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The War Violin - Reading Group Discussion Topics: 

 

1. What is your opinion about the US using POWs for labor domestically during WWII? 

How do you feel about the Italian Service Units receiving preferential treatment once 

Italy joined the allies? Did you know hundreds of thousands of POWs were in the US 

during WWII and being used to help the labor shortage? 

 

2. Frances and Oklahoma develop a close relationship as patient and volunteer. Discuss 

how the situation of being a young man never to have fallen in love and knowing he was 

going to pass away, and that he’d give anything to stay alive and marry her. How did 

their circumstance make their connection more poignant? The lesson Oklahoma taught 

Frances - to be brave and don’t be a dog on a chain – why do you think he repeatedly 

made this point? Discuss the increased challenges women at the turn of the century faced 

to lead an authentic life. How had Frances challenged stifling expectations of women in 

this time because of Oklahoma pushing her to live her life as she wanted and the pressure 

she felt from people closest to her.  

 

3. Frances and Mary are best friends until Frances wants to pursue Alessandro. Mary 

becomes the traitor, giving her up to Edith and pressures her to stay away from 

Alessandro. Mary devalues Frances’ feelings for Alessandro under the veil of trying to 

protect Frances. Discuss if this is the basis of a true friendship or a manipulation to 

suppress Frances. What obligation does a friend have to another? Should Mary have 

stood by Frances even though she didn’t approve? Do any of you feel Mary was 

genuinely doing what she thought was best for Frances? Could Frances have handled the 

situation with Mary differently? 

 

4. Frances and Alessandro fall in love under uncommon circumstances. Do you believe 

her pursuit of him was right? How did you feel about her risking everything to be with 

him the night they snuck out together? Was the relationship about him at the core, or was 

he the catalyst that made her understand her true self? Do you believe in love at first 



sight, without familiarity of the other person? Where do you feel Frances was wrong with 

her relationship with Alessandro? 

 

5. Frances and Nicholas are two strangers tied together by a commitment years before 

when they were high school sweethearts. Nicholas represents the life path Frances would 

have taken had she not been awakened by her work as a Gray Lady during the war and 

relationships she had with patients at Torney that helped her evolve into a woman who 

feels compelled to do more with her life. Discuss the complexity of this relationship 

driven by the difficulty of obligation Frances felt towards Nicholas as a young man 

fighting for the U.S., the complexity of this obligation juxtaposed with her obligation to 

live her life authentically. 

 

6. Through her mother and father and their guests at the dinner party, we see the underbelly 

of opinions about the POWs. Racism, name calling, even hatred towards them is 

expressed. We learn of the internment camps for Japanese Americans. Discuss the layers 

of complexity inside the Palms Springs community which serves as a microcosm for the 

entire US during this time. How do you think you would feel as a Gold Star mother 

seeing Italian Service Units being treated so well when at one point, those POWs would 

have been fighting against US soldiers? This sparked strong feelings in the US, and was a 

complex point of frustration for many. Discuss this unique situation here stateside in 

WWII. Did you know about this part of our WWII stateside history? 

 

7. Youth in America were influenced by WWII. Discuss the challenges Frances and 

Mary faced, as young women and as Gray Ladies working for the Red Cross at Torney 

General Hospital - such as sickness, death, depression, an uncertain future, food 

rationing. What was stolen from their young adult lives? What might they have gained 

that they otherwise would not like empathy, love, sacrifice, and service to others? 

 

8. Frances struggled with the dropping of nuclear bombs by US, the mass casualties and 

that she felt she could not talk about this for fear of being labeled unpatriotic. Discuss 

how the nuclear bomb changed not only the outcome of WWII, but the ongoing power 

humanity has to erase our own existence? 



August, 1944 – Desert Sun announces arrival of 

prisoners to Palm Springs Torney General Army 

Hospital. Full front page of the paper on next page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 

Amazing picture of a nurse (maybe a Red Cross Gray 

Lady) and soldiers on the grounds of Torney General 

Hospital (formerly the famous El Mirador Hotel)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



El Mirador Hotel prior to being turned into Torney General Hospital. The Desert Regional Medical 

Center where a recreation of the tower has been built.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Activities to support the soldiers recovering at the hospital were robust and reported in the Desert Sun 

Newspaper 

 

 



Red Cross Gray Ladies did important work at the hospital and were often noted in the newspaper 

and honored with awards.  

 

 



Torney General Hospital involvement with Army’s Huge Air Evacuation Program for Casualties 

from all fronts.  

 



Soldiers don’t face the Holidays alone!  

 



 



 

 

 

 

 



Italian POWs are taught English  

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



Music Program at Torney for the Patients is seen as a great aid to help soldiers recover 

 

 

 



 

 

Hospital Staff at Torney General 

 

 

 

 





 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Buying War Bonds was important! 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.lalalandpress.com 

lalaland@lalalandpress.com 

 

To request Rae Weiser to visit your Book Club in-person or virtually, please email 

lalaland@lalalandpress.com 
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