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Task for The Happiness Box 
Author Mark Greenwood’s launch speech 

His Excellency, Mr. Gosper Australian High Commissioner, Colonel Hay and his wife, 
distinguished quests, AFCC delegates and fellow creators – thank you for being here to 
celebrate the launch of the Happiness Box. 

In December 1942, Australian prisoners of war created a book for children imprisoned at 
Changi, to chase away fear and give them hope. It was said to contain the secrets to happiness. 

My book is a book about that book. 

I first saw the original Happiness Box book in a touring exhibition of National Treasures from 
Australia’s Great Libraries. It showed that books and reading, knowledge and education can 
also be a secret to happiness. 

The Happiness Box was the simple tale of a gecko, a monkey and a frog who set out, into the 
jungle, to discover the secrets to happiness. In the grim confines of Changi Prison, the original 
book was written, illustrated and bound in less than 48 hours. But the enemy was suspicious – 
one of the characters, named “Winston”, they suspected was a code for Winston Churchill. The 
book was meant to be destroyed, but Sergeant Griffin’s mates managed to save the book. Like 
pirates hiding a treasure, it was buried in a box within the grounds of Changi Prison. After the 
war, the book was recovered, returned to the author and later published before it was donated 
to one of the great libraries of Australia, where it is now regarded as a national treasure. 

I travelled to Singapore for initial research and visited the Changi Prison Chapel and Museum, 
which was a sombre reminder of the events that unfolded there between 1942 and 1945. To 
return to Singapore and be here today to launch the book seems particularly appropriate as 
the story holds a shared place in both Australian and Singaporean children’s literary history. 

The creation of the original book was a tribute to the human spirit and the power of books to 
transcend circumstances. In the original book the characters dig up a box. What they find inside 
are books. For the author, Sgt David “Griff” Griffin, reading was a key ingredient in the 
happiness and wellbeing of fellow prisoners. In the early days after the surrender of Singapore 
books were trucked in to Changi Prison, after being looted from libraries throughout Singapore. 
As a Colonel put it to his captors, “books would prevent thoughts of escape.” Within days a 
convoy of trucks arrived, and the contents of Singapore libraries were loaded in: history, poetry, 
biography and a great many subjects, both academic and practical to engage and educate the 
men. On steamy nights Sgt Griffin slept on the floor of the Changi education centre between 
cases of books. Within its walls of a prison, with a book in hand, his thoughts were free. He 
studied the characters in books. He stored their voices in his heart and wove them into his own 
words. 

Although The Happiness Box is set in a dark time in history, at its core is a story about books 
and the power of reading and storytelling. 
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I have a passion for sharing history. I’m interested in creating books with resonance – a quality 
captured by the words and art that evokes images, memories and emotions. Resonance is the 
beating heart of a story. It’s what is lurking deep beneath the surface and what makes The 
Happiness Box meaningful and important… and personal. 

As a boy, I looked up to my grandfather. I knew nothing – and he never spoke – about the 
horrors of war and what happened him and many others like him who were sent from Changi 
to slave on the Burma-Thai Railway. 

The original Happiness Box book was said to contain the secrets to happiness, such as 
friendship, kindness, generosity, loyalty, courage and hard work. Thinking back, these are the 
secrets that my grandfather taught me. So, I’m honoured to return to Singapore and launch this 
book – The Happiness Box – which is dedicated to my grandfather. 

Thank you, Mr. Gosper, for launching the book. And thank you all for being here. I hope the 
book finds its ways into many hearts and minds. In 1942 the children in Changi prison never got 
to read the original book, but I hope through my book a new generation can discover the 
secrets to happiness that Sgt Griffin’s original book contained. 
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