
The Battle of the Dunes is 

described in the brochure of a 

British battlefield tour 

operator as a forgotten battle.  

For the Germans,July 10th, 

1917 was the day of 

‘Operation Strandfest’ 

translated as ‘Beach Party’.  

The British were preparing for 

‘Operation Hush’  - to capture 

the Belgian coast and destroy 

the German    U-boat 

harbours. They planned a 

daring amphibious landing 

supported by a breakout 

attack from Nieuport. 

The Germans anticipated 

their plans and attacked 

before all the British 

artillery had been put in 

place.  The 1st Battalion  

Northamptonshires along 

with the King’s Royal Rifle 

Corps were part of the 

Division defending the 

bridgeheads.  Their dugouts 

and trenches formed a 

virtual rabbit-warren in 

the sand dunes to the east 

of  the River Yser.  

On July 6th 1917 the 

Germans began artillery 

bombardment  which carried 

on for the next three days. 

Fog and low cloud 

prevented detection of  the 

German build-up.  Then at 

5.30 in the morning of July 

10th the massed German 

artillery opened up on  British 

positions on the bridgehead. 

A report at  1.15 p.m. stated 

that “Shells at least 8 inch 

calibre were falling at a rate of 

four a minute”.  

The Germans used Blue 

Cross gas shells for the first 

time in this operation.  They 

had the advantage of being so 

similar to normal high 

explosive shells that soldiers 

succumbed to the gas before 

they could adjust their masks. 

They were the forerunner of 

the even more lethal mustard 

gas used by the Germans in 

the days to come.  

During the battle, reports 

of  the situation were 

received by pigeon – all 

other communication was out 

by 10.15 a.m.  Casualties were 

reported as 70 to 80 % by 8 

p.m. According to German 

reports 1,300 prisoners were 

taken. 

All but one of  the bridges 

were destroyed leaving the 

1st Northamptonshires and 

the 2nd King’s Royal Rifle 

Corps isolated. Only 4 

officers and 64 other ranks 

managed to get back to 

British lines by swimming 

across the Yser River – 

sadly Richard was not 

among the survivors. 

Private Richard Roffe was 

26 years old when he died. 

One of  9 children, Richard 

had been a pigman at one 

of  the local farms and in 

1911 was still living with 2 

of  his younger brothers 

and his parents. William 

and Betsy Ann Roffe  ran the 

Tennyson Arms, at the 

Stamford Road end of  

King Street in West Deeping.  

Originally from Wittering, 

William lived in West Deeping 

for nearly 30 years until his 

death in 1920. The Tennyson 

Arms was run by Richard’s 

mother and brother Bill until 

the roof blew off and the 

brewery demolished the 

building. Betsy Ann lived until 

1936 and was buried at West 

Deeping. Richard’s nephew 

still lives in Maxey and there 

are several other relatives in 

the area.  

Richard is commemorated on 

the plaque in St Andrew’s 

Church, West Deeping and on 

the Nieuport Memorial in 

Belgium. 
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Private Richard Roffe, 1st Northamptonshire Regt. 

William and Betsy Ann Roffe outside the 

Tennyson Arms, King Street, West Deeping 

Richard Roffe, son of the 

landlord at The Tennyson 

Arms in West Deeping, was 

killed while defending the 

bridgeheads at Nieuport in 

Belgium.  His battalion was 

left isolated from British lines 

when the Germans attacked 

and all but 68 men who swam 

the river were lost. 

Trench map of  the Yser bridgehead before the 

German attack.  Nieuport-Bains is on the (left) bank 

of  the River Yser. The North Sea coast  is at the top of  

the map. The British front line (blue) faces the 

German front (red). It was here that the 1st 

Northamptons and 2nd King's Royal Rifle Corps 

suffered such heavy casualties on 10 July 1917. 

 German stormtroopers of  the MarinesKorps 

Flandern: Operation Strandfest near Nieuport 

Dunes near Nieuport Bains, a  summer resort 

for Belgian holiday makers - which was 

levelled to the ground in the Battle of  the 

Dunes, July 1917 


