
The Village Music Store in Deerfiled, IL. Vintage 
record stores like this one are a great place 

to look for primary source material in the 
form of original LPs.
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Creating a Jazz Discography: 
The Commercial Recordings of Jo Stafford - The Dorsey Years

     

Jo Stafford was a prolific and influential artist in the Big Band era (the 1930s and 
40s) with a successful solo career leading into the mid-1960s. Yet, in comparison to 
many artists she worked with, such as Frank Sinatra and big band leader Tommy 
Dorsey, Stafford’s career remains scarcely documented in the field of jazz          
scholarship. For example, no complete, scientifically researched discography of 
Stafford’s output presently exists. Thus, her distinct voice, while celebrated by many 
devout jazz enthusiasts, is in danger of being lost in the past.

This specific project entailed the creation of a discography of the commercial          
recordings Stafford participated in during the years she sang with the Tommy Dorsey      
Orchestra under the RCA Victor label (1939 - 1942). During this period, Stafford 
worked with such notable singers as Frank Sinatra and was soon established as one 
of the principle female voices affiliated with The Tommy Dorsey Orchestra. A          
detailed and thorough discography is an important step in the re-affirmation of Jo 
Stafford’s contribution to American jazz, as it provides a running record of her        
developments and accomplishments in her career, as well as a legitimate resource 
for future researchers interested in her art. The culmination of my findings will    
eventually serve as an essential component of a larger monograph documenting and           
contextualizing Stafford’s life and art in American jazz of the last century.   

1938 

Tommy Dorsey 
Orchestra arrangers, 

Axel Stordahl and Paul 
Weston (Stafford’s 
future husband),        

introduce Jo Stafford 
and her singing group, 

The Pied Pipers, to 
Tommy Dorsey’s Radio 

Show in New York. 
The group performs 

the song “Hold Tight.”

1960 

Jo Stafford and      
husband Paul 

Weston’s comedy duo 
“Jonathon and  Dar-
lene Edwards” earns 
them a Grammy - a 
victory tied with Bob 

Hope.

1956

Stafford’s daughter, 
Amy, is born. Stafford’s 
desire to focus on her 

family would          
eventually be the 

primary factor in her 
desicion to step out of 
the spotlight and leave 
show business by the 

mid-1960s.

1954

Stafford stars in her 
first television show: 

The Jo Stafford Show.

1952

 Stafford becomes the 
first female artist to 

sell 25,000,000 
records. She marries 
Paul Weston and has 

a son, Tim. She 
becomes known as 
“American’s Most 

Versatile Singing Star.”

1950

 Stafford follows Paul 
Weston to Columbia 
Records and makes 

some of her most    
successful records, 

including Shrimp 
Boats, You Belong To 
Me, and Make Love to 

Me.

1944

Stafford leaves The 
Pied Pipers and 

begins her solo career. 
She begins work as a 
singer with the United 
Service Organization 

and gains the        
nickname G.I. Jo. She 

also becomes a     
top-selling Capitol 

artist.

1943

The Pied Pipers sign 
with Capitol Records 
and begin work with 

Johnny Mercer. 

1939

Tommy Dorsey hires 
The Pied Pipers to be 
the vocal quartet in his 

band, The Tommy 
Dorsey Orchestra, 

alonside Frank Sinatra 
and Connie Haines. 

Stafford and The Pied 
Pipers perform and 

record with Dorsey for 
three years under the 

RCA Victor label.

 

                         Introduction and Abstract

In her early career, Jo Stafford was the female vocalist in a quartet called 
The Pied Pipers. In the beginning of Stafford’s involvement with the group, 
the three male spots were held by members of The Three Rhythm Kings and 
The Four Esquires: Chuck Lowry, John Huddleston (Stafford’s first          
husband), and Billy Wilson. By the time The Pied Pipers signed with RCA 
Victor and began recording and performing with The Tommy Dorsey          
Orchestra in 1939, Clark Yocum had replaced Billy Wilson. The quartet sang 
almost exclusively with The Tommy Dorsey Orchestra between the years 
1939 and 1942, and were featured on dozens of the band’s recordings 
during that period.

During her time with the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra, Stafford was often given 
solo vocal parts on tunes like “Let’s Just Pretend”, “The Night We Called It A 
Day”, and “Yes, Indeed”, but she maintains today that her favorite singing 
moments were the times she sang in unison with The Pied Pipers. 

The Pied Pipers

As a result of last summer’s efforts, I was able to compile a well-documented, detailed, and 
thorough discography of Stafford’s years recording with The Pied Pipers and The Tommy 
Dorsey Orchestra. All recordings I discovered are either live broadcasts or under the RCA 
Victor Label and plainly reveal the prolific nature of Stafford’s career. My achievement is the 
first step towards documenting her entire career (which spans several years), but it is        
nevertheless a success, as I was able to create a discography with over 100 seperate         
recordings. As mentioned before in the abstract, this database of information will ultimately be 
included as a critical component of a larger monograph detailing Jo Stafford’s significance to 
American jazz, both past and present.

                            Results 
Led by acclaimed trombonist Tommy Dorsey, The Tommy 
Dorsey Orchestra had a reputation for excellence in both sound 
and style during the American Big Band years. Tommy Dorsey 
adopted The Pied Pipers in 1939 as the band’s vocal quartet, 
which provided Jo Stafford’s break onto the scene, as well as 
her first opportunities for recording. The Tommy Dorsey           
Orchestra provided a start for many other notable jazz singers 
and instrumentalists of the period as well, such as infamous 
drummer Buddy Rich, trumpeter Ziggy Elman, arranger and 
composer Sy Oliver, and clarinetist Johnny Mince. Even the now 
iconic Frank Sinatra enjoyed his first success with the TDO, as 
he was featured as the primary male singer of the band       
alongside Jo Stafford, Connie Haines, and The Pied Pipers. 

The Tommy Dorsey Orchestra

Timeline of Jo Stafford’s Career
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The biggest challenge I faced in this process was the simple fact that virtually no 
published material on Jo Stafford exists, other than short online biographies and jazz 
books that happen to mention her name a in passing. Furthermore, the nature of this 
project demands primary sources, as well as legitimate, well-documented secondary 
sources to guarantee authenticity of information.

In confronting this challenge, I first turned to the record companies themselves, 
hoping they would be willing to grant me access to their discographical archives (the 
ultimate primary source). I contacted Sony BMG, as they are the corporation that 
now holds the rights to the RCA Victor label, but I soon found it next to impossible to 
talk to someone who could assist me with scholarly pursuits. It became apparent  
that big corporate record companies are better prepared to assist those people with 
the purpose of consuming, as opposed to someone like me, who wanted access to 
historical documents.

As the next best alternative, I looked to other published discographies, particularly 
those of Brian Rust (The American Dance Band Discography [c1975]) and Tom Lord 
(Jazz Discography [c1992]). I found that if I looked for entries on Tommy Dorsey   
Orchestra recordings between the years 1939 and 1942 in these texts, I could weed 
out the specific entries that mention either Jo Stafford or The Pied Pipers as having 
participated. This approach, combined with gathering information from actual LP’s 
(45s and 78s), allowed me to compile a discography that I knew would be scholarly 
reliable.

                           Research Process

Before I could begin to create a discography of Jo Stafford’s recordings, I had to research what   
kind of information is generally included in a scholarly discography. I examined and compared other 
discographies of many different musical genres, noting what kind of data was and was not listed. 
Based on my findings, I came up with this list of information essential to each entry of my final     
presentation:

    ♪ Band / Singer personnel

    ♪ Name of Tune

    ♪ Date and place of recording

    ♪ Matrix number / take number

     ♪ Re-issues

    ♪ Any extra information, i.e. “this song was a constest winner of   

                        Tommy Dorsey’s Fame and Fortune program”

                           What Type of Information Should Be    
                           Included in a Discography? 

Left to Right: Tommy Dorsey, 
Frank SInatra, Jo Stafford

Jo Stafford (b. 1917 - )

His Masters Voice: an RCA Victor emblem

The center of a 45 rotations 
per minute (rpm) record 

The Pied Pipers
Left to right: Clark Yocum, Jo Stafford, 

Chuck Lowry, John Huddleston

The Tommy Dorsey Orchestra
Jo Stafford: back row, second from the left, Connie Haines: back row, 
fourth from the left, Frank Sinatra: back row, fifth from the left, Buddy

Rich: drums, Tommy Dorsey: front row, standing


