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Jillian McFrederick 

After the success of ‘Hotel on the Corner 

of Bitter and Sweet’, expectations are 

high for this new title from Jamie Ford. 

This story has a very different flavour 

however, with the tragic figure of 

William- the main character -growing 

up as the only Chinese boy in an 

orphanage with his last sighting of his 

mother having been of her limp body 

being taken away in an ambulance. His 

innocent relationship with a young blind 

girl, Charlotte, is touching and 

ultimately tragic as the past catches up 

with them in the form of long lost 

parents. 

Ford draws on his own experiences and 

interests as with the first book, 

introducing Chinese culture battling 

against the American way of life, theatre 

and music hall, and the plight of 

abandoned children. 

Our understanding of the chain of events, which has resulted in Williams 

prolonged stay in the orphanage, helps to draw the book to a conclusion, which 

we acknowledge, while not ideal, is the best for William in the long run. 

Despite the plight of his protagonists Ford manages to paint a colourful picture 

of early 20th century America, with the sound track of the music hall songs of 

the day providing an upbeat backdrop to the events.  

An immensely readable book which will pull at the heart strings 

while providing plenty of material for discussion. 



Sarah Musk  

A book about broken dreams but also about fulfilled dreams.  Set in 

1920s Seattle it portrays a difficult period in American history 

through the eyes of a Chinese orphaned boy.  

This book is about broken dreams but also about fulfilled dreams. 

William Eng, a Chinese -American boy is in an orphanage but he knows his 

mother is still alive and he sets out to find her.  The story goes back in time to 

relate what happened to his mother.  It is quite a harrowing tale about the 

vulnerability and helplessness of minority groups in America in the 1920s.  The 

casual racism is well-portrayed as is the terrible difficulties people of all types 

faced at the onset of the Depression. 

Jamie Ford writes clearly and concisely weaving very strong images of the 

1920’s.  It is the sort of book you think a lot about afterwards and I would 

certainly recommend it to anybody who likes a thought-provoking read. 

 

Edel Waugh - http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/ 

A mesmerizing tale of love and hope.  

What a beautiful told story this was with two incredibly strong characters at 

the centre of it called Liu Song (Willow Frost) who is the mother in the story and 

her son William. 

The story is told in different ways, in the past through Liu's eyes and in present 

day though her son Williams. 

The writing is beautiful and there is mystery and intrigue, good guys and bad, 

friendship and hope. 

Through a few parts of the story I had a lump in my throat and a real sense of 

fear for some of the characters, there were times I was reading fast to find out 

as quick as I could how a character was going to come out of a situation so I 

ended up reading this book in big gulps at a time. I would recommend this book 

to anyone! I truly loved the characters of Liu, William and William's friend 

Charlotte, they all had great spirit. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

In the genre of ‘Boy in the Striped Pyjamas’ or ‘War Horse’ in as 

much as its appeal is to any age of reader who enjoys a story 



revealed through the eyes of a child.  

‘Songs of Willow Frost’ appeal is in living the heart-ache and hope of William 

who is living in the Sacred Hearts orphanage having been abandoned by his 

Mum and never knowing his Dad, in the 1930s. 

Why did his Mum leave him?  He has memories of a final togetherness, 

moments before police and ambulance arrive to take her away – whilst he does 

not fully understand what had happened, we can guess she had tried to take her 

life. 

Then, on a special outing from the orphanage, he sees someone who might be, 

really does seem to be and in fact proves to be, his Mum. 

In parallel, we also follow the story of ‘Willow’ a stage name of Liu Song and 

her life in the 1920’s.  And learn something of why William is an orphaned child. 

As the two lives come together, we realise both William and Willow have the 

same sense of determination and drive to survive in the world.  Yet William’s 

challenges seem all that much harder because of the confusion his very young 

self feels, as a result of the fact his Mum is alive, famous as a result of her screen 

performances and yet she has rejected him.   

Encouraged by his best friend, a blind Charlotte, he ventures to find the truth.  

The simplicity and innocence of this friendship is an example of how Jamie Ford 

builds convincing characters trying to make sense of the adult world before 

their time.  

Really was touched by ‘Songs of Willow Frost’. 

 

Debbie Wood 

Compelling book which tells the tale of a boy in an orphanage 

believing an actress is his mother and his quest in trying to find her.  

Sad tale of a mother having to give up her child due to her poor circumstances.  

This story tells the story of the mother in the 1920's and the story of her son in 

the 1930's.  The sad story of Willow surviving through poverty, heartache and 

her teenage life with her stepfather makes you really want for her to have a 

happy ending.  Some real heartbreaking chapters in this book and you really 

feel for what Willow went through and the love she has for her son.  Well 

written story which describes the era very well with the misery, poverty and 

unemployment. 

 



Bethany Dimmock - @BethanyAmber94 

Storytelling at its absolute best – a heartbreaking yet refreshing plot 

- a must read.  

‘Songs of Willow Frost’ is a remarkable novel, which will stay in the forefront of 

my mind for a long time to come. 

The story tells of loss and loneliness between a mother and son, and follows 

‘orphaned’ William’s story in 1934 on his plight to find his movie-star mother, 

which sends them both back to their past and the daemons that linger there. Set 

in Seattle’s Chinatown, Ford explores the misfortune, discrimination and 

challenges suffered by the characters, mostly so by William, still naïve to much 

of 1930’s America’s cruelty.  

I found myself deeply attached to both William and Willow along their journey 

– a journey of love and friendship, a journey of courage and desperation, a 

journey which will pull the strings of your heart.  

Every scene was vividly described. I felt I was on every high and low the 

characters experienced in the tale. 

Ford’s research into the era, and the jump back and forth between the decades 

means that fiction and history are beautifully, if not tragically, woven together. 

I am left wanting more. 

You must read this novel, it is truly an example of wonderful storytelling. I hope 

it achieves great things. 

 

Joy Bosworth  

A fast, entertaining and thoroughly different work - I loved it.  

This is a huge story in a smallish book.   It is rich in detailed descriptions, smells, 

wisps of memory and a maelstrom of emotions.  It is also very clever in the way 

that a background of events and world affairs along with Chinese and US 

Chinese customs and norms are interwoven, so as someone with no idea of most 

of the situations described in the book, I didn't once find a reference I couldn't 

understand. 

I marvel at a male author conveying the feminine character's thought process, 

fashions and emotions so well - when he has already excelled telling the tale 

from the viewpoint of a young boy. 

This is a really lavish, epic story that never flags.  The change from 1930s to 

1920s and back are well done and just leave you wanting more. 



I was aware of the early days of the silent film industry in California but 

completely ignorant of that in Seattle.  Just as I knew New York, San Francisco 

and elsewhere had a Chinatown - but didn't know Seattle had.  I'd assumed 

Chinese people lived harmoniously, unaware of the differences in wholly or 

partially Oriental or American birth or of the view of entertainers in different 

fields (opera, stage etc). 

For such a sad story there continued to be a thread of hope right to the end.  I 

really enjoyed it. 

 

Cathy Small  

A sad but heartwarming story as we follow the twist and turns for 

Willow and William.  

This story follows the sad and painful story of William and Willow.  Willow 

wants to do the best for her son and William wants to find the truth about the 

woman on the movie screen. This book takes you through the heartbreak 

involved in a young person’s life and leaves you wanting to read through to see 

how it ends, the book was hard to put down so I read it in one sitting. The 

characters draw you in to the life they have lived and are living now and you 

cheer them on to get what they deserve in the final chapters of the book. 

 

Helen Skinner - www.shereadsnovels.wordpress.com 

Despite the overwhelming sadness, I really enjoyed ‘Songs of Willow 

Frost’...overall I thought this was a wonderfully poignant and 

moving story.  

This is the story of William Eng, a young Chinese-American boy who has spent 

the last five years in a Seattle orphanage, and his search for his mother, the 

singer and actress Willow Frost.         

Having loved Jamie Ford's previous novel, ‘Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and 

Sweet’, I was looking forward to this one. I think this book was even more 'bitter 

and sweet' than the first!  At times it was so sad that I wasn't sure if I could bear 

to continue reading – it seemed that every bad thing that could happen did 

happen.  But even while my heart was breaking for William and his mother, I 

wanted them to find the happiness they deserved and that was what kept me 

turning the pages.  

Despite the overwhelming sadness, I really enjoyed ‘Songs of Willow Frost’. 



There are some great descriptions of Seattle in the 1920’s and 1930’s and we are 

given some fascinating insights into the Chinese community and the lives of 

people struggling to survive during the Depression.  I didn't find this book quite 

as satisfying as ‘Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet’ and there were one or 

two aspects of the plot that didn't resolve the way I would have liked them to but 

overall I thought this was a wonderfully poignant and moving story. 

 

Rachel Aygin  

William has been living in a children's home for five years but one day at the 

cinema he sees his mother on screen.  The story of William's search for his 

mother is intertwined with the story of Willow's past and gradually 

secrets are revealed.  This is an enchanting book.  The writing style totally 

suits the storyline, bringing Seattle's Chinatown and its characters to rich and 

colourful life, and the reader is easily and completely drawn into the story.  

Thoroughly recommended and look out for Jamie Ford's other novel - I know I 

will. 

 

Francesca Ashurst - @francescaashurst 

I loved Jamie Ford’s debut novel, ‘The Hotel at the Corner of Bitter and Sweet’ 

and welcomed the opportunity to read this long awaited second book. I wasn’t 

disappointed and once started couldn’t bear to leave the world of Willow and 

her son William. 

This is a vivid depiction of Seattle in the ‘20s and ‘30s, reconstructing the 

experiences of the Chinese community through the stories of Walter Eng and 

Willow Frost. It is a moving account of the longing experienced by the young 

William, abandoned to an orphanage when he was seven, always searching for 

a sign that his mother is somewhere waiting for him. The orphanage is a cruel 

and forbidding institution with little hope of adoption for a Chinese American 

child which makes his longing all the more poignant.  

A rare outing to the cinema when he is twelve provides the possibility that his 

mother, is now Willow Frost, movie star, visiting Seattle and thus tantalisingly 

close. William sets out on a quest to find her.  

When William finally meets Willow she recounts her own painful history of loss, 

of the abuse at the hands of her stepfather, her own longing for lost love and the 

devastation of being forced to sacrifice her beloved son in order to save him. 

Her vulnerability, fragility and despair are so painfully depicted through the 



heartbreaking stories she shares with her long lost son.  

This is such a powerful and moving novel, sure to be a huge success 

and rightly so. 

 

Catherine Hogwood  

A captivating story of friendship, love, abandonment, heartbreak, 

desperation and hope. Revealing undeserved wrongs that cannot 

always be put right despite staying hopeful.  

This book follows the story of William, a young boy who is living in an 

orphanage. At the beginning of the book I wondered how the story would keep 

me interested and I can honestly say that as the story unfolded I had to keep 

reading. This book touches on so many emotions, friendship, love, 

abandonment, heartbreak, mistrust and desperation. I felt engaged with the 

characters and it gave me an idea of what it would feel like to live in the time it 

was set.  

I do not want to give too much away and ultimately spoil it so all I will say is 

begin to read with an open mind and soon you'll be captured by the characters 

story - of undeserved wrongs that cannot always be put right despite staying 

hopeful. 

 

Sophia Ufton  

Brilliant book! Couldn't put it down and can't wait for more from 

this author. The best book I've read in a long time.  

I think this is the best book and it is brilliant. At the end of this book I was crying 

I will not tell you why because I will spoil the book I recommend this book. 

Thank you for letting me read it. Best book by far and I don't really want to give 

the story line away, just buy this book today! 

 

Lynne Morgan 

A highly original and captivating story of two people, both with 

their own dreams, but is it possible for both to come true? A mother 

wouldn’t give up her own child unless there was no other alternative, would 

she?   

The story is set in Seattle, spanning the years from 1921 to 1934. It was the time 



of the Great Depression and people were destitute. Surprisingly, it was also the 

beginning of something which would eventually become hugely influential - the 

film industry. Though perhaps this is not so surprising, at a time when people 

needed somewhere to escape to.   

William has been abandoned in a Seattle orphanage, and he believes his mother 

is still alive somewhere. The only other person who believes him is a young blind 

girl called Charlotte. They set out together to find her.     

Jamie Ford has the ability to make you feel almost every emotion possible in 

this heart- rending journey back and forth through time of a young boys search 

to find his mother, and a mother’s struggle to keep her son. Sacrifices have to be 

made to survive, but through all adversities they never give up their ultimate 

aim, to be with each other.   

This book makes you stop and think. I can’t wait to read his first novel now, 

‘Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet.’ 

 

Katie Wright  

After enjoying Jamie Ford’s debut, ‘Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and 

Sweet, I was eagerly anticipating ‘Songs of Willow Frost’, another 

story set in Seattle.  

William Eng is a Chinese-American boy living in an orphanage. Whilst William 

has always assumed his mother is dead, when he sees an actress in the cinema 

he knows that it is his beloved Ah-ma. Moving between William and movie star 

Willow Frost’s narrative, we begin to understand the struggles that befall 

William and the even more harrowing events that led Willow to give up her only 

son.  

Overall I found this novel to be an illuminating insight into what life could be 

like for some in early Chinatown. Even though the setting is portrayed vividly 

and the main story intriguing, it seemed a little empty at times and I felt 

somewhat removed from the characters unlike Ford’s earlier work. Ultimately I 

am glad I read this book but it just didn’t live up to my very high expectations. 

 

Gill Gray  

Having read and loved ‘Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet’ I was eagerly 

awaiting the next book from this Author. I was not disappointed and 

it was worth the wait. 



Jamie Ford has written another beautiful novel with characters that the reader 

immediately warms to. William Eng is the Henry Lee of this book and such a 

likeable boy. His relationship with Charlotte was touching. 

Willow's plight was heartrending and was handled beautifully. I liked how the 

book jumped from present day to telling the story of Willow. 

Once again, Jamie Ford has delivered 


