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MUSIC ASSOCIATION

FENDERMEN

Phil Humphrey, Jim Sundquist

hil Humphrey and Jim Sundquist met for the first

time in 1958 while attending the University of

Wisconsin in Madison. Phil and Jim would only

form their duo after meeting again several months
later. The pair bonded over their love of Fender guitars and
the unusual coincidence that they both shared the same
birthday; November 26, 1937. They dubbed themselves The
Fendermen and began playing at various clubs and bars in
southern Wisconsin.

The two-guitar pair initially focused on standard country
and rockabilly songs of the time. While performing at the
Oats Bin Tavern in Edgerton, Minnesota, the duo played a
rockabilly version of Jimmie Rogers” “Mule Skinner Blues.”
This novelty, hopped-up rendition of the country standard
was exceedingly popular at every venue The Fendermen
played. Eventually, the song would catch the attention of Jim
Kirchstein, the founder of Cuca Records. In 1959, Kirchstein
helped the pair cut a recording of “Mule Skinner Blues” in
his basement studio.

Top, Phil Humphrey
Bottom, Jim Sundquist
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Despite its popularity at venues, the recording did not do well during the first
few weeks of its release until deejay Lindy Shannon began playing the song
on WKBH's Top 10 in La Crosse, Wisconsin. With this newfound exposure,
“Mule Skinner Blues” sold thousands of copies. It was then that they came to
the attention of Amos Heilicher of SOMA Records.

SOMA signed the duo, and Heilicher became their agent, landing them a last-
minute gig opening for Johnny Cash, Johnny Horton, and Kitty Wells at the
Minneapolis Auditorium on May 15. Heilicher had The Fendermen re-record
the hit-song at Kay Bank Studios in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and released it on

the SOMA label.

“Mule Skinner Blues” entered the Billboard chart on May 23, 1960. By July of
that year, the record peaked at #5, remaining on the charts for 18 weeks and
selling millions of copies by the end of the summer.

Bassist Denny Dale and drummer Johnny Hauer were added to The Fendermen
for their live shows. Following their success with “Mule Skinner Blues,” the group

toured extensively throughout the Midwest. The duo even made an appearance
on Dick Clark’s Saturday Night Beechnut Show on June 11, 1960.

Chasing the success of their first single, The Fendermen released several more
singles, including “Don’t You Just Know It,” “Heartbreakin’ Special,” and “Can’t
You Wait,” even recording and releasing an album. Legal disputes between the
Cuca and SOMA Records over the profits of “Mule Skinner Blues” would delay
the release of their one and only album until 1962. Nothing they released ever
quite amounted up to the success of their first single.

The Fendermen would decide to part ways in 1961, due to failed attempts to
follow-up on the success of “Mule Skinner Blues” as well as different musical
ambitions. Sundquist wished to perform country music, while Humphrey desired
to form a bigger band.

Jim Sundquist died June 4, 2013 in his home
in Fairfax, Minnesota of cancer at the age
75. Phil Humphrey died of heart failure in a
Minnesota hospital on March 29, 2016 at
the age of 78.
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