream of a white picket fence and Mom’s apple pie was gone. The rebel without a cause movement morphed into rebels with causes in the sixties and seventies. By now the Will Hays era was well and truly over. The lifting of censorship restrictions meant the innocence of childhood became a disposable commodity. Sexual permissiveness was the in thing.

Hedda Hopper once described child stars as a flock of hungry locusts, driven by the gale winds of their pushing, prompting, hungry mothers. She wondered if there wasn’t a special subhuman species of womankind that bred them for the sole purpose of them being dragged to Hollywood.8

Diana Serra Cary — the alias of Peggy (Baby Peggy) Montgomery, recalled the Los Angeles Herald Tribune running an article in 1921 headlined, Has Your Baby Charm? It meant women all over the country stopped what they were doing around the house to wonder “‘how they could parlay their penniless son or daughter into a pint-sized millionaire before a month had passed.’”9

Montgomery started acting when she was only twenty months. The studio lied about her age. Such a fiction played into the notion that she was precocious. Our only value lay in our youth, she growled years later, “like a bonsai tree which looks like a mighty oak but is only three inches tall. We were all bonsais.”

She’d made over 150 two-reelers by the time she was three. Two years later, her films were earning as much as Charlie Chaplin’s. She signed a $3 million deal with her studio at that age.

Her contract, like many of the time, had some scary clauses. One of them mentioned the possibility of suspension in the event of her being unable to work due to illness or injury. Such a prospect was obviously going to be more likely if a child turned down a part due to lack of interest in it. 

Cary wrote in her autobiography that the words I won’t carried the magnitude of a full-scale rebellion on the part of an actor. It threatened the breakdown of an exploitative system. Children were condescended to as if they were mindless pets. Their questions were answered with fatuous replies. It was at if the moguls felt anything else would give them too much self-importance. Such confidence might, down the road, lead to a mutinous refusal to comply with their demands.

Cary grew up segregated from other children. Their homes and families were deemed off limits to her. Because of her earning power, her parents bought a ranch in Laurel Canyon, Wyoming. She enjoyed the fruits of her fame, but these were also stressful times for her. She was made to feel that she alone held the key to her parents’ security.10

In time she came to regard work as a more normal activity for children than play. One day when she was sitting in her kitchen, she heard the sound of children laughing on a neighboring lawn. She asked her older sister what they were doing. She replied, They’re playing. Peggy said, Why aren’t they at work? Who’s going to take care of their parents?11

She had a scene in a film once where she had to fall from the branch of a tree into the rear seat of a speeding car passing below. If she fell too soon, the car would hit her. If she fell too late, she’d land on the ground. There were no protections in those days, no insurance covers if anything went wrong. She did the scene without getting injured but another child actress who fell with her screamed on the way down. Cary thought her unprofessional.

Cary’s parents squandered her money. Her father had a passion for cars, her mother for clothes. They also spent a lot on entertaining. When she was asked what happened to all her millions, she said her father lost it on the stock market. The truth was that he wasted it. “I wanted to protect him, she confessed, “so I made the story up. The same applied to her mother with her reckless spending. As a result of her lies they were” off the hook in the public’s eyes.

By the time she reached twenty, Cary was bankrupt. She lived with parents at the ranch in Wyoming, but their spendthrift ways resulted in her losing this as well as all the money she’d earned from her films. She changed her name to Peggy Montgomery in the thirties. An attempt at a career revival failed. After leaving the ranch she moved to a rented bungalow with her parents. She felt like a liability to them now. The guilt was all on her shoulders, not theirs, despite the way they’d behaved.

Bankruptcy made her feel like a pariah. If you were broke,” she remarked, you avoided former friends who were well off financially. These lucky survivors lived in dread of being hit on for loans.12

Most movie children, she believed, suffered so many hangovers from their early years that they had to seek professional help before they could function as emotionally stable adults. When she turned thirty, she couldn’t bear to hear Baby Face, the song mainly associated with her. She ran from rooms she was in whenever she heard it. She relocated to Mexico after a number of years in obscurity, marrying an artist by the name of Robert Cary. It became clear to her why Deanna Durbin felt she had to move to an obscure French village to keep her sanity after she became disenchanted with Hollywood.13

We were asked to simulate feelings we’d never experienced, Cary remarked, “What it was like to drown, to see your house on fire, to see your parents dead. A child’s emotions aren’t equipped to handle that. Something has to give. It’s like a hernia. It doesn’t show at first. You don’t go lame. You don’t go blind. But years later, down the road, it shows up. Loretta Young made up to eight films a year when she was a child. She was one of the few who carried her success into adulthood.

It came at a price. In 1935, she became pregnant by Clark Gable during the shooting of Call of the Wild. Her Catholicism prevented her from having an abortion. Gable wasn’t interested in marrying her, so she put the baby into an orphanage. Afterwards he “adopted” it. Rumors swirled around Hollywood for years as to whether the baby was her own. Such rumors were confirmed in 1994 when Judy Lewis, the person in question, confirmed them. By now Young was married to an advertising executive, Tom Lewis. He didn’t accept Judy as part of the family.

Young’s son-in-law claimed she was date-raped by Gable on the night she became pregnant with Lewis. She blamed herself for not being able to fend off his advances. Such was the mindset of many women in a pre-#MeToo era.

Dickie Moore secured a role in The Story of Louis Pasteur in 1936. He said to his mother, Why can’t I go out and play with the rest of the kids? Why do I have to be an actor? She replied, “But Dickie, it’s what you’ve wanted all your life.”14 All his life! He was twelve.

Moore was once berated by Cecil B. De Mille for not playing a scene properly. He replied, Who cares? De Mille was about to slap him before one of his minders stepped in.15 He made forty films between 1931 and 1935, an average of ten a year.

Child stars as a breed started to disappear with the decline of the studio system that protected them. From now on everything done was on a staccato basis. No longer would there be a Shirley Temple or a Mickey Rooney or a Judy Garland — or even a Dickie Moore.

When Moore turned seventeen, his mother told him he’d have to start paying rent for his room. This despite the fact that he’d paid for the house.16 The same thing happened to Roddy MacDowall. When McDowall was seventeen his studio boss called him into his office one day and told him flatly that his career was over.17

Moore’s time in the sun was brief. When he came down with scarlet fever in 1935, a role that he expected to get in David Copperfield went to Freddie Bartholomew instead. He was already “past it” at the age of ten. Bartholomew was now the hot new thing.

He wasn’t strong enough to work for several months after coming out of hospital. When he started filming again, the parts were smaller. He didn’t have a private dressing room on sets now. Neither was he allowed have a driver take him to the studio. If he was on location, no longer did he get “the big box lunch with cold chicken.” To get parts he had to go to interviews. His father told friends, You just can’t take a vacation in this business. Dickie didn’t think scarlet fever should have been called a vacation.18

He wasn’t alone in having his glory days cut off suddenly. As well as MacDowall, something similar happened to Edith Fellows when Jane Withers came along. Fellows had played feisty roles — a contrast to the Shirley Temple’s cuteness — but Withers could do the same thing. And she was three years younger.19

Bartholomew’s career was stopped in its tracks by endless court appearances. At one stage he had nearly thirty lawsuits filed against him by members of his family trying to exploit his wealth. His legal fees fighting such suits decimated the million dollars he’d earned from his work.

In 1938 he filed a court application to try and stop his father receiving ten percent of his earnings. He was now in deep debt. The ten percent would have plunged him further into financial difficulties. His legal actions were responsible for these. They were thrown out, but they had a “knock on” effect on his future. 

He went into the Air Force in 1943. When he came out of it two years later, he was too old to play the kind of roles he once had. The memory of his legal battles also made MGM wary of him. He was forced to appear in nightclub acts to earn a crust. He later got work in television. His final job was as an advertising executive. This turned out to be more dependable than movies.

Sometimes the world of the child star exacted the ultimate price. Anne Edwards, an author who aspired to be an actress when she was a toddler, remembered a dance class she attended in youth where one of the other participants suffered a fever and died a few days later. She’d asked her mother to be excused but she refused. A talent scout had been expected at the class that day and she wanted her little darling to be seen by him.

The Warner Brothers director Solly Baliano got a phone call from a mother one day who’d just had a child. This morning, I gave birth to the cutest blue-eyed baby you’ve ever seen,” she informed him, “Won’t you please remember us the next time you need a baby for a picture?20

Jane Withers’ mother was planning her daughter’s career even before she was born. She started doing so when she was fourteen. At that age she planned to marry and have a daughter who would act. She decided she was going to call her Jane because she didn’t want her name to look too cumbersome on a marquee. By the time Withers was two, her mother had taught her all the songs that were current at the time. This was in case she was called upon to sing in a film. By the age of two and a half she had her on stage doing impersonations of different stars.21

She never allowed her to become smug. Always remember, she warned, No matter how good you are, there’s somebody a little better just waiting to take your place. Some children’s parents filled them with notions of themselves that were far beyond their abilities. Others felt a humbler approach worked best. The parents of the child star Marilyn Knowlden drove her to the rear of theaters where her films were showing so she wouldn’t get carried away by seeing her name in lights.22

Margaret O’Brien once said, MGM had a lookalike for every star. They’d hold it over you and threaten to use it.23 Agents’ attitudes to children in Hollywood was usually, In at six, out at ten.24 One child star received a letter in the late thirties saying, Dear Child, we have only one prayer to offer. Don’t grow up.25 It was like built-in obsolescence. 

In such circumstances it isn’t surprising to discover that the studios didn’t care too much about things like education for their wards. They were bound by law to have classes, but these were often cursory, being slotted in between takes rather than vice versa. After filming was over, the transition back to “ordinary” schools was difficult. A vice-principal said to Judy Garland, People like you shouldn’t be allowed to go to school with normal children.26

The motivation to study was usually low among child stars. The thinking was: Why should they spend their time poring over books on English or Math when a hotshot movie producer was trying to get them on the phone with a six-figure offer? The studios, needless to say, hardly tried to change this way of thinking. The priority was getting the movie in the can. Everything else was secondary.

Edith Fellows found it difficult to study on film sets when crew men were working nearby: They’re hammering. They’re changing scenery. You’re trying to remember the lines coming up for your next scene. How can you remember dates in history?

Sandra Dee was a model before she became an actress. She was on an almost constant diet during these years, starving herself so much she sometimes fainted from hunger.27 If a blemish appeared on Elizabeth Taylor’s face when she was acting in films as a young girl, she was hauled off to a dermatologist. If she coughed, a doctor was sent for.28 

A later era saw the fault lines in such a zeitgeist. No kid, Winona Ryder believed, “should have to worry about getting a pimple that’s going to cost $300,000 to shut down shooting for a day. She experienced a situation like that one day on set. The crew and the director were having a heated discussion in front of a teenager who had a pimple and was dying of humiliation. She didn’t think he ever got over it. 

Dean Stockwell called this The Awkward Age. He was so tired of the world of children’s films when he reached adolescence that he welcomed it: I couldn’t wait to get pimples. I couldn’t wait to get awkward. I ruined my posture. I did everything just to get out of it.29

A more common problem encountered by child stars in Hollywood, and one that forms a frequent component of this book, was that of child stars getting their hands on money they’d earned.

Jackie Coogan, Shirley Temple, Hayley Mills and many others had problems cashing in their trust funds. This was either due to the recklessness of the adults in their lives: their parents, stepparents and lawyers. When Lassie’s Tommy Rettig went to collect the proceeds from his fund at twenty, he was dismayed to discovery there was only $11,000 in it.30 It was a familiar story. Money had been hemorrhaged, accounts massaged.

Rettig found it difficult to procure film roles as he got older. He was arrested for growing marijuana on his California farm in 1972. Three years later he was convicted for smuggling cocaine and sentenced to five years in jail. He died in 1996 at the age of 54.

When Edith Fellows went to collect her trust fund at the age of 21, a banker made out a check for the sum of $900. She thought he was joking. That was the amount she earned every week during her career. Unfortunately, he wasn’t.31

Considering such circumstances, is it any wonder that so many young stars went off the rails? If they weren’t bankrupt or past their sell-by date by the time they reached adulthood, a life away from anything normal meant their brains were well and truly scrambled. Clint Howard, the brother of Ron, maintained that when he was young, the term child actor was shorthand for future f**ked adult.32

Howard believed there were two types of child actor. The first was like a trained animal. He was given line readings by an adult and asked to copy them down to the last detail. The second kind was one who was allowed to be himself and behave naturally. Howard said his father devised a third kind. This was by teaching himself and Ron how to understand a scene in an emotional language we could wrap our brains around.33

Howard eventually became a victim of cocaine addiction. The first couple of lines, he said, opened up a magical window of creativity for me. I was a writer and suddenly I had a ton of ideas, every one of them the most brilliant ever.34

Ron always felt the film industry has a destabilizing influence on child stars: They’re in demand when they’re pre-pubescent and cute but less so as they enter adolescence.” When they do — as awkward and hormonal teenagers — their sense of identity is pulled from under them. They feel they’re inexpendable, but studios often put youthful looking twentysomethings into this demographic. The advantage for them is that they’re not required to have school breaks, guardians or curtailed working hours, so your phone stops ringing.35

Ron believes child fame only works if there’s strict supervision in a home. His father was an actor, so he knew something about the business. That helped. He doesn’t think he could give any child of his who wanted to be an actor the same attention his father gave him.36

His parents, unlike so many in the industry, didn’t show any greed when he started to earn big money. All they took was a 5% manager’s fee. The rest was put into savings accounts and bonds. He later became a film director to avoid the trap of being permanently cast as a teenager.

Beverly Washburn was one of the busiest child stars in Hollywood from the late forties onwards, acting in many major films like Shane and The Greatest Show on Earth.

Her parents were honest, but they lost a lot of her trust fund in misguided business decisions. They got married in their teens and didn’t know how to handle money. Then her father became ill. He had diabetes and had to have a kidney removed. Washburn went to court to free up the money that was left in the fund to pay for his operation. Shortly afterwards her primary source of income, a TV show with Loretta Young, was cancelled. Then her father died. Her mother didn’t work so there was no money coming in.37

When Washburn wasn’t getting acting parts, she did casual work to make ends meet. She was a school receptionist, a cocktail waitress, a telephone operator. 

In the last capacity she met a DJ called Humble Harv. He pressured her into going out with him despite being married. She broke off the relationship when she learned this. Harv was subsequently arrested for murdering his wife.

Washburn received poor treatment from many stars during her career. A case in point was Nick Adams. Adams was struggling to get into films when she first met him. He didn’t even have anywhere to sleep except his car. She offered him a roof over his head when he had nowhere to go. He happily took her up on the offer, hanging out with her brother George after he moved into her home. George was also an aspiring star. Adams’ career took off afterwards but George’s didn’t. When Washburn asked him if he could put in a word for George or even get him a part as his stand-in — they were similar in build — he didn’t want to know.

When Washburn was working on a Jack Benny special for NBC, she met a man called Merrill. She had a long-term relationship with him. It was only years later that she discovered he was married. She became pregnant by him and aborted the baby. Abortion was against all her principles. It wasn’t a decision she took lightly but if she had the baby, she thought, it would have spelt the end of her career.

Crying was an endemic skill of child stars. Many of them were “‘persuaded’” to do so by various directorial lies. A favorite one was that their dog had died. There were also threats — they’d be fired, they’d stop earning money, their parents would even leave them. 

Washburn claimed to be able to cry on cue. Her brother said she would have cried at the opening of a supermarket.38 The title of her autobiography, Reel Tears, testifies to this talent. She had ample reasons to cry off screen as well. Many things went wrong for her in the course of her life. She had a lot of bad relationships with men besides Merrill. Other men also took advantage of her. When she eventually found love, her husband died. Her sister, to whom she was especially close, also died young. But Washburn, who’s still alive, is a happy person. She has no regrets about her past and is thankful for her prolific career.

Margaret O’Brien was almost as proficient as Washburn at turning on the waterworks. She’s alleged to have said to a director once, “When I cry, do you want the tears to run all the way down or should I stop halfway down? Others had to work at it. Often, they were coerced into crying by the cruelty of their parents. One heartless mother has been quoted as saying to George Cukor about her daughter, Hit her if you want to make her cry.39

Washburn spent most of her career in a watertight system. She knew her place and didn’t overstep the mark. There was a pecking order of child versus adult, big parts versus small ones, rich versus poor, famous versus unknown. Actors traversed such boundaries at their peril.

Such strictness also specified what parents were allowed to do and what they were prohibited from doing. Annette Funicello, Walt Disney’s famous Mouseketeer, once said that if a mother was found to have left the lot during a workday, her child’s contract would be cancelled immediately.40 Other children had different arrangements, some of them even prohibiting their parents from being on the lots if they were deemed to be too interfering. In all of these arrangements it was the studio that called the shots.

Funicello basically grew up in a studio. Her education took place there too, the classroom being two mobile homes situated near where shooting took place. She was only twelve when Disney chose her as the 24th member of the Mickey Mouse Club in 1955. At the height of her fame as a Mouseketeer, she was receiving up to 6,000 fan letters a month.

She retired young. Films were changing and she didn’t want to be involved in those changes. She wasn’t a good enough actress, she felt, to be able to play roles that didn’t jive with her feelings about life. The Disney roles did that. Adult ones wouldn’t have. Allied to this was a growing “lack of ethics” in the film industry as she saw it, not only in adult roles but children’s as well.

“Cute” children more or less disappeared when stars like Brooke Shields and Jodie Foster played juvenile prostitutes (in Pretty Baby and Taxi Driver respectively). Films like Lolita (both versions, though Sue Lyon looked too old to be labelled a child star) and Paper Moon also knocked that stereotype on the head.

Natalie Wood once said she felt sorry for the crop of child stars that followed her. She believed Shields had to struggle with pressures she didn’t have, like being a sex symbol, posing for the cover of Vogue — being so visible. In Shields’ era, she thought, the focus wasn’t so much on the work but the trappings of it.41 How ironic that Wood was aware of these dangers and yet got caught up in them herself. They could even be said to have played a part in her early death.

Very often the stars who were playing wholesome parts on TV or in movies had dysfunctional lives when the cameras weren’t rolling. Melissa Gilbert and Alison Arngrim starred in the hit TV series The Little House on the Prairie as Lauren Halfpint Ingalls and Nellie Oleson respectively.

Gilbert got letters from world-weary fans saying they wished they had a life like she had on the show. She felt like writing back to them saying, I wish I did too. Little did they know their tales of physical and sexual abuse mirrored her own life offscreen.42

As the years went on, Gilbert shocked her co-stars by developing a problem with drug abuse. Cocaine made her feel like a new person. After taking a few lines, she was able to wave goodbye to the dorky girl with zinc oxide on her nose. It helped her to be more confident with everyone she met: The talk was smarter, the music was better, everyone was more beautiful, and the sex was fantastic.43 Neither was Arngrim’s life outside the series idyllic. She was sexually abused as a child. Her father was gay.

Anything overtly sexual was outlawed on the Little House set. “Michael Landon and his sweaty chest,” Arngrim wrote in a memoir, were the closest things to sex on the show. Even kissing was considered a big deal. It was usually followed by an immediate proposal of marriage.” Nobody could do anything about Landon’s chest, however, or the rippling muscles of the other men on the set. Though the mood was superficially Victorian, a “Lady Chatterley” vibration bubbled under the surface.44

When Arngrim reached twenty, she was out of work. The auditions she attended either required her to be a cheerleader, someone naked, someone dead or a ghastly combination of all three.45 She had trouble sleeping at night. Her heart raced. She broke out in mysterious rashes.

Gilbert and Arngrim weren’t the only two stars to experience a disjunction between the way their screen characters behaved and what happened in their lives outside the television set. Jodie Sweetin appealed on the show Full House for eight years as goody two shoes Stephanie Tanner. Most people imagined she was like that in real life as well. It was only in the years after it went off the air that she revealed herself as being both an alcoholic and methamphetamine addict.

An adopted child, she believes she got her addictive personality from her birth mother. She was sent to jail for drug-related offenses soon after Jodie was born. Her father was also in jail at this time. He was killed in a prison riot shortly afterwards. It wasn’t the ideal start in life, but when she was adopted by stable people things improved.

Her career began early. She was only three when she was spotted at a dance recital and signed up by a talent scout. A career in television beckoned. Everyone was glad for her, but she felt she lost more than she gained with this.

Full House called for her to be a miniature adult. When she played Hide-and-Seek on the set she was berated. She couldn’t understand the logic of this. Where was her childhood gone?

She became a people pleaser almost by rote. If the Full House producers needed someone to look sweet while eating Oat Boats, she smiled in her cereal. In later years, when friends needed a house for a party, “I opened my doors, supplied drugs, and broke up lines of cocaine with a credit card.” In the public spectrum, if she was asked to be a role model, she “hopped on a plane, turned on my best Stephanie-Tanner-all-grown-up-face and gave a speech.46

Sweetin was the victim of much jeering as a result of being on the show. In the street children yelled, That’s Stephanie Tanner! at her. She wanted to tell them she wasn’t a Tanner, she was herself, but there was no point. They wouldn’t have believed it. She also got a lot of jeering at school, so much so that one day she fired a chair at another pupil.47

She became hooked on alcohol from the moment she tasted it. It was at a wedding. When the first drink went down well, she had a second, then a third, and fourth. Before she knew where she was, she started vomiting. Then she passed out. The next morning, she swore to her parents that she’d never indulge again but it was already too late. She’d found the answer to her shyness: “A big chunk that I felt was missing in me had been filled.” Suddenly she wasn’t an awkward high school kid anymore. Neither was she Stephanie Tanner: “I was Jodie Sweetin, and I was an alcoholic.48

One of the reasons she became a bad girl was to get away from her Full House persona. She wanted to be the antithesis of a Tanner. If Full House was like a “real family,” she said, she was determined to be its black sheep.

At one point she was spending $500 a week on meth. When her parents commented on the weight loss she encountered as a result of this, she told them it was from working out. She continued to abuse drink and drugs even when she purported to be in recovery. She remembered nights where she stood on podiums denouncing abuse while she was actually getting high.

Getting pregnant helped her to go straight. She stopped calling people she knew from the drug world and didn’t take their calls when they rang her. After a while the phone stopped ringing.” When you stop calling the people who live that lifestyle, they forget about you pretty quickly. Friendship isn’t exactly anyone’s top priority.49

She finally got herself clean after a long struggle. For much of it she didn’t know if she even wanted to get there. Deciding to be happy, she maintained, has been one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever had to make.50

Todd Bridges is best known for playing Willis Jackson on Diff’rent Strokes. What many people aren’t aware of is the fact that he had a severely troubled childhood. His father was an alcoholic who abused him. He also abused his mother and sister. Bridges was acting from the age of six. He turned to cocaine in adulthood.

His whole world revolved around the drug after he became addicted to it. It numbed him to the bad things that had happened to him as a child. All his acting career bequeathed him was the money to buy it and a motel room where he could smoke it.

Corey Feldman was a child star at ten and a teen idol soon afterwards. He seemed to have it all but then the bubble burst. He was arrested for drug offenses and spent nine months in rehab. Afterwards his friends started to die — River Phoenix, Michael Jackson, Corey Haim. In therapy he revealed that his childhood wasn’t what people thought. He saw his parents smoking pot when he was only seven. He was beaten by his father when his grades fell at school. Sometimes he was even tied to a bedpost as he was lashed by a leather belt.

Feldman had an accident on his bike when he was a young man, falling down a hill after sneaking out on it at the dead of night. He went over the handlebars and got injuries all over his face and hands. He was in the middle of shooting a film at the time. His mother was livid when she saw the injuries — not because she was worried about his health but rather about the threat the accident posed to his earning power. God dammit Corey, she snarled, If the director sends you home tomorrow, I’ll make you wish you were still tumbling down that hill. It’ll feel like nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you. The following day he said to the make-up lady about his face, Please fix it. My parents are going to kill me if I can’t work.51

He got legal emancipation from his father in 1987. He was only fifteen at the time. His father agreed to pay him $40,000 for managing his career up until then. That represented the sum total of Feldman’s worth at the time. His father claimed he’d neglected his own career to help him.52

Afterwards came the drug problems. He yo-yoed from indulgence to withdrawal, working hard at going cold turkey and then regressing. He told himself he was cured when he wasn’t. It’s the disease talking, he pointed out, but it sounds a lot like yourself.53

In his later career, the only offers he tended to get were films that had him playing thinly disguised versions of himself. He balked at most of these, including one from Wes Craven, the horror movie director, who wanted to put him in his film Cursed. He was won round when his salary was increased to three times the original offer, but his part ended up on the cutting room floor. He wasn’t surprised. It had happened to so many others. He was just another statistic, another casualty of fortune on the child star treadmill.

Gilbert, Arngrim, Bridges, and Feldman survived to tell their stories. They’re cautionary fare to anyone contemplating a life on screen as a child star. They say to them in effect, Be careful what you wish for.

So does Macaulay Culkin. He also came from a broken home, or perhaps his success led to it: his parents split up after he became famous. 

He went to live with his mother. Pretty soon money became tied up in divorce fees. He was earning millions, but his mother couldn’t pay the rent because of all the money that was going to lawyers. His father’s legal fees also came out of his account. Deciding it was time to take action, he set up a special bank account that they couldn’t get into. Otherwise, he said, his mother and himself would have been evicted from their apartment.

Culkin was only nine when he appeared in Home Alone. The camera made him feel he was on permanent display. There are people in the bushes! he thought. He wore hats to try and hide his face, but it didn’t work: I [even] got recognized wearing a ski mask. Maybe it’s the lips. He grounded himself by taking out the garbage and bringing his dog for a walk. Afterwards he developed a strange hobby: visiting electronics shops. That kept him grounded too.54

One of the most high-profile examples of a child star going off the rails was Lindsay Lohan. She once said she found it difficult to remember a time in her life when people weren’t staring at her. She was only three when she was signed to the prestigious Ford Modeling Agency. She made her acting debut at ten. A year later she was signed up for a major movie, a remake of The Parent Trap.

Hayley Mills had been in the original. Mills was fifteen in it. Disney thought it would be interesting to have the main characters as preteens in the remake. Director Nancy Meyers saw Lohan on a tape and asked her to audition for it. Casting director Ilene Starger was impressed by her. In addition to a natural talent for acting she had freckles and red hair. She had maturity beyond her years,” Starger concluded, but she was still a kid.55

At seventeen, she appeared in Mean Girls. It was another major milestone. But then the cracks started to appear. She was seen falling out of nightclubs in various stages of undress — and drunkenness. There were drinking binges, eating disorders. Her problems became worldwide news. Barack Obama was even aware of them.56

The general perception was that she had too much money and didn’t know what to do with it. Either that or she just liked being on the front pages of the tabloids — for all the wrong reasons.

She was arrested for drinking and driving offenses. 

Her attitude to authority didn’t help her cause. During one courtroom appearance she painted her nails with the message, Fuck U.57

She served an 84-minute sentence in 2007. It was a sign of what fame could do. But leniency was a poisoned chalice. It left her free to re-offend. Her mother visited her during one of her times in jail. She’s in with alleged murderers,” she gasped, and she’s become friends with a lot of them.58

Lohan reformed eventually. She got her career back on track after looking like she was on a course to self-destruction. Or were her misdemeanors more publicity stunts than anything else? Sometimes it appears that way. Scandals grab headlines. Sometimes they even help careers instead of destroying them. Errol Flynn’s career actually improved after he was arrested for statutory rape. 

Some child stars have suffered as much from poor self-images as substance abuse. Lisa Jakub appeared in high profile films like Mrs. Doubtfire and Independence Day but she’s had many anxiety issues in her life as well as feelings of lack of fulfilment.

“What do you call a mid-life crisis that happens at age nine?” she asks. She had a nervous breakdown a week before her tenth birthday, burnt out from an endless round of commercials for everything from face cream to detergents. There were TV programs where she was known as One Take Jake because she was so efficient.59

Her friends collected themselves around her to adore her. She felt she was fascinating to them much in the way dissecting a frog is fascinating. It’s an interest tinged with a feeling of uneasy tension. It’s a Look but don’t get too close kind of curiosity.60

Mara Wilson also appeared in Mrs. Doubtfire. Like Jakub, she feels out of place in fame’s goldfish bowl. Wilson had trouble making friends as a child. When she came back from a film set, the people she knew acted differently to her. Some of them accused her of being different to them. Children often change when they become famous. Other times those around them change, either resenting their success or imagining they’re going to be carried away by it. This creates an insurmountable distance. Shared experiences become less and less. Wilson hated it when her friends played Remember when? games...and she couldn’t.61

She had a hit with the movie Matilda. People started making huge predictions for her. She wasn’t sure if she could share them.

She dreaded the prospect of the aforementioned awkward” years when she would be old enough to have breasts but not old enough to show them legally. Matters weren’t helped by a father who didn’t want her playing parts that were too old for her. When he said this, she was thirteen.62 People exploited her on websites, offering sexual images of her at the click of a switch. Photographs of her face were superimposed onto other girl’s bodies. She was even featured on a foot fetish site once.

Today she looks back on these experiences more with bemusement than anything else. Like the other survivors of child fame in this book, she’s been battle scarred but has got on with her life. One wonders how the new crop of child stars will fare out as their careers unfold, people like Madison Reyes, Alex Hibbert, McKenna Grace. What about Julian Dennison or Noah Jupe?

We tell ourselves that systems are in place to protect such people from the pitfalls of the past, that they’re not going to be exploited by unscrupulous agents, manipulative moguls, grasping parents. But who can protect them from themselves when they’re thrust into artificial environments before they know anything about life? Will they be able to look at the mistakes made by their predecessors and learn from them? Or are such mistakes unpreventable, being inbuilt into the very fabric of fame itself?

Maybe the most tragic case of all in Hollywood’s back pages was that of Bobby Driscoll. Driscoll was under contract to Walt Disney when he was only nine. He won a Special Academy Award for Song of the South in 1946, going on to appear in films like Treasure Island. In 1953, he was the voice of Peter Pan. Work offers dried up when he got into his teens. The adorable little boy turned into a gawky adolescent.

A few years after working for Disney, he found himself shoved out of the limelight into a spate of negligible TV roles. At the age of 25 he griped, “I was carried on a silver platter [for a time] and then dumped in the garbage.”63

One day during the filming of Miss Susie Slagles he fell off a box. Pain shot through his body. He couldn’t cry because the director told him noise cost money. 

Driscoll’s popularity declined when he developed acne. His roles afterwards were mainly television ones. Then they dried up too. He tried to re-integrate himself back into ordinary life, but it wasn’t easy. He was the famous kid now, not the boy next door. He developed an aggressive side to protect himself from being jeered. Then he started using drugs. At nineteen he was arrested after throwing a bag of marijuana from his car. A month later he ended up in jail for a relatively minor offense — firing objects at young women from a peashooter. His mother said the drugs changed his personality: “He didn’t wash. His teeth got dirty. He had an extremely high IQ, but the narcotics affected his brain.”64

This was the beginning of a downward spiral for him. The phone stopped ringing. His career capsized. In 1961 he was sentenced to six months in a rehabilitation center. He married but the marriage collapsed under the strain of all his problems. 
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