It was the autographs more than the history that first attracted me to the
series of books written for the Hinckley and Schmitt football luncheons in
the 1950s. A copy of “The Four Horsemen of Notre Dame” that was
auctioned on Mastronet in April 2004 was signed by all Four Horsemen,
Harry Stuhldreher, Don Miller, Jim Crowley, and Elmer Layden, and by
Hall of Fame members Ernie Nevers, Red Grange, and Joe Guyon. In my
collection I have a copy signed by Don Miller:

A copy of “Thorpe of Carlisle” that I was able to purchase had autographs
of former Bears Hunk Anderson and Ed Healey, as well as former
Cardinals Paddy Driscoll, Duke Slater, Wilfred Smith, and Fred Gillies. In
another book, “77 Grange of Illinois” I found autographs of Grange,
Grange’s teammate from Illinois, Wallie McIlwain, and football official

Bobie Cahn. It seemed that whatever this Hinckley and Schmitt football
luncheon was all about, it certainly attracted an interesting cross section of
football stars from Chicago pro teams and college teams in the region.

As far as I know, there are five books in the series published over five
years:
Gipp of Notre Dame, 1954
Thorpe of Carlisle, 1955
Grange of Illinois, 1956
Eckersall of Chicago, 1957
Slater of Iowa, 1958
Four Horsemen of Notre Dame, 1959

All books have James A. Peterson listed as the author, and the Grange
book states it is published for the Nineteenth Annual Hinckley and Schmitt
Football Luncheon, which means the luncheons began in 1938. Many
questions came to mind – Why were the luncheons held? Who was
James Peterson? Who or what was Hinckley and Schmitt? And what was
the draw that brought all these great football players together?

The easiest question to answer was in regard to Hinckley and Schmitt,
now a national merchant wholesaler of bottled water. The company had
its roots in Chicago. Otis Hinckley had been a store delivery man for

White Rock and George Schmitt worked at a drug store in the Palmer
House Hotel. In 1888 they teamed up to distribute White Rock water
directly to Chicago customers, adding many kinds of spring and bottled
waters through the years, and pioneering water cooler service to offices
downtown in the Windy City. Although bottled water seems a necessary
commodity today, during the depression it took some persistent and
imaginative marketing to keep the company afloat.

James A. Peterson was little harder to track down – but he showed up in
Jim Carroll’s book about Red Grange and thanks to Maynard Brichford,
Illinois University Archivist Emeritus, I obtained copies of some of his
correspondence with Robert Zuppke, legendary football coach for the Illini.
Peterson was a graduate of the University of Illinois (Law 1922) and
served as lawyer to the Schmitt family and as the President of Hinckley
and Schmitt from the mid 1930s to the mid 1960s. He was an avid

supporter of Illinois football and a great fan of Red Grange, attending
nearly every game Grange played in college and pro football.

In one copy of “77 Grange of Illinois”
Peterson wrote: As a boy I dreamed
of being a great football player.
When I arrived at Illinois I found that
I was too small. However, soon
came a red head who fulfilled my
dreams. In later years he became
my close friend. James A. Peterson

In 1937, after Grange retired from the Bears, Peterson hired him as a
sales promotion manager for Hinckley and Schmitt, reportedly for an
annual salary of $7,500. According to George Schmitt, grandson of the
founder and CEO of Hinckley and Schmitt from 1965 to 1997, Grange
primarily visited the downtown office managers who were buyers of the
water cooler services, and served as good-will ambassador for the
company. He also was master of ceremonies at the annual football
luncheons.

When Grange married in 1941, Peterson suggested he set up his own
business and introduced him to a friend who was successful in insurance.
After taking the insurance brokers exam, Grange left Hinckley and Schmitt
in 1942 to set up his own agency. Later he would say, “I was as good an
insurance man as there was in Chicago. On the football field I had ten
other men blocking for me, but I’m more proud of what I did in the
insurance business, because I did it alone.”

So Peterson’s connection to Grange and Grange’s connection to everyone
else in football was one powerful draw to the Hinckley and Schmitt
luncheons. But there was another draw, a Chicago tradition that began in
1934 and served as a major factor in the popular growth of pro-football –
the annual Chicago College All Star Game. The history of that game is
well told in a new book: "Football's Stars of Summer: A History of the
College All Star Football Game Series of 1934-1976, by Raymond
Schmidt. Peterson held the luncheons two days before the All Star
Game, a time when the worlds of college and pro football came together in
Chicago.

This connection was clear in a letter Peterson wrote to Zuppke in
July,1950:

Dear Zup,
I would be pleased to have you as my guest at a small informal
luncheon in the Crystal Room at the Palmer House on Wednesday,
August 9, at 12:15 o’clock noon.
“Red” Grange will preside, and there will be present some other
men prominent in football. The All Star Game will be the topic of
conversation and I thought that you would be interested to hear the side
lights from some of the experts.
Yours sincerely, Jim

The Crystal Room at the Palmer House holds about 140 people, so
obviously it wasn’t an oversized affair and everyone would have the
opportunity to meet the honored guests. It was a promotional event for
Hinckley and Schmitt with their important Chicago business clients invited
to mingle with prominent football men. In the 1950s Jim Peterson began
doing research and writing the books that provided a wonderful souvenir
of the event.

Here is a copy of a program from the 1954 luncheon listing all of the
guests:

The books are attractive in their own right, having a almost handmade
quality about them - 8vo - over 7¾" - 9¾" tall, deckleed edges, unopenned
pages, sepia photos , black, blue or red boards with gilt title and
decoration on the front cover. Add to the gift of the book an opportunity to
get autographs of legendary players and you have a very successful
promotional affair, a great piece of football history, and a wonderful item
for today’s collector who knows a little about the history of these five
volumes from the mid 1950s.

