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The Black Pit...And Beyond

T
he title of this very interestingmemoir refers to that area in theNorthAtlantic
in which Allied convoys were out of range of covering aircraft, at least for

part of the war. Mumford, an English teenager who joined the Merchant navy
and became a radio operator, had the misfortune to be crossing the black pit
before Alliedair coverwas extended.OnBoxingDay1942,his ship, the

, was torpedoedandmost of the crew took to the lifeboats. They drifted
for a full 24 hours before they were rescued by their own ship, which had been
saved fromsinkingbya skeletoncrew.

But this was not Mumford�s only adventure. He later had an eventful tour
of duty in theMediterranean, andwas then posted to amerchant ship operating
in and out of the Scheldt estuary in late 1944. On Christmas Eve (Christmas
seems to have been a season of misfortune for Mumford), hisnew ship

struck a mine off the Scheldt estuary and sank. This time, rescue vessels
were nearbyand the survivorsof theEmpirePathbarely got their feetwet.

Mumford�smemoir is an excellent contributionto the literature of thenaval
war. He seems to have been naturally introsepctive rather than gregarious (a
characteristic thatmight be traced to his brutalmistreatmentat the handsof nuns
and brothers in Catholic schools), and spent much of his free time exploring
variousports onhis own.His descriptionof the supplyoperation into theScheldt
estuary alsoaddsan interestingdimensionto thehistory of that campaign.

The Black pit ends with mumford receiving a posting as chief radio officer
on a small tanker bound for operations under South-East Asia Command at
Trincomalee. It is hoped that this will be the subject of the next volume of
memoirs.
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