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he and his wife have five kids
and live in Barrington Hills.
Tim, 41, is the vice president of
sales; he and his wife have four
kids and live in Winnetka. And
Mark, 40, is Smithe’s general
counsel; he and his partner live
in Lincoln Park with Petey, a 4-
year-old bulldog.

The brothers spend most of
their time in the company’s Itas-
ca headquarters, which also
serves as a warehouse, custom-
er service center and point of de-
parture for the fleet of Smithe
trucks. But they still manage to
getout totheir stores about once
aweek, touching base with their
employees, surprising custom-
ers or hosting events such as
book signings or wine tastings.

The Smithe boys started out
in a tiny ranch house in Des
Plaines, the children of Walter
Jr. and Florence. In the late ’60s,
the growing family — there are
also four sisters, Cindy, Margie
and twins Hope and Amy, none
of whom is involved in the fam-
ily business —moved to a slight-
ly larger home in Park Ridge.
The girls got the bedrooms; the
three boys shared a room in the
basement.

“There was some physical vi-
olence between the brothers,”
Walt says with that satisfied
look of a big brother who got to
dish it out.

Tim recalls Walt trying to
smother him — repeatedly, ap-
parently — with a bean bag
chair.

“He’d come up from behind
and drop in it on us,” Tim says.
“And I'd be yelling, I can’t
breathe! I can’t breathe!” His
line was, ‘If you can talk you can
breathe.” ”

Early entrepreneurs

The boys’ first ventures into
the working world included
Walt’s daily paper route — 70
Tribunes, three or four Sun-
Times and a couple of Wall
Street Journals — that Tim
helped him with (“I got 1 cent
per paper, and I'd give Tim 10
cents for helping me”), and col-
lecting beer cans that they re-
sold at a Park Ridge flea market.
As they grew into their teens,
there were the usual summer
jobs — caddying, yard work,
selling ice cream from a motori-
zed three-wheeler.

“We were kind of like dorks,
geeks, growing up,” Mark says.
“So that drove us, I think, to be
successes.”

Later, both Tim and Mark
were night managers at compet-
ing convenience stores, Tim at a
7-Eleven in Niles and Mark at a
Park Ridge White Hen.

All three attended St. Mary’s
College in Winona, Minn. Walt
got an MBA at Notre Dame, Tim
got one at Northwestern, and
Mark got alaw degree at Loyola.
After college, all three gravitat-
ed back to the family business,
which was founded by their fa-
ther. (He’s now semi-retired,
having turned the business over
to his sons about 10 years ago.)

Like their brothers, the four
Smithe sisters were all in the
business when they were in
high school. Unlike their broth-
ers, they chose other careers.
Cindy went to college in Iowa
and settled there after school.
Margie, who used to be a buyer
for Smithe, moved to St. Louis
with her husband, who worked
for Anheuser-Busch’s ad agen-
cy. Hope, once a Smithe designer
and store manager, now lives in
Colorado with her husband.
And Amy is a singer and song-
writer.

“They took different career
paths,” Tim says. “Some dab-
bled and moved on and others
just weren’t interested.”

Expansion plan

When the boys took over from
their father, there were about a
half-dozen stores. Now, there
are 12, a 115,000-square-foot
headquarters in Itasca and
more than 550 employees, and
this year Walter E. Smithe Fur-
niture will do $100 million in
sales.

“We wanted to entertain peo-
ple first, so then when we want-
ed to inform them they’d al-
ready be paying attention,” Tim
says of their advertising philos-
ophy. “The majority of what we
run is informational and tells
about the company, but those
aren’t the ones people are talk-
ing about at the water cooler.”

Instead they talk about the
U2/iTunes takeoff, the broth-
ers’ version of “The Appren-
tice” or the Olympic parody
from last year. Or “Hardrock,
Coco and Joe.” (Last year, Wal-
ter E. Smithe resurrected the
1950s-era cartoon that was a hol-
iday staple on WGN-Ch. 9’s
“Garfield Goose” and “Ray
Rayner” shows. The company
offer of a free DVD generated a
huge response, and more than
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Mark Smithe does a U2/iTunes impersonation for a commercial.

60,000 were given away.)

Getting the Smithes in front
of the camera wasn’t easy.
They’re not egomaniacs. And
they’re not showbiz types.

“The brothers have no acting
talent,” Tim says.

But they do have a business.
And they wanted a way to build
the brand.

“We had a common agree-
ment that we had the best furni-
ture in Chicago,” Tim says, “but
not enough people knew about
it.”

They decided on an ad cam-
paign that would, simply, pitch
their product. In 2002 they
brought in director Bill O’Neil

to help them.

“If youthink of furniture com-
mercials, it’s always just pan-
ning a showroom with obnox-
ious graphics,” says O’Neil, who
has directed all the Smithe com-
mercials. “I said, ‘Let’s get you
guys on camera.’ ”

So, somewhat reluctantly,
they let themselves become the
public face of Walter E. Smithe
Furniture.

Those early Smithe commer-
cials were straight-forward af-
fairs, with each brother talking
about his area of expertise —
Walt discussed the merchan-
dise, Tim the company’s design-
ers, and Mark Smithe’s delivery

Making ads pop with pop culture

Brothers Walt, Tim and
Mark Smithe — the faces of
Walter E. Smithe Furniture —
seem to have hit on something
with their ubiquitous ads.

“They’ve done a wonderful
job building a distinctive
brand,” says Tim Calkins, a
professor of marketing at
Northwestern University.
“And they’ve been able to per-
sonalize aretail chain through
the use of the brothers. Their
advertising is creative, it’s
timely and it’s interesting, so
people remember it and they
like it.”

The commercials are creat-
ed in-house. The process starts
with Tim Smithe, Pam Thor-
son (the company’s director of
advertising) and director/edi-
tor Bill O’Neil of O’Neil Pro-
ductions of Wilmette.

“Pam, Bill and I are always
on the watch for pop culture.
We’ve got the radar out for
that,” Tim Smithe says.

When they get a topic,
Smithe says, he tries to figure
a way to blend it into an ad.
Then he and Thorson meet

system and customer satisfac-
tion — and, of course, the furni-
ture. That’s a galaxy away from
the current “Star Wars” parody.

The journey from Point A to
Point B started with an all-
blooper and outtakes reel that
O’Neil and Tim Smithe put to-
gether as a birthday gift for
mom Florence. It turned out so
well that Tim carried along a
copy to a speaking engagement.

“I was invited to speak to 300-
some designers in Oak Brook,”
he says. “An hour and a half. So
I’'m speaking, and they’re half
listening, you know. Falling
asleep. Then when I plugged it
in, the place went up for grabs.
To see these serious, stuffy guys
laughing and having fun ...
someone yelled out, ‘You should

with his brothers and throw
ideas around. They hammer
out a script, call in O’Neil and
start filming. Smithe says that
doing everything in-house al-
lows them to be quick on their
feet. He cites the U2 music vid-
eo takeoff.

“If we’d done that with a
large agency, it would have
been flying people in from
New York and storyboards
and approvals along the way,”
he says. “Instead we did it on
the turn of a dime. There’s a
certain time and simplicity
factor, so from the time of the
idea to the time we shoot it can
be as short as a week.”

Calkins says that by mini-
mizing production costs and
media costs and doing those
quick turnarounds, Smithe
gets a bigger bang for its ad-
vertising buck.

“They go a long way with a
limited budget through the
use of creativity,” he says.

An added factor in the com-
mercials’ success are the
brothers, who come across as
regular guys.

use that as a commercial.” ”

And three stars were born.

“I was at a gym on a tread-
mill,” Mark says of the first time
he caught one of the commer-
cials. “And there’s 10 televi-
sions, all tuned to the same sta-
tion. Then the commercial came
on. And I thought, ‘makeup and
lighting. They can really do
great things.” ”

“The business steadily in-
creased since we started the
commercials,” Walt says. “It’s
never gone completely crazy —
no one can say that one commer-
cial will bring customers in —
but we kind of thought it re-es-
tablished us in the marketplace.
Now, a lot more people know
about us than knew a few years
ago.”

“You think a huge corpora-
tion is going to have pencil
pushers and button touchers,”
says Lynn Hamilton, vice
president of the Shirley Ha-
milton Agency, a Chicago tal-
entagency. “But these are guys
who you’d go to dinner with,
you know? I also think, com-
ing from a family business my-
self, to see how they interact
with each other just gives you
the feeling that they’re good
people, that you’d want to do
business with those people.”

But even as likable as the
brothers are, do they run the
risk of oversaturation or going
to the well too often?

Not as long as they keep the
commercials clever and topi-
cal, O’Neil says.

“As furniture commercials
go, what the Smithes are doing
is great,” he says. “They’re
having a lot of fun. The
Smithes stand out because
they’re doing silly things.”

Says Tim Smithe, “Pop cul-
ture is always changing and so
are we.”

— William Hageman

So as long as strangers keep
serenading them with the com-
pany jingle instead of pelting
them with “Hardrock, Coco and
Joe” DVDs, and as long as the
business continues to grow,
they’ll keep doing the ads.

The sky’s the limit, Tim says.

“With a strategy to continue
Smithe parodies of relevant top-
ics, really, the future is limit-
less,” he says. “Case in point, I
was just this morning sketching
out my first ideas for The Three
Tenors, featuring, of course, the
Smithe brothers in a coliseum.

“And of course this summer’s
blockbuster is supposed to be
‘Charlie and the Chocolate Fac-
tory.’ So is there a ‘Wally and the
Sofa Factory’ in our future?”

Stay tuned.
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Mailer archives to land at U. of 'lexas

By Douglas Brinkley

New York Times News Service

For more than five decades,
Norman Mailer has been ana-
lyzing, prodding and assaulting
American culture, not only in
his many books, articles and
screenplays but also in about
25,000 letters, all saved as car-
bon copies and on computer
disks. And beginning in Mail-
er’s earliest years as a writer,
his mother, Fannie, relentlessly
squirreled away his notebooks,
family photographs, canceled
checks, sales receipts and even
his dogs’ identification tags.

“She was formidable when it
came to compiling scrapbooks,”
Mailer’s authorized biographer,
Robert Lucid, said in a phone in-
terview. “Her view was any-
thing that emanated from Nor-
man had value.”

Always trust a mother’s in-
stincts: On Thursday, Mailer
will be in Austin, Texas, to an-
nounce the sale of his archives
to the Harry Ransom Humani-
ties Research Center at the Uni-
versity of Texas for $2.5 million.
Stored in nearly 500 boxes
weighing more than 20,000
pounds, the trove includes all
manner of Mailerabilia dating
back to his childhood and espe-
cially his early years at Harvard
(class of ’43), where he majored
in aeronautical engineering
and wrote an unpublished nov-
el, “No Percentage.”

When asked by e-mail how it
felt to crate up hislife, Mailer, 82
and living in Provincetown,
Mass., said: “I have nine chil-
dren. It does remind one a bit of
sending them off to college.”

Glenn Horowitz, a New York
bookseller who brokered the
sale, said: “The time has come to
acknowledge Norman’s pro-
found accomplishment. His pa-
pers need to be used by scholars.
With the natural aging process
the handoff was inevitable.”

Mailer cited several reasons
for choosing the University of
Texas, including a strong bond
he forged with his fellow sol-
diers, many of them from Texas,
in the South Pacific during
World War II.

“I went overseas from a Ft.
Bragg artillery training unit to
Leyte, where I was assigned to
the 112th Cavalry,” Mailer said
in his e-mail message. “They
had been stripped of their
horses, becoming, in effect, in-
fantry. In that outfit, I learned a
good bit about Texas and Tex-
ans, so that may have been a fac-
tor in choosing the University of
Texas.

“However, despite a few senti-
mental and cultural attach-
ments to the state, the largest
part of my decision grew out of
the fact that the Ransom Center
at the University of Texas has
one of the finest, if not the finest,
collections of American literary
archives in the world.”

Joins an elite group

The center, founded in 1957,
recently acquired the papers of
several prominent writers, in-
cluding James Jones, Don De-
Lillo, Isaac Bashevis Singer and
Leon Uris. And in 2003 the uni-
versity acquired the Woodward-
Bernstein Watergate papers for
$5 million.

“Our goals are clear,” said
Thomas F. Staley, director of the
Ransom Center. “As we ap-
proach our 50th anniversary, we
continue to keep acquiring the
major writers of the 20th Centu-
ry like Arthur Miller and Ten-
nessee Williams in playwriting,
and now Norman Mailer in ev-
erything.”

Back in 1968, Mailer’s mother,
who died in 1985, aided by Lucid,
then teaching at the University
of Pennsylvania, rented space
in a Midtown Manhattan high-
rise to store her son’s balloon-
ing archives.
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When asked how it felt to crate up his life for the archives, Nor-
man Mailer said: “I have nine children. It does remind one a bit

of sending them off to college.”

“It was pretty stark,” Lucid
said. “The facility was just a
light bulb with a cage around it.
Norman was writing like mad
and it was a race just to keep up
with him.”

Tucked away in the cartons
are more than 100 combat letters
Mailer wrote to his first wife,
Beatrice Silverman, which
formed the backbone of his first

published novel, “The Naked
and the Dead.”

Then there is intellectual
jousting with Robert Lowell on
Vietnam, Marshall McLuhan on
the media, Joan Didion on liter-
ature and James Baldwin on
civil rights.

By the time Mailer wrote
“The Executioner’s Song”
(1979), generating 23 boxes

worth of research materials
about the convicted Kkiller Gary
Gilmore, he had outgrown his
Manhattan storage space. In the
early 1990s the trunks were ship-
ped to West Pittston, Pa., where
Michael Lennon, an English
professor at Wilkes University
in Wilkes-Barre, Pa., began cata-
loging them.

Need for an archive

“He and Robert Lucid con-
vinced me of the need for an ar-
chive,” Mailer said. “If it
weren’t for Mike Lennon and
Bob Lucid, my papers would be
moldering in cartons on a wet
cellar floor.”

Lennon, afriend and executor
of Mailer’s estate, called Mailer
a “string-saver.” According to
Lennon, the archive is brim-
ming with literary oddities: a
dozen finished screenplays, in-
cluding one about Civil War
general Dan Sickles; French
aviation scrapbooks; mail Mail-
er received during his stay at
the Bellevue Hospital Center,
where he had been committed
for stabbing his second wife; ob-
servations on New York graffiti
art; and copies of CIA intelli-
gence reports he used in re-
searching his 1991 novel “Har-
lot’s Ghost.”

The archive also includes
Mailer’s notes on the presiden-
tial campaigns of Henry Wal-
lace, John F Kennedy and
George McGovern, among other
candidates, and there are car-
tons of documents related to his
run for mayor of New York in
1969. Mailer also kept thick files
on icons such as Muhammad
Ali, Lee Harvey Oswald and Ma-
rilyn Monroe.

“Scholars writing on recent
America will need to make a pil-
grimage to Austin,” Horowitz
said. “You name the person —
Neil Armstrong or Robert Ken-
nedy or Pablo Picasso — and
Mailer wrote about them.”
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Chamber

Musicians,
Sinfonietta
set concerts

By John von Rhein

Tribune music critic

Two of the city’s most enter-
prising classical music organi-
zations, the Chicago Sinfonietta
and the Chicago Chamber Musi-
cians, have announced their
concert schedules for 2005-06.
Both groups will be celebrating
their 19th seasons.

Music director Paul Freeman
will lead the Sinfonietta’s open-
ing concerts Sept. 25 and 26,
when he will be joined by the
Chicago Mexican folk music
group Sones de Mexico. Patrice
Jackson, 2002 Sphinx Competi-
tion winner, will play Haydn’s
Cello Concerto in C.

Spanish guitarist Angel Rom-
ero will appear as soloist and
conductor for the Nov. 7 concert,
which holds music by Marcello,
Falla and Beethoven. The or-
chestra’s now-annual tribute to
Martin Luther King Jr., Jan. 15
and 16, will be a collaboration
with Chicago’s Deeply Rooted
Dance Theater and the Chicago
Children’s Choir.

Pianist Navah Perlman
(daughter of Itzhak Perlman)
and the Northern Illinois Uni-
versity Steel Band will join
Freeman and the orchestra
March 12 and 13. The program
includes Chopin’s Second Piano
Concerto.

Gustav Holst’s “The Planets”
will close the Sinfonietta season
May 14 and 15, with projected im-
ages of the solar system created
by Jose Francisco Salgado of the
Adler Planetarium and Vectors
& Pixels Unlimited. The Haitian
violinist Daniel Bernard Rou-
main will perform his “Voodoo
Violin Concerto No. 1.”

Concerts will be given at Do-
minican University’s Lund Au-
ditorium, River Forest; and Or-
chestra Hall, 220 S. Michigan
Ave. For further information,
phone 312-236-3681.

The Chicago Chamber Musi-
cians, the city’s flagship cham-
ber music organization, will
continue its exploration of Rob-
ert Schumann’s chamber out-
put during 2005-06, also show-
casing its resident Chicago
String Quartet in three con-
certs.

The Sept. 25-26 concerts will
include music by Faure, John
Harbison and early English
brass works. The world pre-
miere of Dana Wilson’s “Day-
light at Midnight” for brass
quintet will highlight the Oct.
16-17 program.

More brass (and woodwind)
music will make up the Nov. 13-
14 concerts, which include
works of Beethoven, Gounod
and Ingolf Dahl. Alban Berg’s
“Lyric Suite” and Beethoven’s
String Quartet No. 15 make up
the Chicago String Quartet con-
certs of Feb. 19 and 20.

Brahms’ Serenade No. 1 (in a
version for nine players) will be
performed along with music of
Schubert and Richard Strauss
on March 26 and 27. The season
finale May 7-8 holds Schu-
mann’s A-Major String Quartet
and Shostakovich’s Piano Quin-
tet in G Minor.

For further information, call
312-225-5226.

jvonrhein@tribune.com

A toast to
Thompson

By Peter Carlson
The Washington Post

WASHINGTON — Since
Hunter S. Thompson killed him-
self in February, magazines
from Rolling Stone to the Amer-
ican Journalism Review have
printed tributes to the gonzo
journalist. If Thompson is read-
ing his obits in the Great Be-
yond, his favorite eulogy is
probably the one published in
Modern Drunkard, the Denver-
based magazine of inebriation,
which hailed him as a great
writer and a great drunk.

“There was always a powerful
comfort in knowing he was out
there somewhere in the night,
roaring drunk, guzzling high-
octane whiskey and railing
against a world amok with com-
placency and hypocrisy,” wrote
Frank Kelly Rich, Modern
Drunkard’s editor/publisher.

“Hunter was the last of along,
distinguished line of drunkard
heroes,” Rich wrote, a line in
which he included Ernest He-
mingway, Humphrey Bogart,
Winston Churchill, W.C. Fields
and Mark Twain.

“Nowadays the main rule is
Play It Safe,” he writes. “Not
only should you look before you
leap, you should think very seri-
ously about attending a Leapers
Anonymous meeting and dis-
cussing the possibility that you
have a leaping problem.”



