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Paul Petersen’s Top Ten hit, “My Dad”  Source: Paul Petersen
Paul Petersen is, and always has been, a force of nature.  As a child actor, his self-assured presence –a.k.a. loveable wiseguy—landed him a role in the Cary Grant-Sophia Loren film “Houseboat,” and first-string membership in Disney’s “Mickey Mouse Club.”  That same persona got him fired.  “I was only eight or nine.  Nobody told me that I wasn’t supposed to be a kid.  I didn’t act like a professional or ‘an adult’ and I got canned.”  There were no hard feelings, though.  “Years later I got cast in the Disney picture, “The Happiest Millionaire,” and Walt and I laughed about my earlier firing.”
In the interim, though, Paul was a fixture in American living rooms –at least the ones with TV sets—portraying Jeff Stone, the irascible son on “The Donna Reed Show.”   And like his television peers, Ricky Nelson and “The Rifleman’s” Johnny Crawford, Paul became a recording star, landing hits like “My Dad” and “She Can’t Find Her Keys” near the top of the pop music charts.  Teen idol mania ensued.  Petersen asserts that, “I can assure Justin Bieber that I know what the experience is like.  Reality and proportion become distorted.”
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And when “The Donna Read Show” ended its eight-year run in 1966, that reality became increasingly stark.  Opportunities for the boy-actor-now-turned-man quickly evaporated.  “Within three years, jobs offers were non-existent.  Depression set in and I resorted to all the clichés,” Petersen admits, “drugs, alcohol—and I take full responsibility for my actions.”
An unanticipated knock at his door one day was the first step in Paul’s turnaround.  “Mickey Rooney just showed up at my house unannounced and said, ‘Kid, this business will chew you up and spit you out.  You need to go back to school and do something else.’”  Petersen took his advice, went to college, and churned out a series of successful paperback novels.
In the late-1970s, while working on a memoir of his limited run in the Mickey Mouse Club, Petersen began noticing a thread of dysfunction and shared issues amongst the dozens of his former colleagues that he was interviewing for his book.  A seed was planted.  And in the decade ahead, in fits and starts, he worked on a book that would chronicle the trials and tribulations of former child actors; its working title was “A Minor Consideration.”
Paul’s ambition took a pointed turn on a bleak day in January 1990.  His old friend, Rusty Hamer, Danny Thomas’s son on “Make Room For Daddy” –long-discarded by the industry that had made him a child star—had taken his life.  “There were times that I was in New Orleans and I could have rented a car and driven down to where he was living and visit him, but I didn’t.  And I vowed that I would never let that happen again.”

The concept of A Minor Consideration turned into a safe harbor, a fraternity/sorority of former child actors, and an advocacy for the protection of young performers and the adults who emerged scarred from those ranks.  For the past 25 years, Paul Petersen has been a tireless activist, lobbying for child labor legislation, safer working conditions for minors, that wages earned by children are held in trust until adulthood, and that health and psychological needs are addressed by professionals. 
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Paul Petersen addresses the press  Source: Paul Petersen
Notable performers – River Phoenix, Dana Plato and others—have eluded Petersen’s caring grasp.  Just during the course of this interview, news arrived that Suzanne Crough of the “Partridge Family” had died.  Petersen was not privy to any details, but based on past experience, he was quick to offer a generalized assessment.  “When I hear that a former child actor is in trouble, I assume that their past experience has impacted them in some negative way.”
But with more than 800 active participants in the organization he founded, Paul Petersen’s successes greatly outweigh the periodic episodes of heartbreak or loss.  Approaching 70, he’s turning over the reins of A Minor Consideration to new leadership.  But as Chairman Emeritus, it’s likely that he will remain an active voice for Hollywood’s past and present junior league.  “More than my performing career,” Petersen reflects, “I guess my advocacy is what I’ll be remembered for, and that’s something I’m proud of.”
