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Aensley’s Fur Ao

By Dan Slais

Small town existence in the
Ozarks had its focus on the general
store. Goods were both bought and
sold. Many times the trade or
barter system was the method of
exchange. Included at the store
were staple items for family needs.
Grocery items for example were as
simple as sugar, coffee, and sewing
materials.

The 1800 Ozarkians were very self
sufficient. Early Pulaski County
people lived off the land. The
harvesting of berries, fruits, roots,
and herbs was typical. On the
farm, gardens, livestock, and crops
supplied many of the necessities.
Hunting and harvesting animals for
meat were a key to a successful
family farm. However, the general
store was an important place for
selling or trading surplus things in
exchange for things that could not
be made or grown on the farm.
Items such as milk, cream, eggs,
chickens, and crops were handled
by the store. Fur and fur buyers
were another important piece of the
exchange. A five dollar fur at the
turn of the century was a substan-
tial item. Five dollars was a

significant amount of money.

Since the trappers and fur market
dealers were actually many of the
explorers of Missouri and other
states west, the economy and
importance of raw fur was a key.
When general stores could buy furs,
it made a place or town on the map
where market dealers could stop.
Many general stores bought furs
and this is how Hensley's Fur
actually got started.

Clarence Hensley was born in
15899 just south of the old Wire
Road, pre-66 (and Interstate 44).
This is in the west Laquey area
near the Berean Baptist Church.
As a part of a family of nine chil-
dren, he knew the typical farming
operation well. As a teenager, he
became an avid hunter and trapper
and was known for his shooting
ability, a “crack shot.” His educa-
tion stopped after his high school
sophomore year and Clarence began
to teach school. He taught for five
years in area schools, such as
Fairview, Bellfount, and Hancock.
He was quoted as saying, “never
liked teaching because I never liked
confinement.”

Clarence Hensley and Ethel

Walters were married in 1918.
Their first winter was made easier
when Clarence caught and sold two
skunks and a coon. Soon they
moved to Waynesville and lived in
what is now the Les Bales house on
School Street. The building on
Bailey Street behind the house
became the “Grocery” store. As
most stores went, they bought and
traded in eggs, cream, produce,
wool, roots, and fur. As time went
on, the Hensleys had nine children
and the store became a true family
business.

The store jobs involved candling
egges, testing for cream, handling
chickens, grain, meat, and fur. The
business had plenty of work for
everyone. The fur business picked
up in the winter to offset the
summer growing season. Son
Dwight Hensley remembers secu-
rity duties performed as father
Clarence came in late in the
evening and placed burlap sacks of
mink pelts under the children’s
beds.

Clarence had bought limited
amounts of fur even previous to
opening the store. However, it was
gradually becoming the mainstay of
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CLARENCE HENSLEY in front
of Hensley's Fur and Hide,
1950, when it was located near
West School.

the work. The upstairs above the
store was used to handle and store
the fur. St. Louis was still a major
fur trade center. The F. C. Taylor
Company was a common buyer of
Hensley’s Furs, as well as the
Hudson Bay Company of New York,

Winnipeg, Canada, and other
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dealers in Europe. .

An additional building was used |
with the Hensley business in the
1930's. It was called the “Skunk
House,” possibly after Little Abner’s
“Skunk House.” During the 1940,
the “Skunk House” became a first
assignment art project for students
who could view from the high school
across the street. The building
maintained its name after the
Waynesville School District bought
the property in the 1980's. The
“Skunk House” was used as a
garage for several years. Today,
this building and the original store
and fur building have all been
removed.

Animal ecology itself has changed
in the Ozarks. In the 1800's there
were not as many trees. In Henry
Rowes Schoolcraft's Ozark Journal,
1818-1819, he speaks of large open
prairies in areas around Pulaski
County. Clarence Hensley remem-
bered stories that reported a person
could see from ridge top to ridge top
without trees. Raccoons were

almost rare. Deer in the early the first truck of the line that later became this famous company.

1900’s were seldom seen. With the

increase of family farms and fores- Dealing in furs, he had a direct Getting two shotgun shells out of Clarence ventured into other
tation, animal populations changed. | /) 4ionship with what was happen- | the desk drawer, Clarence dropped | areas as well. Produce handling,
Clarence said he saw no deer in the ing in the hills. one. It rolled over where one of the | wool, roots and herbs were among
county until the 194&3.{1&1_;13 Stories around the fur business fur sellers stood. The young man examples. Clarence raizsed turkeys
raccoons and deer a.r;*sp enth are always interesting. Two young reached down, scooped it up, and off of T highway near where Long
throughout the Ozar % f men once sold some furs to handed it to Mr. Hensley. Once he Drive is today. He bought rabbits in

_ Skunks were among the top furs Clarence. While one was making casually loaded the gun, Clarence quantity from locations like :
in the early 1900's. Melvin Hensley | ;o deal, the other located the explained he was calling the police Warrensburg to be packed in barrels
fxﬂm_ thﬁe: black fur; o s ‘:';"Ed furnished raccoons in the back of on them for their crime. with ice and shipped to St. Louis.

e u?{r L%I;riieitﬂ;ec:::?kn:wn the fur house and threw twenty out He maintained his community Handling ice and truck gardening
fhoupt they wer'e ks atyice !::ehmd the building. A routine ipvolvement and interest in educa- interests were among other small
changed:. There were ey e inventory check later noted the tion as he served on the Waynesvilli | concerns. Clarence was known for his
grades AT T P r S e missing pelts, but their fate was School Board at least three terms. sweet cantaloupes. The trucking
steToe narTon it npﬂ ) unknown until a few days later School classes were always invited business known as Campbell’s 66 was
stripe' The grade and size of the when the same young men brought to take field trips to the Fur House. operated for some years by Clarence
pelts affected the price. Mink the same pelts to the fur house to During the 1950-51 basketball H'c-n:'»le:;. It was headquartered in
became king in the 1950s. Today sell thr.:n] once again. Immediately season, he interrupted winter Waynesville, and dispatched trucks

T e ¢ fﬁ' recognizing the Emlﬂl} pelts, business to watch son Dwight play originally from St. Louis to Joplin.
::cf'iz?h ;13“1_1::? fursr.}f::i:‘:ﬂ ?‘ur e Clargnr:e Hensley quietly reached on the state playoff team. He When there was an opportunity to
m:rket.de % n{? on the fashion and for his double barrell shotgun that brought traveling dealers to the become more involved in roots and

LTI, p:? s e pecny hung on the office wall while he gym to help cheer the Waynesville herbs, Clarence sold to the Willard Me
5Lyle 01 Conts B : conducted small talk with the men. teams. Gee Company.

Although many synthetic materials
have been developed, animal fur
remains the warmest and most
resistant coat material.

Hensley's Fur House had many
banner years of production. In
1949, 250,000 possums were
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shipped through Hensley. Several By Georgia Hamel, 1897 June, That sat them down on the grass
years in the 1950', 60's, and 70, The following poem, written after The birds were all singing a joyful  to dine. g
over 200,000 pelts were handled a fun-packed outing by young tune. You never saw a more bountiful
1Imd movedﬂl through the fur house. Lebanon and Buffalo men and This jolly crowd numbered seven spread
n a typical year, family members women at Bennett Springs in June to one 'S e i
' k . ! ' ' ome of the boys ate till they were
recall 96,000 coons, 16,000 minks, 1897, is reprinted here to provide But that was just enough for fun. almost dead. S e
8,000 grey foxes, and 122,000 : readers a 8limpse of the social The road was rough, but the After dinner down by the bluff we
posds;'ma l_;'pfemkg sé-npped to St. Louis activities enjoyed by Ozark youths driver was “smooth,” went
and New York. Separate deals often | one hundred years ago. And this was a trip their hearts to g 2
5!21!: fursi directly to Europe. The subject of Miss Hamel’s poem soothe. Speh:lf St 8 peasant hour wras
everal area residents remember was Frank Harris of Lebanon, who They reached th i 'he
! , ¥ res e Spring and the "hen be ; o SOngs
;:Ihe old fur house. Many loecal took her and six other Lebanon girls River below S s tl:.:\]-,l:-r:nzwk they came some songs
unters and trappers sold fur to to the event. His nickname was And et > Sang
A : : nd a jolly ' / s § : . s woods
i—l{ensleys. Tho Clarsaoe Fostor ahis oy i Jolly erowd from _!;1.:2:101_}:;‘: rrzlundh through the woods
Marvin Rose, and Harry Wrench There was a young fellow by the The dav wat s s b B
fgm}lies traded thars? Magy e Barie ol B A km];‘ day was spent as you all About five thirty they started to
the fur house became a congrega- Who went to a picnic and took all F ' g go
. . - ke , i : or not s crowd was - . - .
tlf}n areu_lu tell huntlng and trap- the girls in town. all ":-.IU“-_'ﬂne % this aumdiwaziat E:f]t o thﬁ Ii-ngr,m“ o Bl;ﬂ]’:__;
pfnlf “"t“”‘f?' A }':I:-ung trapper might E;‘\'m-.- wasn't he kind? Well, I A picture was taken on the sand g J{Jdl‘iar'.tcﬂ i oo
pick up a tip on “*how to” entice a should say! And v TPy S e b
mink to his trap. Clarence re- To treat the dear girls in such a El:m]xg.} Proug o that iV ':’md SIETE RS IO S Liar- et
mained an avid hunter and nice way, At dinner time there were thirty by
outdoorsman throughout his career. They started out on a morning in nine bk fi e mado st dasl of
un
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