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(000) Philip Coyle: .. .Friday, October 17th, 11:30 in the morning, and I'm standing out 
here next to the Blue Ridge Parkway next to the Minerals Museum, and I'm speaking 
with Mike Hensley. Is that correct? 

Mike Hensley: That's correct. 

PC: You want to spell your name for me? 

MH: M-I-K-E H-E-N-S-L-E-Y. 

(004) PC: And, when and where were you born? 

MH: I was born right here in Mitchell County, on April the tenth, 1947. 

PC: And, as I was explaining to you before, I'm doing a series of tapes for the Blue Ridge 
Parkway, and these tapes are going to be transcribed and placed in the archives of the 
Blue Ridge Parkway; they become the property of the Blue Ridge Parkway. Are you 
okay with that? 

MH: As far as I'm concerned, yeah, [laughs] They may not want it! 

PC: We have a Deed of Gift here about that as well. (009) So, now, tell me about your 
family history and your, let's talk about your family history just a little bit in this area. 

MH: My family history goes back to about 1650. One of my seventh great grandfathers 
was George Silvers, who fought with George Washington in the Revolutionary War. 
Came over here from Germany around 1650, something like that, and was up in 
Maryland and came down here right after the Revolutionary War. The other side of my 
family goes all the way back to Priscilla Alden, and Miles Standish, and John Alden, and 
that epic story of that I'm a direct descendant from them. And also, I've got a little bit of 
Cherokee in me, which makes my ancestors meeting my ancestors, and basically, we 
were here forever it seems like. 

(020) PC: Maybe we could go back from the present day maybe talk about your dad and 
your mom and your grandfather, grandmother, those kinds of people and their history 
here in Mitchell, Yancey, this area. 

MH: Okay. My mother was born and raised in Yancey County; my dad was born and 
raised, or not raised, but born in Tennessee. My grandfather Hensley was a Baptist 
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minister and came to Yancey County and helped establish about nineteen churches in 
Yancey County. He rode horseback and preached there. Dad was raised in Yancey 
County; of course, like I said, I was born here in Mitchell County. Mother's people go all 
the way back to original English land grants given for this part of the country. My great 
grandfather on, my great grandfather Murray was foreman of the Roundhouse in Irwin, 
Tennessee with the CC and O. My great-great grandfather was killed at the Battle of 
Chattanooga during the Civil War. But dad and, of course, granddad, grandfather was, 
my great grandfather was a Baptist minister, my granddad was a Baptist minister, and 
like I say, going all the way back in the Silvers family, we've got about two hundred and 
seventy-five ministers that was in that family. My grandfather was not a blacksmith. My 
dad was taught blacksmithing by Daniel Boone VI in Burnsville, who was the sixth 
generation of the original Daniel Boone. Then, of course, he taught me, and I've been 
working with him about fifty-two years now. I started when I was four in the shop with 
him. 
[tape paused] 

(042) PC: We paused the tape there for just a moment as some tourists came through, 
and your dad is? 

MH: Well, my dad is, are you talking about his name and everything? My dad's name is 
B. E. Hensley. It's just a capital B. It's the initials. He signs his name B-E-A, but that was 
because they wouldn't accept initials on social security when he first started out umpteen 
hundred years ago. But, no, his given name is just the initial B, the initial E, Hensley. 
But, like I was telling you before, granddad was a Baptist minister and dad has always 
been able to create. My grandmother told me that she would turn her old flat iron over 
and give him a piece of copper and a hammer, and he would be flattening it out. He used 
to make watch parts and watch hands when he was four and five and six years old. 
People used to bring him their watches - their dollar watches, as they were called back 
then - and he would make a gear for them if it was necessary, even at that young age. So 
it's a God-given talent to Dad that he's a blacksmith now, because my grandfather 
wouldn't have known a hot piece from a cold piece unless he'd touched it. 

PC: So he just learned it himself? 

MH: He learned it himself, and also, like I was saying, he worked with Daniel Boone VI. 
Daniel, he grew up across the road from Daniel, and as a little bitty boy he watched 
Daniel work. And then, as he got older, Daniel would kind of kid him. He'd say, "Well, if 
you can make this, you can call yourself a blacksmith, and just come here and try it." And 
Dad would make it, and he progressed on up through. He didn't take the formal training 
that you would have for years ago, because the talent was there for him. But he refined it, 
I'll say, under Daniel, because Daniel, as far as I'm concerned, was one of the, if not the 
best blacksmith in the whole United States. 

PC: And what happened to that family? Who are the descendants there? 
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MH: Well, all of his children went in different directions. All of the boys, one of them is 
a tool and die maker, one of them is a cabinetmaker, and none of them went into the 
profession of blacksmithing. They, like I say, they went their separate ways. Daniel 
taught at Lees-McRae for a while, and, really no blacksmith came out of that teaching, 
and he tried several people, and dad and one other fellow that has retired were the, Matt 
Howell, were the two that he had that kind of graduated. Of course, Dad's eighty-three 
years old, and he's not technically retired from working. I've got him cut down to about 
ten hours a day. [laughs] He's planning on retiring when he's a hundred and fourteen 
years old. He may be drawing social security, but he works every single day except 
Sunday. 

(081) PC: We're standing here about fifty yards from the Blue Ridge Parkway's 
boundary, and this shop you've got here is right adjacent to the Blue Ridge Parkway; the 
land is just adjacent to the Blue Ridge Parkway. Maybe you could talk to me about the 
history of this land. 

MH: Well, the history that I've got on this piece of property was that Mr. Clay 
Hollifield, that we bought the piece of property from, the land was taken at what we call a 
nominal fee, fifty cents an acre, seventy-five, maybe a dollar. But anyway, he had a 
sawmill and this particular acre here was not in that parcel that they took. And so, he 
arranged for it to be free and clear; there's no easement, no anything on this piece of 
property. And so, that way, we can build as we want to, not kind of as the Park Service 
dictates. But, at one time, they didn't like it. They have kind of become our friends since 
we've been here since 1953. But when we started our kind of original bill, they kind of 
fought us on it and wanted to tell us what to do and how to do it on this piece of property, 
and we just stood up to them and told them that they didn't have the right to tell us. But, 
like I say, over the years, we have become more and more friendly. 

PC: So when your dad bought this property in '53, you said, what was here then? Maybe 
you could talk more about the development of this... 

MH: It was absolutely a hole in the ground. It was nothing but trees and scrub brush and 
everything like that. The Parkway, of course, was built, and everything. They were in the 
process of building the new 226 at that particular time, too. So, we kind of had to build 
with the Parkway in mind, and also then with the new 226. And they got 226 a little bit 
higher than they should have, and it flooded all the Parkway where the Mineral Museum 
is now, and the Park Service stepped in and did us a favor on that. They made them move 
the dirt out and everything, so that it wouldn't flood the territory, and then we built our 
original forge here in about '54. And we've been her ever since. But we just cleared a 
piece of land and had it filled in, and since then we've taken part of the dirt out and built 
a new shop that's big enough for dad and I, since I've been his partner since 1965. And 
we've built another two story building on the property so that it comes up level with what 
we call the front on highway 226. But at that time, the Parkway didn't quite like it, but 
we made arrangements with them. But, they liked it; we made them like it. [laughs] 
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(120) PC: Well, you've been here on this property since before the Mineral Museum 
opened, you mentioned to me. 

MH: Yes, we started building and got our building finished, and then they were building 
their building and everything, and the people of North Carolina - not the Park Service -
was the one that built the museum. Lynn Green, Luther Thomas, Lee McKinney, and 
Floyd Wilson, and several others, the Montague's, the Feldspar Corporation, and things 
like that were the ones that went and talked to the state to build a museum in this area, 
because the mountains here are what draws people in for the minerals and the gems and 
everything. It's more gems now than it is minerals, because we have conglomerates now 
that own the mines and everything like that. But the people of North Carolina was the one 
that built the museum, did all the work on the museum, and everything and then gave it to 
the Park Service and turned it over to the Park Service. And now that it's been renovated, 
I have not seen the new, so I'm going to keep my judgment open on that. 

I think the concept of it's good, where you feel like you're walking kind of into a 
mine. We don't have the mines around here now, like a cave mine, but we used to did. 
All of ours are open pit mines now, where they're blasting and dropping it off the side of 
walls. But it gives you that concept of going into a mine. The only thing that I really 
differed with the Park Service on the museum, even the old one was that it was too 
technical. It was too technical for kids, especially, and they cater to school groups. And 
the general public that walks in are not geologists or geology students, and it was a level 
above them than they could really understand. But they have a good thing. I agree with 
the museum, but I would like to see them go into more gems that we have today, because 
we got about twice as many minerals here in Mitchell County, or I should say Mitchell, 
Avery, and Yancey, as they do in the rest of North Carolina. And Mitchell County stands 
out more than that. If you go to the Smithsonian, Mitchell County has more pieces in the 
Smithsonian than any other county in the whole United States, [loud background noise 
interruption] Whew! That was a low flying airplane, [laughs] 

PC: Do you want to say that again? 

MH: What I was saying about the Smithsonian was that Mitchell County has more 
minerals and gems in it than any other county anywhere in the United States there, 
because we do have more minerals and gems. We had the only emerald mine in North 
Carolina; even though Hiddenite has some emeralds, they're not the quality of ours. 
Tiffany's owns the emerald mines up here, and they've mined it specifically for the North 
Carolina emeralds. It is the richest, deepest green emerald that's known, a whole lot 
prettier than anything that comes from South America or Africa, either one. But it's hard 
rock mining, and the emeralds are fairly big, but not as big as some they get in South 
America. 

(169) PC: Before I turned on the tape, you were mentioning to me that there were some 
stories about mining here in this area that are not getting told as well as they might. You 
want to talk about that? 
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MH: Well, one of them is that - and a lot of people don't know it, I've talked to 
geologists at Appalachian State University and around - that they don't realize that 
Madame Curie came here from France to work actually in the McKinney mines, where 
pitch blend is found pretty prevalent, to work on her theory of radium or radiation and 
everything. She stayed here in the Old English Inn, and that's not in our North Carolina 
history books, nor is it at the museum. 

Another thing too, Mitchell County supplied all of the isinglass, or the mica, for the 
street lights in Paris, France, because when they put glass in there, the gas would heat up 
the glass, and the glass would explode. So they put in isinglass for it; we supplied all of 
that. Another one is that in Yancey County, we had what was called the Fanny Gouge 
Mine, and the world's largest block of mica came out of that up until probably about 
fifteen years ago. One was found in Canada larger than that. But it was so huge that they 
had to put it on the top of a freight wagon, and it took about six head of horses, I think, to 
pull it out of there. 

Now, it was a tunnel mine, or an underground mine, and when they sent the 
photographers in, now, this was back in the twenties, and, of course, it doesn't matter 
when it was, but the radiation was so powerful in there, it developed the film in the 
cameras and also in the camera bags. And they actually hit the aquifer then and had to 
shut it down, because they didn't have the pumps to pump it out, and the mica over there 
is still a tremendous amount of mica in it. They have columns over there that hold up the 
mines. They didn't have the technology and the things to hold up the roof of the mines, 
so they left columns of mica in there that was ten, twelve, and fifteen feet in diameter, 
and it's solid mica. 

And it had thulite in it and some of the more what we would call good mineral 
specimens in it, garnets and everything else, big garnets. But that's just some of the 
untold stories. And it was the only red rum mica mine around that we had. The rest of it 
was either arnica or what we would call clear mica, at that time. That's just three that I 
can think of off the top of my head. I'm sure there are more, and I might think of more 
later on, but that's the only three I can think of right now. 

PC: Well I was just saying, I'm pausing the tape and turning it on again, and I was 
saying one of the points of this project is to try to get some of these stories that might not 
have been, you know, that the average Parkway visitor might not hear, but other people... 

MH: Actually, there are a lot of people right in this area that don't know it. See, we 
weren't taught that in school, I mean that was not part of North Carolina history. But look 
at what Madame Curie has done. I mean, her radiation, everything like that cancer, now, 
and everything comes from her learning about it, and I think it's a very important thing 
that we have, that she came here to stay. 

PC: Well I'm going to ask you about blacksmithing, really I am! [laughing] 

MH: I know a little bit more about it! 

(222) PC: But, you know, and I know that the mineral museum isn't open, but, you 
know, from your perspective - and I'll give you a chance to think about this question if 
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you want - what are some things that, you know, given that this museum started as a 
community and state initiative, and that every institution like that is going to be a work in 
progress - you know, you can always do other things with it - from your perspective, 
what are some things that might be emphasized in the future at that minerals museum? 

MH: Well, the biggest thing that I can think of right off the top of my head is that the 
exhibit should be more visitor-friendly, like I say, not technical. It's good to have some 
technical things, like, for instance, how the feldspar is separated from the quartz and the 
garnets and the mica and all that, and the floating system that they came up with, and 
how they devised that. And it's always interesting to know that we produce the finest 
quartz in the world, like for the Mount Palomar lens out at the Mount Palomar 
Observatory, or that about, I will say, ninety eight percent of the computer chips that are 
made from pure quartz come from this area; a lot of people don't know that, and things 
like that. It ought to be, mainly, more user-friendly. Like I say, the public doesn't 
understand a lot of technical stuff. And a little bit more history. 

(245) PC: Well, let's move into blacksmithing, and let me ask you I'm fascinated by this 
image of to you as four years old working with your dad. Maybe you could go back in 
your mind and think about some of those early memories. 

MH: I've lost all that memory, [laughs] I'm getting senile. No, actually, when I started 
with Dad, I didn't realize I was learning! He made it fun. I was learning a language and 
he was teaching me, but like I said, I didn't realize it. The reason I say I started 
blacksmithing when I was four is because that's when I helped him on my first job. I 
helped him. It was for the chandeliers that went to the Great Lakes, the Mabel Hall 
Recreation Center at Great Lakes, Michigan. They were six feet in diameter and had 
twenty-eight lighting fixtures on them, and there were three of them. And I helped him on 
them. And I think I got enough coal smoke and iron in my bloodstream, and it kind of 
took ahold. And I decided, "Well, this is fun to create, to watch something grow out of a 
piece of metal. And you start out with what you might say nothing, a bar of iron, and a 
few days, a few weeks, a few months, a few years, you've created something." 

So that always fascinated me. And I also had the artistic ability to design; I started 
designing when I was about five years old. I would draw for Dad. If somebody wanted a 
design, we would sit down and even though I was in school -I started school when I was 
six - 1 was here every afternoon or I was in the shop, and of course, I had the 
summertime. And I was right there in the shop. The laws were not like they are now. I 
couldn't have done that now, probably. 

But Dad was nice enough and kind enough to put up with me, and then the biggest 
thing I will give him credit for was that if I asked him a question, he answered it. And 
sometimes you may not know an answer or a correct answer because you've done it so 
long that it becomes a habit, and it's the way that you were taught and everything. But he 
never did give me an answer, "Well, that's the way I did it." He always told me, "Now, 
this is the way I do it. If you find a better way of doing it, do it, and show me." 

And it was funny; Daniel was the same way. Daniel would shut his shop down and 
come over here and say, "You know, I've done this for thirty years this way. I taught you 
this way. But I found out a new way and an easier way, so I just shut down to come over 
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here and show you." And we would find something or I would find something, and Dad 
would say, "Daniel and I didn't do it that way. Let's go over and show him." So it was 
kind of a mutual thing that I was given freedom to not only just blacksmith but to kind of 
experiment. And Dad listened also, and taught me. 

PC: So, not like a real strict tradition where he was, you were talking a moment ago off 
tape about how in the old days, in medieval times, you know, there was a fourteen year 
apprenticeship, and you did it one way and that was the master's way. 

MH: That's true; that was very true. I mean, in fact it was so strict in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries that there were young apprentices that lost their lives because they 
overstepped their bounds, because you were actually a servant to that master, and you had 
to go through the apprenticeship. You had to go through the fellow craft or the 
journeyman program, and you had to go through the master program; you had no choice. 
The only choice that you had is if your master died, you could go to another master. But 
if you left the shop, let's say, as a journeyman, you could not go any higher rank than that 
in another shop. You were help, and you may have the mind and the artistic ability to go 
beyond everything, but you were not allowed to. 

So I did really go through. I learned the language, I was taught by the language, and 
everything, but Dad was not that strict with me. We still show the language to this day 
when we have school groups or adult tour groups in. We show the language, and, like I 
say, he makes a piece, and then we do something kind of very, very unusual; he uses the 
anvil as a musical instrument and plays a tune on it. But, you know, it's part 
entertainment, but it's also part of our world history, if you want to call it the history of 
blacksmithing, because it is about the second or third oldest art in the world. 

(336) PC: Well, you speak about the language, and you mean that quite literally. You're 
not being metaphorical in saying; you're talking about almost a spoken language. It's not 
spoken, but a tone language or something that comes out of the blacksmith process itself. 
Maybe you could talk about that. 

MH: Okay, yes, I'm talking about a real language. It's the oldest unwritten language in 
the world; just the simple reason that you can't write it down is because the master, and I 
play the apprentice when we do it, but the master is in total control. The only thing that 
I'm in charge of, I can set the rhythm and the pace that I want to work at, and that 
depends on the size hammer that I have. The larger the hammer, the slower the rhythm, 
the smaller the hammer, the faster the rhythm. But, when we're working on the anvil, I 
work right in front of him. When he brings out the piece of metal and lays it on the anvil 
hot, I will start striking it. And by the positions and the places where he hits on the anvil, 
he tells me where to hit on the piece of metal. In other words, we're working on the face 
of the anvil, we have the heel and we have the horn. The horn's on the left hand side, the 
heel's on the right hand side. Well, if he comes off and hits the heel, he's telling me to 
work his right hand side alone. How hard he hits that heel is how hard I'm going to hit. 
But he's got, since our anvil face is roughly six inches wide, he's got an area that he can 
work up and down on that heel, and he's telling me where to hit on that piece of metal, 
the general area that I should be placing my hammer. Then he will come over, and if he 
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wants me to work his left hand side alone, he hits the horn. Again, where he hits on the 
horn is where I hit the general area. But then there's one more step on the horn that tells 
me something. He goes back and forth on the horn very rapidly, and he's telling me to 
draw the piece of metal longer with that. Then, if I'm not doing it exactly, because of him 
being in charge, the way that he wants me to, he will reach in there and tap between my 
hammer licks. He will tap a certain area. That tells me one specific spot to hit in. He tells 
me exactly how hard to hit that spot. He tells me what direction that I should take my 
hammer in. And something that the camera never sees or never picks up, and only you 
and I can pick up, is the fact that he will turn his hammer at different angles, and I follow 
his hammer the way that he is doing the angle, and we divide our hammer faces into four 
quadrants, four different sections, and he tells me what quadrant of my hammer face to 
use. And I can spread a piece, or I can draw a piece, or whatever. And you spend four 
years doing nothing but that. 

Now in the fifteenth and sixteenth century, or fourteenth century either one, you 
would not be allowed to speak a word during that four years; it was so strict. Only if the 
master asked you or if you had something to ask him, were you allowed to speak. You go 
four years to school and not open your mouth. Because there are certain things in this 
language that you have to learn, and they've been that way since the time of Tubel Cain 
at the foundation of world, and they'll be that way at the end of time. You don't change 
them. We accept them, just like we accept now, two plus two equals four. We don't 
question that anymore. We might have in previous times, but you just accept certain 
things and you don't change them. 

Then, after that, you leave the apprentice side and you come over to the master's side 
of the anvil and you work with him for about six, well, four to six years, and this gets you 
into the artistic portion of blacksmithing. And after that, then you go to your own anvil 
and work for four more years through the master program. It's your work, but the work is 
subject to inspection by the master. And then after that, you can go into your own and out 
on your own, and work with the master right on. But you are a master blacksmith then. 

(421) PC: So where did your father learn this language? You learned it from him, so 
where did he learn it? 

MH: It came from Daniel Boone.And Daniel was the same way with Dad that Dad was 
with me. He taught him that language, and he taught him how to work like that, but it 
wasn't the rigid, uncompromising language that was so strict at one time. Daniel saw that 
Dad had the talent, but in order to teach him maybe how to make a fishtail scroll a little 
better, he said, "Now, this is what we're going to do. I'm going to show you." And he 
showed him with the language and everything like that. So Dad actually learned through 
Daniel with the language. 

PC: Now did you ever meet your dad's teacher? 

MH: Oh yeah, Daniel was a very dear friend of mine. He...(436) 
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Side Two, Tape One 

(B001) PC: The tape cut off there, but, so we're on Side Two, Tape One here of the 
interview here at B. Hensley's shop with Mike Hensley, and I was just asking you for 
your memories or impressions of Daniel Boone VI, as a person. 

MH: Well, physically, a very slight, wiry man, not tall at all, the way most people think 
of blacksmiths being built. He was not a burly man. And his father, of course, taught him. 
His father was Kelse Boone. But anyway, Daniel... 

PC: Could you say that name again? 

MH: Kelse. K-E-L-S-E, I think, spelling of it. But anyway, Kelse was an ornamental 
type of blacksmith, but not at the level that Daniel was. Daniel took his, and built on his 
dad's, Dad built on Daniel's artistic ability, and I built on all of them up to this point in 
ornamental work. But anyway, as far as physical build, Daniel was a slight man and wiry. 
To me, he was very gentle. I never did see him mad or upset or anything like that. I knew 
he could have, because Dad's told me. Kind, gentle, wanted to teach you. Loved to share 
his knowledge. And, he had a way with a hammer that's almost indescribable. When he 
was working on the anvil, it looked like he wasn't working. It just flowed. There was no 
physical effort, looked like he put into it. It just, when he had a piece, it was just finished. 
It was just there. And, you would think, "Oh, it is finished isn't it? I watched him do it, 
but I don't." It just flowed, and you didn't realize that it was totally finished, a scroll, or a 
leaf, or whatever. A very meticulous person in his appearance and in his work. If he 
didn't like the way the piece went together, he'd take it apart and redo it. He didn't have 
to do that many times, but, I mean, he was that meticulous. If it did not work out the way 
that he wanted it to work out, you didn't get it, because it was a pride that was in him for 
his work. Now, he was not a proud man, not a vain man. But he was very proud of his 
work, and when you got a piece of his work, you got the best that he could do. It didn't 
matter whether it was shoeing horses, or fancy railing, or a big set of hand irons, or what. 
You got the very best that he could give you. 

PC: Well, in my brief impression of this shop and of the work that you and your father 
have done, I'm struck by how you try to integrate an artistic approach in your work, you 
know? It's not strictly utilitarian. Even some of this old clipping here, wow, that clipping 
is old, now, you know? How old is that? Forty years old, or maybe fifty? 

MH: One we've got one of them that was done in about 1955, '56, one of the earliest 
articles that was done on Dad. I mean, after he came out here. 

(B042) PC: And then, one of the points that it makes even then is that he's got this 
creativity, you know, he's a creative blacksmith, and that's something that you've 
continued on in your work, obviously. You were showing me a picture of a gate that you 
had done that took you three years, incredible. Just the flourishes on it are amazing, and 
it's a long way from fireplace pokers, which, you know, was maybe the way in the old 
days. So maybe you could talk about the Hensley style, if you will? 
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MH: Well, we developed our own style. I've even become independent of Dad's style. 
Let me refer back to Daniel. Daniel had a certain way he made a scroll. Well, in order not 
to be in competition or put out a, I won't say a false product, but a product that mimicked 
Daniel's, Dad went to maybe a little bolder scroll instead of a little more refined scroll. 
They're all the same; they all have graduated tapers and everything like that. And of 
course, it's the size metal that you're working with too. But Dad developed his own style 
away from Daniel; he built on Daniel's foundation, and I've done mine, too, from Dad. 
Yes, I started out doing a little bit of anything, like in fireplace equipment, and stuff. I 
can do it all. But here lately, the gate has took up three years of my time, because in each 
section of that gate, there's nearly a thousand pieces, and you just don't hand forge a 
thousand pieces overnight. Then, to get a thousand pieces to match each other, you have 
to do a lot of hard, hard work. And I will say this: They did match. Everything. I pulled 
the same size tapers on each piece; I pulled the same scrolls so that each scroll matched. 
There was one piece of work in this gate that has a scroll on each end of it that I worked 
six weeks on each individual piece, because I hand forged thirty-two separate pieces to 
make two pieces because I had to make the pieces into tubing. And I had to do all of that 
work and match all those pieces and then put all those individual pieces in to make them 
into two great big scrolls and arches into the gate, and I will say that it was six weeks on 
each one. 

(B075) PC: So if a collector, years from now, was going through their collection of 
Hensley blacksmith work, what are some of the features that would distinguish your work 
from your dad's? 

MH: Number one, our name. Every product we do, everything that's put out of the shop 
has our name on it. Weft, it's technically, the shop's name is, the business name is "B. 
Hensley and Son Hand Forge." So we put "B. Hensley and Son" on everything. But like 
on my knives, though, I put B. E. and Mike Hensley. I put my name on them, because 
I'm the one that's doing them now, but I give Dad his part because he was the one that 
taught me, and everything like that. But that would distinguish it. Before I went into, 
what we'll say, full-time business or became his partner in '65, it was B. Hensley. We 
started signing every piece. Everything that we do is decorative and functional. We do the 
fifteenth and sixteenth century blacksmithing. But what it is ours, when I say heavier, I 
don't mean, maybe, physically heavier where a lady cannot pick up a shovel poker of a 
fork or something like that, but the appearance is maybe a little heavier than what Daniel 
would do, because Daniel was blacksmithing lots of times in the Depression where you 
couldn't get the bigger stock and everything was going in and then World War II and 
Korean War came along, and everything, and things were kind of rationed or you 
couldn't afford them. So, you couldn't get the size that we use when he was 
blacksmithing. So that's the reason I distinguish. I would also say that it's a little more 
bold than his. Not that his wasn't up there in the quality, but I'm just talking about 
circumstances were different than we can get today. 

PC: So between you and your dad in terms of the blacksmithing product, it would 
probably be pretty difficult to tell the difference, is where I'm getting. 
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MH: I'll put it this way. I've had plenty of people to come into the shop and compliment 
my father on the job that he did, and he would look over at me and wink. And he said, 
"I'm sorry, I didn't do it; Mike did it." And that was when I was twelve or thirteen years 
old. And they would turn around and look at me. "You mean he made it? But he's not 
but, what, ten or twelve years old?" Dad said, "Yeah, but he's a good blacksmith, isn't 
he?" So a lot of people don't distinguish between our work. 

(B109) PC: And you work together for now, at least, well, pushing forty years I guess. 

MH: Well, actually even fifty. 

PC: But I mean, since you were a teenager, I mean? You worked in the shop together. 

MH: Oh yeah, we open full-time since 1965.1 went to tool and die school. Of course, 
Dad knew how to run or knows how to run a lathe and a milling machine and all the 
machinery in a machine shop. But he didn't have time to teach me that, so I went to tool 
and die school and learned to run the lathes and the milling machines and different things 
that would be in a machine shop or a tool and die shop. But that wasn't my love. My love 
was the creation of blacksmithing. But by going to school, it gave me a way of expanding 
of my horizon and to understanding what I could do, maybe, on a lathe, to create a piece. 
I have a couple of examples of aphenules that you turn on a lathe, but then, if done with a 
wrought iron, it's very beautiful and it finishes the piece off. And like the guards on my 
knives, I turn the guards and everything, put little acorns on the end of them. So without 
the tool and die, I wouldn't know how to run the lathe to do that. But that has never been 
my priority. My priority is in the hand forge work. 

(B128) PC: Well, let's talk about it, even though it's not your priority. These knives that 
you're producing are distinctive, to say the least. So could you talk about how you got 
into that? 

MH: Well, Dad's been making knives since 1941, and I just kind of followed onto his 
heels, and I gradually worked more into that just because of the orders that we have. And 
I love making them. I guess if I had enough orders on hand, I'd probably never do 
anything else, because I love making knives. I love doing the other work, but that's kind 
of two steps above everything else. And one reason, also, is that, and it may sound crazy, 
weather doesn't affect it. In other words, if it's cold outside, I can still work on a knife. I 
can't paint. In other words, I might have a job in here in the wintertime that I worked on 
and it's completed, or I may have four or five jobs in here, and the weather is too cold or 
too snowy, or whatever, or it's too rainy that you can't paint, and you just keep setting 
these jobs back. Now, it makes a good payday when you can paint them and deliver them 
and everything, but a knife is not affected by that weather. And that's part of our 
business. I can make knives; I can work on them in the rain and the snow and everything 
else, and I guess that's an alternative reason for making knives. But I just like doing it 
more than I do anything else. 
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(B146) PC: Now, does your dad do the scrimshaw, too? 

MH: No. He has never put any scrimshaw on. I scrimshaw whatever anybody wants on 
the knife handle. For one simple reason, he never did do them out of the sandbar stag that 
we do them. He always had people that would give him deer horn, white tailed deer and 
things like that, or they'd find a shed and bring it to him. But now, we've got the trophy 
hunters, and you need a good eight-point bucket, and at least one horn that's one inch in 
diameter up on from the base. And when somebody kills a large size deer, they want it on 
the wall now, and you can't find the horns like you used to could. And the sandbar is so 
much harder also that it stands up a lot better than just a regular white tail or mule deer. 

PC: Now did you just start practicing that scrimshaw, or where did you get that? 

MH: No, actually, I've been drawing since I was about six years old. I never had an art 
lesson, but I've always been able to, the Lord gave me the gift of being able to sit down 
and I didn't know what it was. It's called "perspective" now, or "depth of field" or 
whatever you want to call it. But I always knew that you looked at things, had to be 
smaller in the background and all that, and I just incorporated it into my drawings at that 
time, and then it was until probably about ten years ago, when the sandbar came. We 
started getting sandbar "crowns," that's what we call them. That's the buck portion or the 
portion that attaches to the head. I used to put peoples' initials on them. And then I went 
from that to putting scrollwork on them, and then I went from that, and I said, "Well, 
okay, I've been able to draw. I'll do a scene." I still have my first scene that I did; that's 
going on my son's knife. 

PC: What was that scene of? 

MH: It was a wild turkey out in the woods and everything. I love to do, I do more 
animals than anything else. The other day, I finished up a knife that had a portrait of a 
Cherokee chief with long hair and the single feather and all of that, and that's the first 
portrait I've done. And I also incorporated two arrowheads in with it, and it turned out 
real nice. The guy was very, very pleased. He's Cherokee Indian, by the way. But, again, 
that has just grown. I'll do anything now that anybody wants. And that sets my knives, 
now, apart from Dad, even though Dad was the original concept of the blade and 
everything like that, and we still use that blade. When I say, "We use that blade," in other 
words, we forge that blade. We start out with a piece of half by two, then forge it down to 
a half by one, and then we actually draw the blade out and hand forge the hard rind in 
there. I do not grind any of my knives out. I start sanding them at 120 grit, go to 1,200 
grit. Then the scotch rite belts and then my buffing wheels to put the super high polish 
on. And they're not stainless steel, and they're not chrome plated or anything like that, 
but I can get a super high polish on them, a mirror finish on them actually. 

PC: Do they rust? 

MH: Yes. A knife is no good unless it rusts, [laughs] Really, because the carbon content 
is too low for it to hold an edge if it doesn't rust. 
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PC: So you've got to keep it oiled, I guess. 

MH: Yes, well, I furnish, to the people that order the knives, I furnish them a silicon 
cloth with it, because they're rather expensive. They're a thousand dollars per knife, but 
with that, they get a certificate of origin with their name on it, and the inscription of the 
knife and everything. But I also furnish them with a silicon cloth so they can wipe it off 
after people have handled it. It keeps the rust down. 

(B204) PC: I'm struck by how, in your family history, you've got a lot of preachers in 
your history, pastors, and up until recent times, fairly recent times. And, yet, the 
blacksmith forge is almost the image of hell, really. And so, that's what, it's fire and 
brimstone, right? And so I wonder what you think about that. 

MH: Well, yes, it is. There are folk tales, there are stories about the devil and 
blacksmiths and everything like that, and, yes, sometimes if it's in the middle of July and 
you're standing in front of a three thousand degree fire, it's pretty close to being in hell! 
[laughs] That's one reason I don't want to go there. But, no, the Lord put us here on the 
earth for a purpose, and my dad and I both give Him the glory in our blacksmithing. It's a 
gift from Him, and we tell people that. We're not open on Sunday, because that's the 
Lord's Day. He's given me six days to work, and I do work six days a week, and I can at 
least give Him one day. I didn't do the gate; He guided my hand in doing the gate. I don't 
do the knives; He guides my hand in the knives, the making of them, and the scrimshaw, 
everything. I couldn't hammer; I couldn't work in front of the fire or anything like that if 
it wasn't for Him. But, yes, and one other thing that we've always been, we've always 
been generally the town drunks, [laughs] That has been associated with blacksmiths 
down through the centuries. I don't drink, period. I'm a teetotaler. My dad is a teetotaler. 
So, yes, there are images out there of the blacksmith being a drunk or being associated 
with the devil but it is strictly just because of the fire, and the heat, and the sparks, and, 
I'd say, the loud noises, and the things that we do make, because we used to make the 
pitch forks and things that was kind of associated with the devil. Even now, and you go 
back into the fourteenth and fifteenth century, they made metal gargoyles. They made 
metal dragons. And that was part of the history of the blacksmith, and everything. They 
were kind of associated with talisman and things like this that maybe witches and 
warlocks and everything used, and blacksmiths have always kind of been drawn into that. 
And, the blacksmith made swords, and swords were used in battle, and spear points and 
all of that, and it was associated with killing and everything like that. But a lot of it's just 
pure fantasy. That's all it was. And we've been associated with it so long that there are us 
poor Christian blacksmiths out there [laughs] 

PC: Teetotaler Christian blacksmith! 

MH: Yes. And, you know, we try to portray that in our work and everything. But I will 
tell you this: it does get rather warm. And I'll put it this way: if you stand in front of it, 
you might think twice, [laughs] 
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(B256) PC: You know, I'm struck by, standing next to the Blue Ridge Parkway, and 
we're coming to an end here, but you know, it's a new millennium, and I wonder where 
you see the Blue Ridge Parkway going in the next twenty, thirty, fifty years. 

MH: I think that the Parkway, if we don't get the wrong people in here that want to take 
it away -because there is an underlying current now that wants to take the Parkway up, 
and destroy it, and put it back like nature had intended it - 1 think that if they don't win 
over the next few fifty, sixty, or seventy-five years, that the Parkway's going to be still 
the most scenic attraction anywhere in the United States, because we're within two thirds 
of the whole population of the United States. And I see it growing by leaps and bounds in 
traffic, and I'm not too sure that it can handle it. That's the big thing. I see them having to 
do a lot of improvement on it, and maybe do some things that they might not like to do, 
like trimming back trees and things like that, because they'll have to look at that. And I 
know now that, I don't know whether it's in a lawsuit, or it has been passed or what, or 
threatened, or anything like that, but they're wanting to let our overlooks grow up. Well, 
when you drive the Parkway in the summertime, you're driving in a green tunnel 
basically. And it's only the overlooks that give the people the view of the mountains, and 
we need to keep those trees trimmed down, and they've got to realize that trees are going 
to fall, and things like that, and there's going to be a great deal of maintenance on the 
Parkway, good maintenance, like cutting back trees that are in danger of people maybe 
losing their lives, or causing accidents, or things like that. But I can only see the Parkway 
growing. And I can only see the towns maybe around the Parkway, like Spruce Pine, and 
the different counties that it runs through, growing. And I hope it does. I'm one hundred 
percent for the Parkway. I'm not in the tourist business, but that's part of the economy, 
and the people that are here, and I will say, associated with the Parkway indirectly, 
because it brings the tourists here, they get off the Parkway, and they buy the local crafts 
or they buy the minerals and gems, and things like that; that's going to grow. 

But I love their conservation also, because you have a nucleus there that you can't 
hunt on. You can fish, but you can't hunt. And there is that safety factor for wild turkey 
and squirrel and deer and bear, and all that. And I like that. I'm a hunter, and I love to 
hunt turkey, and bear, and deer, and all of that. But there is still that refuge for them, and 
I think we need that. And I appreciate the Parkway a lot for that. I'm an optimist. 
Somebody you might talk to will be a total opposite of me, but I can see an excellent 
future for the Parkway. 

(B319) PC: You just bring up a point though now, and I'm just going to have to ask you 
at the last minute, which is that, this is not really, your forge here is not really a tourist 
operation. In fact, there were some tourists that came in, and I turned off the tape deck, 
and they wanted to buy, I think, some little piece of blacksmithery and you didn't have it 
because you only take orders, and even in that, you're backed up. You've got an order 
from George Steinbrenner that even he's waiting on you. So, you know, that's something. 
And, yet obviously, when your dad moved up here, he must have thought to be taking 
advantage of the Blue Ridge Parkway traffic, so maybe you could talk about that. 

MH: Yes. This exit, I have been told -now, I'm not too sure, you'd have to see the facts 
and figures maybe at Asheville -that this exit is the busiest exit on the Parkway. 
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Thousands and thousands of people get off the Parkway; tens of thousands of people get 
off the Parkway here. Yes, Dad did start the business, not necessarily for the tourist trade 
here, but he knew that his name would be out in front of the people. And when he left 
Gunter's Machine Shop, of which he was foreman, and came out here, he did have a 
stock of candleholders and things like that that people did come in and buy. But about 
six, eight, ten months after he started the business, that went by the wayside, because then 
he started getting the orders and everything that we have built on since then. And I 
always tell people, and I'm telling the truth, when we're six months behind, we're caught 
up. We usually have a six-month backlog, sometimes a little bit more than that. But no, 
we're not in, everybody's welcome in our shop. Everybody's welcome at the gem shop 
and everything like that. But we don't make the tourist, we're not a tourist trap, I'll put it 
that way. We have had tourists come in and order. They didn't realize that we were here, 
and maybe in a month or so afterwards, they'd write us back and say, "Well, we've got a 
fireplace that we would like to have a lighting fixture," or something like that. But it's to 
keep our name in the public, in front of the public, because you have the world. I've got a 
visitor's register in there, and you can go through it, and every country and nation is 
represented in that book. So we've got a ringside seat to the world here. The world comes 
to us, because I have no telephone, and I'm not on the internet and all that new, modern, 
stuff. And everything we do is still by hand, and that's what people want. 

PC: Okay, well thank you very much, Mr. Hensley. 

MH: You're welcome very much. 

PC: This concludes the interview with Mike Hensley here at the Bea Hensley and Mike 
Hensley Blacksmith shop at Gillespie Gap, North Carolina. (B370) 

(B374) PC: I closed this tape too soon, because as soon as I closed off the tape, I was 
asking you about the Big Lynn Tree. Could you talk about that? 

MH: Okay, the Big Lynn, the world's largest Linden tree is where the Big Lynn Lodge is 
located now, but it was kind of called the Marrying Tree because people came up there 
and were married underneath it. Also, it also was known as the Hanging Tree; there were 
a few people hung there from either Mitchell or McDowell counties. It's kind of on the 
border of the two counties. A beautiful tree, a large tree. It had been struck by lightening 
years and years ago, and some of the old foxhunters that used to be in this area would go 
up there, and they built fires in it. You could actually get in it. Two, or three, or four men 
could get inside of it, and, you know, kind of stay warm in the cold chill and listen to the 
fox dogs run, and things like that. And eventually, it just got to the point that it was 
getting so bad, the outside portion of the wall of it, was getting so bad that they had to 
tear it down. I have, now, two or three pieces that have been carved into bowls from the 
Lynn Tree up there. It was a very, very soft wood. But, like I say, it was the world's 
largest, and you could see it right off the Blue Ridge Parkway. There's not an exit there at 
it. That's one thing I'd like to do, is see the Park Service or somebody put up a sign there, 
saying, "This was the location," and maybe even a nice picture of it, because there are 
pictures existing of it. 
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(B406) PC: Well, I paused the tape and you were mentioning about Gillespie Gap. 
Could you talk about that? 

MH: Well, Gillespie Gap, here, was named after a Mr. Gillespie that had a toll road up 
and down the mountain. Of course, the Parkway wasn't in existence at that time, and this 
particular area right in here was a large Indian encampment. Plus, it was also where the 
men camped who were going to the Battle of King's Mountain - it's called "Over the 
Mountain Men" now - to go down to fight Ferguson. That's just some of the history of 
the local area right here. Also, one thing that a lot of people don't know and they don't 
believe, and I speculated myself, but I have been told that Frankie Silvers, the only 
woman that was hung in North Carolina, is buried just on the other side of the Parkway 
over there. My father has been to that particular gravesite. A little old lady, well, she died 
when she was close to ninety, she was a very young girl. And her father took her and 
showed her the headstone and the footstone, and said, "Remember this for the rest of 
your life, that this is where Frankie Silvers is buried. I can still remember the stench of 
the body." And, there, she said, "That's stayed with me in my lifetime." Of course, they 
know that there's about fifteen or sixteen, maybe seventeen different graves that she was 
supposed to be buried in, but and that's one of them, but that's just something that's kind 
of off... (B438) 

End of interview 
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