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He is three years old. Flashes of memory – thin, insubstantial – begin here. 
Fleeting images and sensations of warmth, tenderness even, from his aunt, 
Adriana. Stepping in and out of the empty shape where a mother should be.

Kristina Olsson, Boy, Lost

HISTORY

Notes on Boy, Lost
SHORTLISTED FOR THE 2014 STELLA PRIZE

SYNOPSIS
Boy, Lost is the memoir of Kristina Olsson and 
chronicles the life of her mother, Mimi. Told more 
as a biography, the book closely follows Mimi, who 
as a beautiful young girl falls in love with a Greek 
man, Michael, and goes with him to Cairns, where 
she falls pregnant. Young and hopeful, Mimi ignores 
Michael’s increasing anger, his gambling and his 
reluctance to commit. When she gives birth to Peter, 
she hopes that the child will be the hinge that brings 
her and Michael closer together. But Michael’s temper 
turns to physical abuse, and Mimi, who left her 
family behind for a life she had hoped would be more 
exotic, has no one she feels able to turn to. 

Mimi becomes pregnant again and miscarries. When 
she becomes pregnant a third time, fearful for her 
life, and those of her child and baby, she flees. In a 
heart-wrenching scene, Mimi, clutching a train ticket 
home sent by her beloved grandmother, faces her 
worst fears: Michael storms on board, demanding she 
hand over Peter and threatening death if she does not 
comply. Terrified, Mimi submits. The glimpse she has 
of her son as the train pulls away is the last she will 
have for many years.

Immediately, Mimi seeks assistance to recover her 
son, but as a young single mother, she is discouraged 
from trying to find him. And so, with a new baby to 
deal with, her life goes on.

Olsson fills in the years of both her mother’s life and 
Peter’s. Mimi reverts to her previous name, Yvonne, 
and takes a job that not only pays the bills but gives 
her some fulfilment. As she tends to patients in a 

nursing home, she finds comfort in the routine and 
earns the respect of the wily, cultured matron. Mimi 
marries Arne, a much gentler man than Michael, and 
piece by piece they build a life and family together.

Meanwhile, Peter is suffering. He has not had the 
good Greek upbringing that the police assured his 
mother he would receive. When Michael leaves 
him with his sister Adriana and her husband, Spiro, 
who are kind and frown on Michael’s tendency for 
violence, there is hope that this will be a good home 
for Peter. But when Michael sends for him in 1951, 
things begin to go very wrong. Peter is hit by the 
polio epidemic and loses much of the use of his legs. 
He is no longer an asset to his father and becomes 
another outlet for his father’s violence. Peter begins 
running away, only to be dragged back, through 
courts and police stations, to the father who continues 
to abuse him. There is a heartbreaking moment when 
his path so nearly crosses that of his mother that it is 
easy to forget this is a work of nonfiction. There is no 
happy reunion here, though, and Peter’s life only gets 
worse as he becomes a victim of sexual abuse.

Peter’s glimmer of hope comes when he finds a paper 
providing him with the name of the mother he has 
been searching for. It is not until years later that the 
two meet. Their eventual reunion is desperately 
happy, but the two have suffered so very much in the 
intervening years. The book ends with a death. The 
life at the centre of this story was too short to offer a 
happy ending, but what Boy, Lost does offer is hope 
that a family divided by violence and grief, guilt and 
silence can somehow forge a future together.
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AUTHOR BACKGROUND
KRISTINA OLSSON is of Swedish 
and Australian heritage and was 
born in 1956 and raised in Brisbane. 
She studied journalism at the 
University of Queensland and went 

on to write for The Australian, The Courier-Mail and 
The Sunday Mail, The Sydney Sunday Telegraph and 
Griffith Review.

She has also worked as an advisor to government 
and a teacher of creative writing and journalism at 
tertiary and community level. She supervises and 
mentors several postgraduate writing students and 
also works as a manuscript assessor and editor.

Her first novel, In One Skin, was published in 2001. 
This was followed by the biography Kilroy Was Here 
in 2005 and her second novel, The China Garden, in 
2009. 

Kristina has two adult children as well as three 
grandchildren. She lives in Brisbane.

www.kristinaolsson.net

www.thestellaprize.com.au/2014/04/the-stella-
interview-kristina-olsson/

THEMES
Australian history 
Motherhood 
Loss 
Domestic violence 
Polio 
Disability 
Hope 
Maternal rights 
Children’s rights

LINKS TO THE  
AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM
Peter’s story is similar to that of many ‘Forgotten 
Australians’, people who experienced ‘institutional 
or out-of-home care in Australia during the 20th 
Century’1. The study of this book provides an 

1 h!p://www.qld.gov.au/community/ge!ing-support-health-
social-issue/support-for-forgo!en-australians/index.html

opportunity to look at the similarities between the 
treatment of such children and the treatment of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
of the Stolen Generation. 

In addition to links to intercultural 
understanding, the text can be used to study 
personal and social capability and ethical 
understanding as students consider the effects on 
children and mothers, families and communities, of 
forced seperation.

READING QUESTIONS
 ✦ Do you consider the book to be a memoir, 

biography or an autobiography? Why?

 ✦ Kristina Olsson is the daughter of the subject of 
the book, so is therefore involved in the story. 
What advantages do you think this provides? 
What are the disadvantages? 

 ✦ How do you think the tone of the story might 
change if it were told by an outsider?

 ✦ What gender roles does Mimi/Yvonne take on? 

–  How does each role shape her and those around 
her? 

–  Which roles do you identify with? Why?

–  Which roles don’t you identify with? Why?

 ✦ The photograph described at the beginning of the 
book is included at the end. 

–  How do you feel looking at it?

–  Does seeing the photo make the story more real 
to you? Does it change your feelings towards 
the characters in the book?

 ✦ Although Kristina Olsson writes the story, many 
others are involved in the telling of it.

–  Who are they?

–  What is their relationship to Mimi?

–  How do these relationships influence the 
narrative?

 ✦ Whose stories are missing that could help flesh out 
the narrative further?

 ✦ How do we know that the story is truth rather 
than fiction? What does this knowledge mean for 



thestellaprize.com.au/resources/schools-program/ HISTORY: 39

BOY, LOST

our understanding of these characters and their 
lives?

 ✦ Why doesn’t Peter run away to find his mother?

 ✦ Why doesn’t Mimi fight for custody of Peter?

 ✦ What historical differences can you see between 
the time when this story began and now?

 ✦ What resources are available now to sufferers of 
domestic violence that weren’t available then?

 ✦ What are the links between Peter’s story and the 
Stolen Generation?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
1. Write a scene that is personal to you. It can be 
about you or a family member. Form pairs and share 
the details (but not your piece) with your partner. Ask 
your partner to write their version of the scene based 
on the details you have provided. When you have 
finished, share your pieces with each other and discuss 
the differences.

 ✦ What have they missed? 

 ✦ What have they seen differently? 

 ✦ What are the benefits of having someone not 
involved write the scene?

 ✦ In addition to the details of the story, what 
makes memoir interesting and engaging for 
others?

2. Mimi’s story might have been very different if she 
had lived now. Write a timeline, using the book as a 
starting point, of the major historical events that were 
occurring in Australia during the course of the book 
(for example: postwar migration, the polio epidemic, 
children in state homes and the Stolen Generation). 
How does looking at this timeline change your 
understanding of the book? Choose a moment in the 
book and explain – in an oral or written presentation 
– how this moment is influenced by one of the 
historical events on your timeline. Consider how it 
could have been different and what that would have 
meant for this family.

3. Both Peter and Mimi were disadvantaged by 
laws that did not consider the rights of women and 
children. Focus on one way in which they were 
disadvantaged or harmed by the law. Find out which 

law is relevant to this moment now and research its 
history. Has the law changed? If so, how and why has 
it changed?
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