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STORE OWNER KNOWS THAT SOME THINGS NEED NOT CHANGE
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Eileen Colianni of Oakmont is a free-lance writer who will be filing an
occasional feature story about active senior citizens in the East
suburbs.

A curious customer, eyeing his thick thatch of black hair with barely a trace of silver, asks Jim Furko his age. "Why I'm so old," 
he deadpans, "I used to throw stones at Indians as they paddled down the Allegheny."

A part-time farmer since age 12 and the proprietor of Oakmont's Hunter Bros. grocery store since 1947, Jim is actually 87. His 
dark eyes twinkle whenever he's telling stories on himself. Some true, some not.Here's a recent true one: "Fella came in last 
week, asks me, 'Hey, did the old fella die? His fields aren't plowed this year.' He took me for my son Frank, ya see. I told him, 
'No, the old fella's not dead. I'm the old fella, and this year those fields hafta wait till after the Open's over.' "

Jim's fields, 20 acres of them atop Hulton Road in East Oakmont, will be plowed soon, he says. "Some Sunday I'll spend all 
day on my tractor. It's easy when you know what you're doin', and I've been doin' it all my life, it seems."

Jim's life began in 1907, the fifth of nine children born to Frank and Sarah Fulco, who arrived from Sicily in 1904. (A 
schoolteacher transcribed Fulco as Furko, and it stuck.)

Jim's dad found work in "Mr. Scaife's" steel mill, and before long Scaife offered to loan the family 10 acres of farm land on the 
banks of the Allegheny River, where Riverview Park is today.

After a series of slow, cautious responses to a visitor's questions, Furko is warming up to the prospect of telling his stories as 
he leans against a vintage wood-and-glass display case in his corner store at the busy
intersection of Hulton Road and Allegheny River Boulevard.

Jim entered the work force at age 12, huckstering the family farm's produce up and down the streets of Verona and Oakmont 
from a horse-drawn wagon. His Dad's death when Jim was 16 increased his responsibilities to the family, so he sought work at 
the Verona Toolworks.

"The older men there kept tellin' me to get out before the dust and dirt gave me TB, so after five years I got a job delivering 
groceries in my Model-T for Mr. Hunter."

Back then, he remembers, looking off into the distance, 50 little stores like his lined the main streets of Oakmont and Verona. 
Jim describes them with longing in his voice: "Vinegar, apples, potatoes, even kerosene were sold
from big barrels. The bread was unwrapped, unsliced. Why, some stores even had boxes of live chickens out front."

Jim pauses in his reverie, stoops down behind the counter, and with some effort lifts a huge leather-bound volume onto the 
countertop. Several inches thick, its leather cracked and pages curling, it turns out to be a ledger book
from 1904. (Hunter Bros. opened in 1890).

"Look here," Jim urges. "Just look at these prices." Topping each page is a customer's name, written in calligraphy-like script. 
Beneath is a list of items purchased that week: bread, 9 cents; cabbage, 4 cents; oysters, 35 cents; coffee, 18 cents.

When Jim bought the store in 1947 from Hunter, a bank president, he decided to retain the name with a view to retaining 
Hunter Bros.' steady customers, among whom were the Oakmont Country Club, the police station and the library. ''Never lost 
a one of them," he says proudly. "Supplied the country club with fresh produce till last year. They got too big for me."

Too big. Too much. Too many. These words recur often when Jim comments on today's world. His aversion to bigness may 
have begun in the late '50s when giant groceries emerged and corner stores began to vanish.

Furko's did not, however. Jim credits its longevity -- and his own as well -- to the seasonal fresh produce he brings down from 
the farm: tomatoes, corn, beans, cabbage, cauliflower.

His asparagus is so renowned that it's been featured in local news stories. A customer with her head bent over its bright green 
stalks looks up to volunteer, "I come all the way from Cheswick whenever I hear Jim has asparagus."

Even though four Giant Eagles loom largely within a three-mile radius of Hunter Bros., customers keep coming, attracted by 
farm-fresh produce, the annuals lining the store's front step alongside garlic and onion sets and basil plants. Such greenery, 
hand-lettered window signs ("old-fashioned buckwheat flour"), and partially drawn window shades bespeak an earlier, simpler 
era and no doubt beckon to those who seek the offbeat or the noncommercial.

Asked about his rather remarkable survival during this era of Goliath groceries, Jim smiles. "Oh, I make enough to pay the bills 
and it's a good place to spend time. Why, if I wasn't down here every day, I might stay home and get sick."

Not that Jim has ever been sick. "Only time I ever saw a doctor was 10 years ago when a dog pulled some skin off my arm, 17 
stitches worth. Before then, never even took an aspirin," Jim says.

"Want to live as long as me? Stay away from doctors! Eat fresh vegetables and fruits every day."

Jim's recollections gradually reveal a yearning for old-time values such as ''people helping each other." When his mother was 
having a baby or ill, neighbors came to do the laundry. "Now keep in mind, in those days, we used washboards, not machines. 
Imagine! Why, today, neighbors don't even know each other, let alone help each other.

"I'll tell you another in'tresting thing. In those days, all children learned to work. Our parents taught us everything. We were 
satisfied, happy. Best thing was every night we'd all sit down to dinner. Nowadays no one's home a'tall -- too many places to 
go. Today's kids are in trouble because parents give them nothing to do and everything they want."

Jim interrupts his narrative to wait on a customer. "Oh, pay me next time," he tells one of a large group of retired men who 
gather daily in the store. Some bring their own folding chairs and set up in front of the counter to chat with Furko.

A few years ago Jim's son Frank, who helps at the store and on the farm, decided to list all the regulars. He counted almost 50 
of them and posted their names near the front door, checking them off when they die. Check marks reveal that their number 
has dwindled to 25.

Carl Venate has been a regular visitor to this informal senior center since 1982 when he was laid off by Gulf Oil. He looks at 
Jim fondly. "This guy's something. He'd done everything and with only a sixth-grade education. And look! He has more hair 
than any of us."

LIB2

Illustration: PHOTO

Jim Furko shows a store ledger from 1904.
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