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Humber Infl atables, and in particular its founder, Frank Roffee, 
were one of the very fi rst to begin manufacturing what we know 
today as the ‘RIB’. Frank here tells the story of how it all began. 
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HMS Let’s start at the beginning. 
How did you come about building 
your fi rst RIB and what came 
from that? You were working in 
the caravan trade, is that right?

FR: Yes, but actually my working 
life goes right back to when I 
was working as an apprentice 
sign writer. I was trusted to go 
into banks, cinemas, offi ces and 
shops to ply my trade and that 
made me realize I was capable 
of working by myself, for myself. 
I was working for a boss but I 
was free. Then I went into the Air 
Force and I learnt how to survive 
the hard way. I got into trouble 
a few times but thanks to my 
trade, they taught me to spray 
aircraft. Later I was drawn into 
the furniture trade as I wanted to 
change direction. I never worked 
for anybody for more than three 
years. Sometimes it was three 
weeks, sometimes it was three 
months, but never more than 
three years. So I went to a new 
job learnt as much as I wanted 
and then was gone.

HMS: But you were becoming a 
skilled work man.

FR: Oh yes that’s what kept me 
alive all these years. Trouble 
was I became very skilled but 
I had a rebellious streak, I’m 
afraid. However no matter 
where I went, because I was 

multi skilled the boss needed 
me rather than the man with 
just one skill. I was good value 
for money. I then went into the 
caravan industry and that taught 
me all about production and 
production control. The caravan 
industry is a production line 
business. Although back then 
it was primitive and motivated 
by the workers. The boss never 
interfered; you just got on with 
your work. We were earning 
double the trade rate of pay on 
bonus and we worked damned 
hard for it. As one 
section moved on, 
the next team had 
to move in perfect 
time with the rest 
of the gangs. So the 
fl ow through was 
maintained. If you 
have such things 
covered by a machine 
then it’s the machine 
that controls the line, 
you just keep up with 
the machine -  but 
in caravans it was all 
manual. The tin was 
cut by hand, everything was 
hand riveted and all the furniture 
was hand made and the whole 
caravan was assembled by hand 
with pump screwdrivers.
 Watching the way the 
industry was developing I started 
to think about making caravans 
myself. I did all the costing, 

found out where to obtain the 
trailers and all the components 
etc. I knew that if I started in 
caravans I would be reasonably 
successful.

HMS: Even more successful than 
you are today?

FR: I don’t know  - possibly, but 
of course the caravan industry 
was all but saturated 40 years 
ago. Whereas this one has yet 
to see its heyday. I have never 
regretted going into boats.  

HMS: Am I right in thinking that 
your love for the sea came from 
diving?

FR: Oh yeah. I had been diving 
since the early 1960s. I went to 
Devon and an American there 
said ‘Hey is anyone interested 
in diving’. Me and this other 

fellow were, so I put on an old 
rubber wet suit and plunged into 
the waters of Babacombe Bay. 
Prior to this I had never thought 
of diving, but it was defi nitely 
that experience that brought me 
into this business. And it seems 
to me that divers are actually 
the people responsible for 
creating much of the RIB world 
as you see it today. Anyway 
diving meant swimming out to 
wrecks which was very tiring. 
The club I belonged to bought 
an infl atable boat. Looking at it 

I decided I could make one of 
these things. So I went home 
cleared the garage fl oor, drew 
a nine foot infl atable on the 
fl oor in chalk (doughnut style) 
because I didn’t know how to put 
a transom in. Then I set about 
creating patterns, stick testing 
different samples of rubber, with 

“The only sheet 
material I could 
fi nd was hospital 
bed material. 
It was red and 
porous (as I later 
found out.)”
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all the available adhesives from 
Woolworth’s and the local shoe 
repairers. 
 The only sheet material 
I could fi nd was hospital bed 
material. It was red and porous 
(as I later found out.) I put fi ve 
baffl es within the tube. As I 
infl ated it two baffl es burst, then 
another, then another. My diving 
buddy said ‘Look Frank get it 
done, get it fi nished and we can 
get to all the inshore wrecks 
that no one has seen’ so I did. 
Anyway because it was porous 
he paddled it out and I lay in the 
bottom of the boat blowing it up 
by mouth. I then bought some 
Avon black material that enabled 
me to make a catamaran. I didn’t 
know how to make a proper tube 
really so hence the catamaran 
idea. I was going to put a 
platform on it. But my wife said 
that if I put a bottom on it then 
we could all go in it.
 So I put a transom in and a 
fl at bottom. I then bought a 10hp
Mercury outboard which pushed 
the boat along at 21 mph on 
the plane, with two divers on 
board. It went up on the plane 
with a whoosh. Anyway as I was 
saying, we were at this dive site 
looking down into the bay and 
sat on the beach were three 
infl atable boats including mine. 
The next spring there were fi ve 
boats the next year there was 11 
and I though ‘sod caravans I am 
going to make infl atable boats’.  
People were asking me to 
build them so I sold my original 
and then made a better one. I 
then sold that one and made a 
better one still. That was how it 
worked. I would sell my current 
boat and build a better one for 
myself. It got to the point where 
I had made an 11’ one, a 13’ 
then an 8’ then a 9’. All of these 
were production orientated. The 
13’ was a bit big for me and my 
family but these days of course 
we think nothing of bombing 
around in a 7 - 8m RIB, but back 
then a 13’ was a big handsome 
craft. As far as the actual building 

of these boats went, I started in 
my garage at fi rst. Then a pal of 
mine had a building at the rear of 
his bungalow. He let me rent half 
so I went there for a while. The 
trouble was he was charging me 
2 quid rent a week! 

HMS: Was that back in the early 
seventies

FR: Oh yes I had just begun. 
It was the very start of the 
business. But after starting with 
a bang, I ran out of rubber. I had 
to go on the dole for 6 weeks 
until more rubber arrived.  

HMS: When did you start to 
employ people?

FR: I took one guy on when I was 
at the rear of the bungalow and 
taught him how to make tubes 
and then took another couple 
of guys on too. We moved to a 
village close to home where I 
did the work in what was an old 
converted pig sty. It was quite 
big but there were many tiles 
missing and I had to get some 
sheets of metal under the tiles 
to make it water tight. The toilet 
was also yuk…. Anyway I did all 
that whilst I made sure that the 
guys were making the boats. It 
was diffi cult but then we moved 
here to 246 Wincolmlee.  It was 
a derelict ship repair yard of 
14000 square feet and included 
80’ of wharfage onto the river 
Hull. I soon made a crane and 
never looked back. Ever boat I 
designed and built after that was 
thoroughly tested before being 
sold to a customer.  

HMS: When did you move into 
the present site at Wincolmlee?

FR: Oh I don’t really remember 
the exact date

Father and Son, Frank and Andy Roffee

AR: We have been in Wincolmlee 
for over 30 years now.

FR: We just made infl atable 
boats back then. But then we 
met Paul Lemmer. We were 
selling boats to the company he 
worked for. They went bust on 
us. My partner was working for 
some one else, he was a silent 
partner so this did not affect him 
directly. We had accumulated 
roughly £5,000 and they took us 
for it. I thought I was dead you 
know. You get dragged down 
mentally and physically when 
someone else goes bust. My 
partner did some calculations. 
We had three boats in stock and 
said if we could sell these three 
boats for cash the company 
could just survive. I didn’t need 
money; I didn’t have much in the 
way of overheads really. Anyway 
a marine outlet in North London 
‘Stoneham Shore’ called asking 
about boats. We took them down 
to London, they liked them so 
bought them there and them, to 
which I owe great thanks to Dave 
and Wayne. Paul then came a bit 
later and that was when we took 
off in a big way. We were selling 
about 500 Infl atables in a year 
before Zodiac started importing 
cheap plastic welded boats into 
the UK. It nearly put Avon and us 
out of business. We were really 
the only UK manufacturers of 
infl atable boats at the time.  

HMS: Was that before you 
went to the Diving Offi cers 
Conference?  

FR: No I’d been to the Diving 
Offi cers Conference for a few 
years, but I knew from my time 
in the caravan industry that you 
have to exhibit your product. 
I knew all about Earls Court, 
the layout and how to set up 

displays etc. because I was 
helping to set caravan exhibition 
up. I went to the Diving offi cers 
Conference and nobody had 
exhibited infl atable boats before. 
It was only a small show in a 
room next to the conference 
hall. I took three black neoprene 
boats. When we got there they 
said the boats were too big for 
the space in the hall so could 
we display them in the wide 
corridor outside. We propped 
them against the wall and to 
get into the actual exhibition 
hall from the conference hall 
you had to go right past them. 
When I said I was selling them 
for something like £45 a go, the 
interest was unbelievable. Would 
you believe it, it just stopped 
the show. All these divers were 
wanting to fi nd out about these 
boats and nobody could get by. 
The exhibitors where coming 
out to see why no one was in 
there (laughs) that was when we 
got established and in fact last 
year was the very fi rst year we 
didn’t go to the dive show since 
the start. Over a period more 
and more of our competitors 
started to go to the same show 
until the exhibition had erect a 
big marquee to house all the RIB 
manufacturers’ boats.

AR: At fi rst it was only Humber, 
but then one year there must 
have suddenly been about 20 or 
more RIB manufacturers at the 
show. We knew then that we 
had real competition and had to 
consider other ways of marketing 
ourselves and seek new markets.  
And at this time, with Frank’s 
partner retiring, our competition 
started rumours saying Humber 
was going bust. It wasn’t that 
but Frank was involved with the 

“We had real competition and had to 
consider other ways of marketing ourselves”

buy out and then with his partner 
gone he had to take on all the 
clerical side of things as well. It 
was diffi cult having so much to 
juggle but Frank has always been 
a 24/7. I never go to see him he 
was always at work.

FR: When Peter was retired I 
thought we didn’t need to go to 
the diving show so we didn’t go. 
We had enough money in the 
pot with plenty of boats to sell. I 
bought the property and his share 
of the company. His son also 
left the company; we continued 
to produce roughly the same 
amount the next year enabling 

  In TheDays Of Old

1960s

1970s



78

us to have my partners and his 
son’s salary spare. So we have 
spare money and then Andrew 
thought ‘lets drop the prices by 
25%’. I reckoned that we could 
afford to knock our prices for 
a lengthy period. So we had 
banners and posters made, 
marketed the Assault at 
£1995 plus VAT ready 
to go. A lot of our 
opposition became 
very dejected 
- one even said 
at the show ‘you 
can’t even buy 
a cardboard box 
for that price’ and 
walked away.  Another 
of our competition came 
across to us and said ‘bloody 
good boats but why are you 
selling them for that price’ I 
put my arm around him and 
said ‘you remember when my 
partner Peter was retiring (deadly 
serious now) remember it was 
commented that we were going 
bust, well I’m getting my own 
back’ and walked away from him. 
(We are still good friends I hope)! 
The next year we went to the 
show there were only a couple of 
companies exhibiting. The next 
year there were none, and we 
had the show to ourselves.

HMS: The dive show was 
once the RIB show of its day I 
suppose.

AR: Yes it was

FR: And it probably would still be 
if we hadn’t done that 

HMS: So what were your initial 
thoughts when building a hull for 
an infl atable?  How did you go 
about it? Did you think we will 
modify the current boat or design 
something new?  

FR: Well I have always done all 
my own designs. I have never 
copied or modifi ed someone 
else’s designs. Even when it 
was just building infl atable boats, 

before RIBs. I always drew a 
shape out, made the tubes, put 
the fl oor in and made the design 
work. I think all my designs look 
alike and unique for that reason.  

AR: Frank has always been able 
to do any job relating to boat 

manufacturing better than 
any of his employees. 

He is getting a bit 
old now but in my 
opinion he has 
more knowledge of 
RIB manufacturing 
and design than 

anyone else. Zodiac 
for instance have lots 

of very knowledgeable 
people with accumulated 

knowledge but for one person he 
knows everything about glues, 
fabrics, fi breglass etc. and I doubt 
anyone else has that knowledge. 
He has a great memory too. Like 
an old elephant.

HMS: So how did you go about 
designing that fi rst hull?

FR: Paul Lemmer had access to 
a racing hull and wanted RIBs to 
sell, not Infl atables.  At the time 
he was buying the cheap plastic 

Infl atables from Zodiac and my 
Humber range and suggested I 
build a RIB. He told me of this 
hull that would suit and the 
owner would allow me to take 

a mould from it. I went along 
paid for and got a mould of the 
bottom half of the racing hull 
and then built some fl anges on 
and stuck a one piece tube on it.  
Which is what we used when we 
fi rst started?  

After many hours of blood, 
sweat and tears I had created 
the fi rst Attaque RIB.  We took 
it out in the North Sea and being 
a racing man Paul went fl at out 
and scared me to death. It was 
just like a dart really. In fact we 
had to force the tubes apart and 
fasten a plank across in order to 
put a steering wheel on it. We 
came back and Paul wanted to 
place an order. After I produced 
six I realized it was just too 
hard to make because 
this design wasn’t a 
production model. And 
I couldn’t reproduce it 
identical every time. 
Each one was a one 
off. So I told Paul that 
I couldn’t produce any 
more until I got the 
design right. Paul was 
desperate for them for 
his retail business in 
Croydon. Anyway I put 
the mould out in the yard 
and just sat on a fi ve 
gallon drum studying the 
hull for three months. This was 
because I knew that if I cut it and 
cut it wrong I was stuffed. So as 
I was looking at it I began to see 
what I needed to do. I picked up 
an angle grinder and just cut it. I 
knew if I didn’t I could sit there 
for another two years and not do 
anything. So I cut all the fl anges 
off and created new ones with 
more curves on them to get 
the front wider and give it lift. I 
decided I must get the hull right 
and then fi t the tubes to it rather 
than get a set of tubes to marry 
them to the hull.

I made the hull and that was 
it, I then had to design and fi t 
section tubes. So, we had an 
exceptionally fast and seaworthy 

RIB. I widened it for the Atlantis 
model, widened it and stretched 
it for the RH600, and then made 
a 7m from scratch. The range 
is continuously expanding. We 
have recently perfected an 11m 
3.3m wide and there is an even 
larger and wider craft already in 
progress.  

HMS: So whilst you were 
developing the product range you 
were dealing with the workings 
of the business on a day to day 
basis, but Andy, you seem to 
have the enthusiasm for the 
business you dad has.

AR: Absolutely, I am buzzing with 
it, well, I don’t really have time 
for anything else you know. I am 

here almost all the time but its 
so exciting seeing something 
develop from nothing.

HMS: So you have been here at 
these works for some 30 years 
and there is now another big 
change coming to Humber. Tell 
us a little bit about it.

AR: Frank has always had a fi ve 
year plan. We currently have 
246 with 14,000 square feet 
and have recently purchased a 
1 acre site with two building.  
The problem I have had with 
246 is that there is in where to 
store the boats and sometime it 
could take three hours to move 
everything round just to get a 
boat from round the back to the 
front for collection. It got so far 
out of hand that Frank fi rst rented 
and then purchased premises 
just for storage. This meant we 
could up production so instead 
of people spending time moving 
boats they could concentrate on 
production  We have now moved 
the rubber production, engine 
fi tting out and repair service to 
the brand new premises we have 
just purchased, half a mile away 
and this will make a massive 
difference again. Hopefully by 
spring or summer we will be 
achieving 10 RIBs per week. It’s 
diffi cult to predict that accurately, 
but that is our plan.  
 Our plan it to get a boat to 
the point where it is almost a 
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complete build, with tubes made 
but not fitted. Every last nut and 
bolt, rubber strips and everything 
will be in place so that any set 
of tubes can be attached to any 
hull with any console quickly and 
readily.  

FR: Most people who want your 
average 5-7m RIB want it in two 
or three days and should be able 
to have it.  Over the last year 
or so we have been thinking 
production rather than sales. In 
the long run I believe it will really 
pay off.

HMS: So you are coming at it 
more from the customer point 
of view.

AR: Absolutely, winter is a 
difficult time to sell RIBs so we 
discount in winter to keep us 
ticking over and keep everyone 
employed. In March everyone 
is buying RIBs so if you quote 
four months delivery they go 
elsewhere to purchase. In the 
past we have produced less and 
spent more time on design which 
has meant other companies have 
had an opportunity to set up in 
business, and slightly affected 
our sales. I don’t think that will 
happen now as we produce more 
and more RIBs.  

FR: You also need a lot of capital 
to achieve this which is why 
I don’t mind working in these 
surrounding (looks around and 

smiles). It saves money and 
I have never tried to impress 
people other than by building 
good quality boats for customers. 
I haven’t minded working at 
246; it’s very functional but not 
very impressive. It’s given us 
the opportunity to keep costs 
low and output high, enable me 
to survive as more and more 
companies start building RIBs. As 
I said, the one acre site gives us 
the perfect opportunity to clear 
our heads, forget the past and 
look to the future

AR: I have never know him 
spend much money on himself. 
A set of golf clubs and his car 
he bought a few year back. 
Sometimes I think he would 
rather eat a tainted apple 
rather than a fresh one to save 
money!  He has been frugal so 
we can use the money for more 
important things.

FR: Well now I work for my kids’ 
benefit. I don’t need a salary 
and it gives me a purpose? To 
keep Andrew’s plan going he 
still needs my help (just a little).  
And achieve this we will. The 
company has a history and has 
tried to look after its affairs in 
such a way that means we can 
invest and grow. We are here for 
the long haul and with Andrew 
and Sue taking up the helm, I 
believe Humber is in the right 
place for another generation.

HMS

How things have moved on -The Humber Offshore 8m - 2005 
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