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HEN SYBIL STANDING and
husband Dick becam e immediate 
neighbours, I was particularly 

interested in Sybil’s father, Captain Osmond 
File, who had not only been a Cinque Ports 
Pilot like m yself but had also served on and 
survived the sinking of the SS Empress of 
Ireland. Having been provided with a few 
particulars concerning his career, I was sure 
that a brief record of his life deserved 
recording.

Osmond File was born  in  1882, in 
Elham, near Canterbury. Following a 
paym ent of £10 by his father to cover his

four-year apprenticeship, he was aged 15 
when he made his first voyage in 1898 as a 
Navigation Apprentice on the barque sailing 
vessel Vimera. His first le tte r hom e 
suggested that he could have had grave 
doubts concerning his chosen profession. 
"Squally weather with snow, all sail set. 
Heavy squall from the S.W. with hail and 
sleet and in ten m inutes it was blowing a 
whole gale. Clewed up main to gallant sail 
and upper topsails and hauled up foresail. I 
went aloft to make them  fast. Wind still 
freshening. While we were aloft trying to 
furl the fore topsail she stuck the lee fore 
yard-arm under water in a squall and we 
were called down from aloft to let go the 
lower topsail sheets, ship nearly on her 
beam  ends, wind blowing with hurricane 
force and a m ountainous sea running. We 
could not furl the sails for they were 
banging about and had carried away all the 
gear and as they were heeling the ship over 
to an alarming degree and we thought we 
should lose the masts, we cut them  adrift. 
Vessel shipping a quantity of water and 
rolling terrific... Damage estimated at about 
£700”.

For the next four years Osmond studied 
seamanship, navigation, basic medicine and 
survival w hich included how to treat 
hanging 'treat as for drowning’, dog bites, 
apparent death from cold, frostbite, poison 
and drunken behaviour.
His first appointm ent as an officer was that 

as 4th mate on the barque Condor. The 
cargoes carried were the highly dangerous 
nitrate and saltpetre. When in port the 
Condor was untouched when moored closeCaptain Osmond File
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to a similarly-loaded barque Dunslaw which 
caught fire, exploded and sank.

Later, Osmond joined the King Line 
serving on the King Bleddyn and then 
promoted to m ate on the King Lud, finally 
leaving to pass as Master in 1906. These 
were hard tim es in  the Merchant Navy for 
officers. Accounts from Osmond's diary 
m entioned having to turn-to after watch- 
keeping for painting and scraping with the 
crew day-workers. In 1908, when serving on 
the SS Pericles as a junior officer, the vessel 
was lost off Cape Lewin after striking an 
uncharted rock. Being a strong swimmer, 
Osmond fortunately finally found some 
floating debris and was eventually picked 
up.

In 1903, the Canadian Pacific Railways 
Company had decided to turn  itself into a 
transatlantic shipping company and bought 
the Elder Dempster group’s Beaver Line. In 
1904 the C. P. R. C. decided to tackle the 
competition head on and placed orders in 
Scotland for two passenger-liners, the 
Empress o f Britain and the Empress of 
Ireland. It is therefore easy to understand 
the attractions of joining such a company 
and Osmond File joined the C. P. R. as a 
junior officer in 1909.

Promotion was slow in the C. P. R. and 
Osmond File was still a junior 
officer within the company when 
he was appointed to the Empress 
of Ireland in 1914, commanded 
by Captain Kendall. It is worth 
m entioning tha t four years 
earlier, Captain Kendall was 
m aster of the SS Montrose. He 
was curious about the identity 
of passengers Mr and Master 
Robinson, whose conduct on 
the slow crossing from 
Antwerp to Canada was not 
that w hich he would have 
expected from father and son.
Captain Kendall advised his 
suspicions by wireless to the 
authorities in London. In one

of the most dramatic episodes in criminal 
history, Chief Inspector Dew of Scotland 
Yard boarded the White Star liner Laurentic, 
overtook the Montrose with hours to spare 
and was waiting at the little St Lawrence 
riverside town of Rimouski to arrest a mild- 
m annered Michigan dentist nam ed Hawley 
Havey Crippen for the m urder of his wife in 
a respectable villa in  Cam den Tbwn. 
Captain Kendall’s alertness and initiative 
earned him  a police reward of £250. He 
never cashed the cheque; instead had it 
framed, and hung it on his stateroom  
bulkhead.

On the Empress of Ireland, in addition to 
Captain Kendall there were three senior 
navigation watch-keeping officers, the chief 
officer, first officer and second officer. The 
three junior watch-keepers were the extra 
second officer, third officer and forth officer. 
On the 15th May 1914 Third Officer File was 
promoted to extra second officer and was 
therefore the Junior Officer on the 0400 to 
0800 watch w ith the chief officer on 
departure from Liverpool for Quebec.

On 28th May 1914, the Empress of 
Ireland left Quebec on the return  passage to 
Liverpool with a crew of 420 including two 
very im portant young m en who practised 
wireless telegraphy. They were the senior 

radio officer aged 23 years 
and the junior who had 
been at sea for only six 
months. There were 
also 1057 passengers. At 
0135, the outward sea 
pilot disem barked at 
Father Point and the 
Empress o f Ireland under 
the com mand of Captain 
Kendall headed down the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence at 17 
knots. At this tim e Extra 
Second Officer File was 
fast asleep in his cabin, 
unaware of an impending 
disaster. Shortly, the 
Empress of Ireland entered a



fog bank and the captain stopped his ship. 
In the silence between the soundings of the 
International Signals on the ships whistle, 
the fog horn of an approaching vessel was 
heard. It was soon recognised as a loaded 
Norwegian-owned collier bound up the St 
Lawrence.

The first time that Captain Kendall saw 
the collier Storstad was when she was 100 
feet away. He watched, with horror, as the 
reinforced steel stem  sliced into the 
Empress's unprotected side like a chisel into 
a tin. Water entered the doomed Empress's 
after-boiler-room at the rate of 60,000 
gallons a second, causing the Empress to list 
swiftly and irresistibly over onto her right 
hand side. This brought the off duty officers 
onto the bridge, including Osmond File, 
clad in his night attire, while rapid orders 
were issued by Captain Kendall to launch 
the life-boats as fast as possible. The two 
young operators in the wireless room sent 
out a distress call w ithout orders, "SOS, we 
have hit something, sinking fast, send help", 
they gave the ship’s position. By this time, 
Osmond File had put on his jacket, trousers 
and overcoat. It did not occur to him  then 
that very shortly he would be swimming in 
these clothes. With the rest of the crew, he 
joined in attem pting to launch the life-boats. 
Then, ten  m inutes after the collision the 
final lurch of the dying liner flung File into 
the water where he struggled to keep afloat 
before a lifeboat found him. At about nine 
m inutes past two a.m. the Empress of Ireland 
lifted her stern and slid below the dark 
waters of the St Lawrence. It was just 
fourteen m inutes since the Storstad had 
struck her. With her, trapped below decks, 
also w ent some 800 people, most of whom 
had probably never got clear of their cabins.

Osmond File took com m and of the 
lifeboat and started to rescue the struggling 
hum an beings, who, m inutes before, had 
been passengers and crew on the Empress of 
Ireland. Ibiling in the darkness, his men 
hauled in survivor after survivor until about 
sixty m en and women were in the boat and

there was no room for more. Others clung to 
life-lines looped around the boat. Some 
distance away Osmond File could see the 
lights of a ship and painfully ordered the 
lifeboat to be pulled towards the stranger. As 
the boat came alongside the Storstad, the 
survivors were helped up the wooden 
companionway, rope ladders and anything 
else they could find.

Osmond File then called for volunteers 
from among his crew to go back and search 
for more survivors. Taking an oar he helped 
to row back to the spot where the Empress 
had gone down. Osmond File and his crew 
spent several hours looking for live hum an 
beings; each bundle was hauled alongside 
only abandoning it if  there was no spark of 
life. Many lives were saved until one final 
effort proved that no more could be dragged 
alive from the river.

The mathem atics of the disaster were 
shocking. Of 1477 m en, wom en and 
children who had left Quebec the previous 
afternoon, 1012 were dead of which 840 had 
been passengers and 172 crew.

The Chairman at the Public Inquiry was 
Lord Mersy who declared that the stopping 
of the Empress o f Ireland in fog was not an 
unseamanlike act. Lord Mersy also found 
that the officer in charge of the Storstad was 
negligent in omitting to call the captain 
w hen the fog was coming on. At that time 
the captain was asleep in his room and 
there was a standing order on his ship to 
this effect. We therefore have to impute 
blame on the Storstad for this lamentable 
disaster.

During the inquiry Extra Second Officer 
File was called upon to explain the British 
and Norwegian m erchant navies’ archaic 
and confusing practice of giving helm  
orders, not rudder orders. These were 
precisely the opposite of m odern orders, 
and the effect was that if the officer of the 
watch wished to tu rn  his vessel to port he 
would order starboard helm  or vice-versa. 
The Court of Inquiry was ‘confused by this 
illogical but time-honoured practice'.



The Norwegians held their own inquiry 
in their Consulate at Montreal. It was held 
in private and the Norwegian crew gave 
their evidence. The Norwegian Maritime 
Court absolved the officers of the Storstad 
from  all the ir responsibilities for the 
accident.

The Storstad jo ined  the Empress of 
Ireland when she was torpedoed off the 
south-west coast of Ireland on 8th March 
1917. The same Norwegian captain took his 
thirty-eight m en to the boats and steered 
them  to safety. Captain Kendall never had 
another com m and bu t took up an 
appoin tm ent as a C. P. R. M arine 
Superintendent. Extra Second Officer File 
had his discharge book stamped under date 
and place of discharge. Shipwrecked. 29th 
May 1914. Father Point. Discharged 5th 
June 1914. Liverpool.

Osmond File finally achieving the rank 
of chief officer on the Missanabie during 
which time he was m arried on the 17th 
September 1915 when the officers of this 
ship gave him  a wedding present of a 
canteen of cutlery. He finally left the C. P. R. 
on the 24th November 1915 to become a

Cinque Ports Pilot, South Channel 
(Inwards) w ith the Corporation of the 
'ftinity House of Deptford Strond, London 
District, to com mence his initial training in 
February 1916.

So what was Mr File going to find in his 
new profession as a Marine Pilot on the 
River Thames? With a world war of hitherto 
unparalleled destructiveness in  progress, a 
taste of what was to come came when he 
joined his first ship, the Elgic Manor. It was 
torpedoed before en tering  the River 
Thames. He m ust then have appreciated 
tha t the responsibilities in  his new  
profession as a m arine pilot were under 
conditions which had added greatly to their 
responsibilities and increased infinitely the 
risks which normally a marine pilot would 
have had to face. Life ashore also held risks. 
His house on Priory Hill in Dover was 
damaged when a German parachute-mine 
dem olished the next-door house. 
Fortunately it did not explode and after 
m inor repairs Captain File was able to 
continue to reside in his home.

The situation in  1914 was tha t in 
peacetime, prior to the declaration of war,

RMS Missanabie



the headquarters of the Cinque Ports Pilots 
were in Dover with an average com plem ent 
of 70 pilots. Their cruising ground in a pilot 
cutter was off Dungeness. However, with 
the advent of war and the increased 
dem and for the ir services, it becam e 
necessary to increase the num bers by the 
addition of provisional pilots up to a total of 
130. On the outbreak of hostilities, the pilot 
steam ers cruised off Dover for a time, 
rendering important services to transports 
crossing the channel to Dunkerque, Ostend 
and Zeebrugge. Several of the pilots living at 
Deal and Dover were, at the beginning of 
the war, attached to the Naval Examination 
vessels in the Downs where their local 
knowledge was of great use.

From December 1914 to March 1915, 
headquarters were transferred to St H elen’s, 
Isle of Wight and the pilots were employed 
in conducting ships from the compulsory 
pilotage station there to Yarmouth. These 
duties by no m eans represented the limits 
of their pilotage works for the pilots of the 
Cinque Ports were also engaged in 
conducting vessels from as far west as the 
Bristol Channel to as far North as Scapa 
Flow. The vessels conducted included men- 
of-war, transports, hospital ships and 
m erchant vessels of various nationalities.

So whether TMnity House Pilot Captain 
File made a wise choice to become a Cinque 
Ports Pilot is questionable. The work was 
done in  one of the most dangerous of all war 
areas and m any were their adventures and 
narrow escapes from m ines and hostile 
submarines. In fact, six Cinque Ports Pilots 
lost their lives through the sinking by 
enem y action of the vessels in their charge. 
Altogether some 56 of the pilots had their 
vessels m ined or torpedoed and some pilots 
experienced these disasters three or more 
times, sometimes on successive voyages. 
Several were thrown into the water and 
im m ersed as long as an hour before being 
rescued. In one case a pilot was in charge of 
a Greek steam er which struck a mine. The 
crew abandoned their vessel leaving the

pilot to his fate. The pilot was eventually 
rescued by a trawler and then it was found 
possible to get the vessel into port. There 
were also encounters with enem y U-boats 
and aircraft.

During the 1914-1918 conflict the 
Cinque Ports Pilots conducted 40,238 
vessels.
(Note:- In the sum m er of 1918 a station was 
opened at Weymouth for conducting foreign 
vessels from the Solent to Weymouth. This 
was abolished shortly after the signing of 
the Armistice. All vessels going down 
Channel to the Westward and those going to 
foreign ports were in charge of Cinque Ports 
pilots.)

In a letter dated 8th April 1919 Ref. 
L.57247/18. Signed by  O. Murray, The 
Secretary to the Admiralty expressly wrote - 
“The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty 
are desirous of conveying to the Trinity 
House Pilots their gratitude for their 
valuable services that they have rendered 
during the war. The services performed by 
the pilots have been very meritorious and 
have been carried out with conspicuous 
success”.

Between the two world wars there was a 
depression similar to that in m any other 
industries. In the Merchant Navy it was 
difficult sometimes for a qualified deck 
officer to get a position on a ship as an able 
seaman. However, a m arine pilot service 
was certainly required. The North Sea and 
English Channel are nowhere deep, but the 
Tham es Estuary is particularly shallow. 
While there were hazards in the river itself, 
the main problem was to negotiate the 
sands, channels and the shallows of the 
outer Tham es Estuary. Geographically, the 
V-shaped area where the Tham es opens out 
at the Nore and the Kent coast stretches east 
towards the North Foreland, there is also a 
wide band of attendant sands. There are 
areas thirty or forty miles from the shore 
which are uncovered at some tides. Sands 
and channels were and are constantly 
changing owing to natural causes. Sudden



storm s and bad visibility are added 
navigational hazards.

It followed tha t the dangers of 
navigation through unknow n shoals and 
channels were such that the services of a 
professional M arine Pilot w ith local 
knowledge would provide a secure 
livelihood for Captain File until the age of 
seventy, providing he could pass the annual 
medical and pass the examination covering 
the changes in the district. Being self 
em ployed b u t held responsible to the 
Corporation of Tirinity House London, there 
would be Committee responsibilities for the 
correct adm inistration of the General 
Purposes Fund. On m atters of m ajor 
changes of working conditions, the 
Committee would be required to seek the 
Cinque Ports Pilots’ opinion by ballot. There 
were also m any other im portant matters 
concerning the efficient running of a pilot 
station.

On the outbreak of the Second World 
War once again unbearable strains were 
placed on the Cinque Ports Pilots causing a 
num ber to retire early particularly in the 
m onths of preparation and after the 
evacuation at Dunkirk. One such pilot, 
Captain Fletcher, was on the Monas Queen 
w hen she was sunk during the evacuation 
and after swimming for some considerable 
time was only then rescued by a destroyer.

With dozens of ships waiting in  the 
Thames, pilots were expected to do three 
m en’s work whatever the consequences to 
them selves they m anaged to carry on. 
Danger was always close by. On April 17th 
1941, while Pilot File was talking to a Pilot 
Arnold on the P /V  Pioneer, a Germ an 
aircraft machine-gunned and bombed the 
cutter. Pilot Arnold was wounded when a 
bullet passed through the shell plating and 
another pilot was killed.

From early in 1944, the pilots were 
employed to move units which later formed 
the famous Mulburry Harbour. The pilots 
were employed to the lim it of their physical 
powers and although their work was never

officially m entioned all these units were 
towed through the Channel to their final 
assem bly places under Cinque Ports 
Pilotage. After the landings, the conducting 
of ships back and forth through the Straits 
and across to the continental ports, 
m aintained the pressure of work at its 
highest level. Captain File had served 
throughout two world wars and during this 
tim e jo ined  forces to p revent the 
concentrated efforts the enem y had made to 
close both the Straits of Dover and the Port 
of London.

With the relaxation which followed the 
end of the war in Europe, the trem endous 
strain under which he had worked began to 
show. After a lengthy illness in  which the 
hope of a return to duty was sustained as 
long as possible, Captain File had to inform 
Trinity House in  1947 of his physical 
inability to continue working.

In September 1947, at a retirem ent 
party, he was presented with an inscribed 
silver tankard. Making the presentation Mr 
Magub said that it was an honour to be 
asked to do so, but he could not call it a 
pleasure, because it m eant the parting of 
the ways. He saw Captain File come into the 
Service and he m ust blame the war for his 
retirem ent. While recognising the fact that 
thousands of members of the sea-faring 
profession m ade sim ilar or greater 
sacrifices, it is none the less true that 
Captain File whom we are honouring today, 
did all that he was called upon to do and 
beyond the lim it of his strength - he was one 
of the best. Well, I am sure you will all agree 
that to be one the best of the Cinque Ports 
Pilots is to be pretty good. Captain File 
returned thanks and spoke of the happy 
years he had spent in  the service.

Captain File together with Mrs File 
spent the rest of his retirem ent in Dover. It 
was noticeable in the cases of m any of the 
older pilots that once they have ‘swallowed 
the anchor’ they seem ed to gain a new lease 
of life. Happily this also happened in the 
case of Captain Osmond File.


