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M elissa Sue Anderson: avo ids personal questions
By Andee Beck

New York Times Service

Melissa Sue Anderson receives 
more fan mail than any of her "Little 
House on the Prairie” co-stars. She’s 
an object of curiosity to her peers 
when she attends parochial school 
during series hiatus. And on occa
sion is linked romantically with such 
actors as her 42-year-old married co
s ta rd  irector, Michael Landon.

Which could have some rather ad
verse effects upon 15-year-old Melis
sa.

But the attractive NBC actress 
seems to be handling the attention 
with a maturity that frequently isn’t 
achieved by even the eldest and 
most experienced performers.

Clad in a period costume of calf- 
length flowered dress, black ankle 
boots and bonnet, the performer 
who plays Mary Ingalls admits that 
off-screen she’s shy with strangers. 
Indeed, questions about her person
ality bring uncomfortable replies. 
Discussion of the tastes of a teen
ager evoke excited, yet minimal, 
comments on fast cars and dating.

But mention money and the self
consciousness slips away. "A lot of 
kids at school are curious and ask in
appropriate questions, like, 'How 
much do you make?’ That’s embar
rassing. I’ll just give them a look that 
lets them know what I think of the 
question or tell them it’s none of 
their business.

"Everybody thinks actors make a 
lot of money,” she continues, mar
ble-clear blue eyes staring intently, 
"but we don’t. At least, not by the 
time we pay certain costs.

Fan club expenses
"Twenty-five percent pf my pay 

goes into a trust fund,” she volun

teers, "IO percent to my agent and I 
spend a lot — too much — on my 
fan club which has 1,500 members. 
The initial cost people pay for be
longing to the club is one thing, but 
we spend extra to sehd out letters, 
bulletins, Christmas cards. It’s pub
licity and everything, but it’s costing 
a lot. Plus, I pay my mom for coming 
to the set every day, because I’d hire 
someone to take me here and home 
anyway.”

Missy (a nickname which avoids 
confusion with co-star Melissa Gil
bert) lives with her divorced mother, 
Marion, in Burbank, where Melissa 
charges neighbors 75 cents an hour 
for baby-sitting to supplement her 
weekly allowance. "If there’s clothes 
I want that my mother doesn’t think 
I need, I’ll spend my money on that, 
but I don’t go into my savings 
much.”

She does spend money going out 
with friends, and says she goes on 
dates like any typical 15-year-old. 
"But though I go out in public, I 
can’t linger anywhere. I do what I’m 
doing, then go on, else it looks like 
I’m wanting to be noticed.”

When Melissa returns to the set 
to repeat a scene for a different cam
era angle, to an observer the slow, 
methodical production pace makes it 
seem like the 100th time she’s recit-
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ed the same dialogue, performed 
identical motions. But there is no 
boredom in her off-camera expres
sion and her performance each take 
seems flawless.

"This business is so funny,” com
m ents her mother, Marion, whose 
pleasant personality belies ail "stage 
m other” cliches. "When kids are 
working, they’re expected to behave 
as adults, off screen they’re catered 
to by everybody. I’m here every day 
to remind Missy that she’s no more 
special than anyone else. Plus, I like 
to be with her because she’s getting 
to the age where boys are interested 
in h e r . . . . ’’

Not that Marion has much to wor
ry about. "The crew is very protec
tive of my daughter. When she start
ed the show four years ago, Missy 
was a child, but she’s growing into a 
young woman. The crew just doesn’t 
want to see her grow up, though, and 
whenever a boy shows interest in 
her, they are very critical of him.” 

"Yeah, they really are protective,”

Melissa later agrees. "I think it’s 
great, but I make it a point of not 
getting interested in boys in the 
business. I just decided I don’t want 
people knowing about me all the 
time. I know I’m goin’ O K , but too 
many people say too many things. A 
lot of magazines say all sorts of 
things that aren’t true, and I don’t 
want to give them extra cause.

Different lifestyle
"Like one time I was asked how I 

like Michael Landon and I said, ’Oh, 
I love him. He’s the nicest man, the 
greatest director.’ Because he really 
is. But the story came out, ’Melissa 
Sue Anderson is in love with her 
married co-star.’

"If anyone’s dumb enough to be
lieve it, that’s too bad. There’s 
nothing I could do about it. Even if I 
sued, they’d give me a retraction 
that doesn’t amount to more than a 
small paragraph, which most people 
aren’t going to see.”

A bit player several years Melis

sa’s junior interrupts to request her 
autograph. She obliges politely, rou
tinely, then goes on to say that her 
lifestyle of working and studying 
half the year on a TV set and the oth
er half in private school doesn’t 
make growing up hard. "It’s differ
ent, but not strange. Acting is some
thing I want to do, it’s my life, and 
it’s completely natural’to me. Some
day I plan to direct, but no, I can’t 
guess when that’ll be. In this busi
ness you can’t set goals of doing 
something by a certain age.”

Missy, a straight-A student, 
whose previous acting experience 
has been ten commercials and a fea
tured spot on "The Brady Bunch,” 
reports her sole source of career mo
tivation comes from herself. And 
though her mother is beside her ev
ery day, "It’s my responsibility to do 
my job. If I want to continue acting, I 
have to work at it myself. I’m lucky 
to have a steady job and the good ex
perience of a series. But it’s my own 
thing.”

M e lis s a  
Sue  A n d e rso n

One must admit Melissa comes 
off level-headed. But with that ob
servation, her shyness returns. 
When asked to describe her person
ality, she will only say, with much 
hesitation, "Oh, I don’t know. That 
would be vain. I’ve seen too many 
people talk about themselves like 
that. That’s something I don’t want 
to do myself.”
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