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(over Story

By DONNA BOYLE SCHWARTZ

Creative Transformation

Model, actress and ‘Army brat’ Allison Balson shares her journey from television’s
Little House on the Prairie to singer, songwriter, radio host and celebrity spokesperson

Families worldwide have enduring memeries of actress and
model Allisen Balson and her days as the sdopted, "nasty” Nancy
Olesan character in the wildly-popular television series, Little
House on the Prairie. The seres is celebrating its 50th anniversary
this year.

Today, however, many mors people have become fans of Balson
for her charitable activities that benefit active-duty troops and
military families through her career transformation as a singer,
songwritar, and celebrity spokesperson for Operation Happy
Mote. This is 2 voluntesr nonprofit organization whose mission is
te send musical instruments to deployed service men and
wiomen around the world.

& self-descrined “Army brat,” Balson credits being raised in a mili-
tary family with her strong sense of values and her devation to
charitable causes that focus on military families. “0Over the years, |
have been wold numeraus times from military spouses how im-
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partant the Little House on the Prairie TV show was to their farmily.”
she recalls. "My character being the adopted ‘nasty” Mancy
Oleson kid was relatable and entertaining. | have been told that
watching the show became a weekly gathering activity for the
famnily. They weuld reserve that hour when the show was broacg-
cast to be wogether.”

Balson was born at Walter Reed Medical Hospital and grew up
at the Presidic in San Francisco, CA, where her father was based
in the Army. "For me it was a dream play world, with a backyard
that seemed magical and massive because it was open to nature.”
she reminisces, “Outside of our military housing, the base
grounds gave me and my brother hours of fun riding our Big
Whesls, My mom would pack sandwiches for us, and off we
would go. The Presidio was safe, My mam never had to waorry
about us going off to explore, and play.

“Growing up at an early age in such a utopia, really impacted my
imagination, and stimulated my creative wiles,” she continues.

“| would spend countless hours climbing up and rolling down
sand hills, playing hide and seek around old bunkers, and dance
and sing at the top of my lungs among the California pines. |
remember the base as 2 community full of families with children.
My favorite activity was going te the Sunday double features at
the movie theater. | spent many hours watching movies, ad-
miring the actors and fictional stories, and eating way too much
buttered poepoorn and red licorice”

Bzlson's mother Bernice also recalls those days fondly: “Being
part of the military was a community of like-mindad and patriotic
individuals,” she explains. “We enjoyed living on military basss
across the Unitad States. My husband was offered overseas




assignments, but this didn't happen. We were all young-mar-
rieds, recently married some with children, and the military pro-
vided houwsing for 2ll of us. Thers was a hospitzl on the base, a
movie theater, a commissary where yvou would buy food and a
PX where you would buy other essentials. Military life was excit-
ing and zlways @ new adventure, Raising two children on the
military base was perfect. They had a lot of freedom to go out
gnd sxplors in and enjoy
movies onthe weekend on
the base”

Along with the positive
aspects of growing up in
the military community,
there were also challenges,
Zalson notes, especially
having her father fre-
quently away on deploy-
ments. “Becausa my father
was often away, my mother
kept me busy with my
interests: dancing, ballst,
tap, jazz; singing, classically
trained opera; and playing
instruments, piano, Quitar.
She realized that my in-
terests weare more than
just a passing fancy. As
some kids find their pas-
sion in sports, | found mine
in the creative arts, specifi-
cally sntertaining, These
lessons parlaysd into pro-
fessional work.”

At the age of five, Balson started modeling for 5an Francisco
department stores, as well 25 singing with the 5an Francisco
Children's Opera, and she began dancing with the San Francisco
Ballet. She also began appearing in television commercizls,

“One of my favorite commercials was a Vivitar camera commaercial

with Orson Welles,” she notes. "It was a thrill to work with the
esteamed actor, Mr, Welles was a powerful personality on the
set, and he took good care of me as we worked together. Now
that | reflect, | am realizing acting/modeling provided additional
family for me, | loved my ‘on set” Moms, Dads, and siblings. 5o,
the entertainment industry became an extended family.

Balson said she wrote the song “My Friend” this vear to honar
the memeory of Little House's *Dad.” Michael Landan and to
celebrate the S0th anniversary of the show. *l received a2 heart-
felt letter from a woman who grew up the daughter of a military
family and remambered watching me on the show,” she notes,
“She szid that she loved to watch Michael Landon (Pa Ingalls),
because he resembled her own father who at the time was
stationed abroad. When she listened to my lyrics, the words

rasonated with her own feelings of how Michael Landon became
a symbalic father figure during those timess.”

Balzon notes that military families often share "a commitment to
duty mixed with uncertainty, fear and loneliness. Feeling sep-
arated, being away from loved cnes, is hard, These feslings ares
what resonate with me personally, because | have missad loved
ones, because of duty,
and the sacrifices that
had to be made because
of what this entails.”

She points out that the
separation from her fa-
ther became a pivotal
turning point in her de-
velopment as an acior
and in her subseguent
work &5 & singerfsong-
writer and radio host. “
had an acting coach
who taught me to look
within, and use parsonal
experignces to be the
foundation of fzelings
for all of my characters,”
she sxplains. ° started
to use my pizno and
auitar skills to do mare
than simply play artists”
songs: | Degan writing
lyrics and putting the
words to melodies to
express my thoughts
and feslings. Songwriting has always been a very personzl
journgy. The lyrics are my journal—an emotionzal outlet—
and this all started during my young years as a member of 2
military family.

“When | developed and hosted my syndicated radio show.

Music Scene Live, | parlayed the influence songwriting had on
me as & child, teenager and adult,” she adds. "The Music Scene
Live radio show's mission is based on the idez that music
transcends. Songs are a universal language, Music has no
barriers, divide, and separation. Music has the ability to units,
guide and heal, and songwriters use lyrics to express their
experiences and emotions.”

Balzon has also been heavily invalvad in military-focused orga-
nizations, including the USO. "l have always admired Bob Hope
and his commitment to keeping military families connected
via the activities offered by the US0," she points out. " was
fortunate to meet Bob Hope and thank him personally for his
support of our troops and their families at a gala event hosted
in his honor. Other celebrities who were present at the aventin
support of him and the USQ included Jimmy Stewart, Dean
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Martin, Fhyllis Diller, Danny Thomas, Jamie Farr, | have also
had the opportunity 1o meeat other celebrity supporters of
cur military families at various fundraising events, includ-
ing lay Leno, Brooke Shields, William Shatner.

“My parents showed me the importance of supporting
military focused charities, not only because of being
stationed in various cities, and dealing with separatian,
but alse because the transition from active duty to civilian
life is difficult,” she adds. “There are numerous challenges
faced and military-focused charities provide supportive
sarvices 1o address specific needs of service men and
women, as well az their families.”

Since 2008, Balson has been a celebrity spokesperson for
Operation Happy Mote, which sends musical instruments
to deployed troops around the world. "Musical instruments
are an important part of life,” she declares. "An instrument
allows for emotional release and free expression,” provid-
ing troops with “momeants away from the realities of their
surroundings, and helping them cops with being away
from their loved ones.”

Balsan zlso is regularly called upen to perform an acoustic
version of the national anmhem at sporting arenas, fastivals,
and charity svents, She says thess types of avents help
inspire her creativity, and she hopss to inspire other mili-
tary families in the same way.

At one recent event, the Blue Angels performed "a powerful,
beautiful, and artistic air show,” she recalls, “As | watched
the jets, | realized that my dream has always been to soar
in life with grace, creativity, and precision like the Blus
Angels. Creativity in any form, | believe, is a blessing, and
can help military farmilies cope with the specific challenges
they are faced with and asked to manage on a daily basis.
It continues to be my hope that through entertaimng—
acring, writing music, singing, performing, recording,
hesting, producing - | can achieve my dream, all the while
striving to be a better self for my loved ones, community,
and country,” ==
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STAND TOGETHER

Growing up in a military family, Allison Balson leamed
early on about the importance of maintaining strong
relationships with friends and family.

“l leamed the importance of maintaining friendships

over the years, because memories shared are special,
and are a part of our fabric,” she explains. “It takes
effort, but keeping special friendships close and con-
nected is worth it.

“As my parents faced the challenge of having to make
the decision to split the family for a while, so do many
military families face a similar challenge,” she contin-
ues. “What | learmed in dealing with the anxiety of
soparation is to understand that family is always there
no matter the distance, and the love is always present.”

This understanding helped spur Balson's commitment
to Operation Happy Note, and also helped inspire her
song “Stand,” from a collaborative album with the artist
Stone and "First,™ which became an anthem for
Operation Happy Note. “Thanks to the generous
support of Captain D's Seafood restaurant company,
a CD single of the song was produced and 500 GDs
were shipped along with the donated instruments to
our troops,” Balson points out. “The lyrics from ‘Stand’
reflect my belief that when we STAND as an individual,
and we STAND as a community, we STAND united.”

STAND LYRICS:

“Can't lose my mind, perfaction makes me
bilind to the world around, youre ol | see
Can't lase my time, you are rmy Bght
In reality, you're aif | meed

I'll stand with you, bolding you tight
I'l stand with you, day and night
IV stand with you, Won't you stand with me

Winds of change blow somefimes

Path heneath takes your far away

Siand strong knowing truth, Stand strong
knowing you"

ALL FHOTOS COURTESY OF ALLISON BALSONS PERSONAL COLLECTION
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