
Obituary

Robert Francis Cobbett

23rd April 1914 to 17th March 2009

Frank Cobbett was a founder member of the DVTF formed in 1945 and of course the man after whom “Cobbett’s Pool” was named.

This Obituary is from the pen of longstanding friend and fellow DVTF member, John Rees.
Born into a comfortable professional family in the middle class district of Upper Norwood on April 23 1914, Robert, or Frank as he was widely known all his life, had a father whose main passion was angling or all sorts. One of Frank`s first recollections was to be taken aged about three, to one of the many ponds and streams that abounded around Kent and Surrey at the time, mostly free fishing and he was given a garden cane, a line and hook, a wine cork for a float and some small worms and tied to a bankside tree whilst Dad went off to do some "real fishing".  Frank`s first catch was a few tiny roach and a gudgeon which he insisted was taken home for Mum to fry for his tea!

As his formal education was ending in 1930 he had found an aptitude for languages and weighing up the options he eschewed university for the chance to move to Europe and  read modern languages at various academies and colleges.  He opted for French, German and Italian spending most of the next three years as a student at the Ecole de Commerce in Paris and the Languages Academy in Zurich.  To finance himself he undertook various part-time jobs and projects and never returned home during his studies nor would he converse in English. After two years he was capable of 

conversing in "cockney" German one day on a building site and the next discussing practical engineering matters with a French motor component manufacturer.   Finding himself in Mannheim in early 1934 he witnessed the ugly face of the rising Nazi party and so decided to return to the UK.

He found it difficult to find a job using his language skills as it became apparent that commerce and the Civil Service at the time had no need for a linguist, in fact even treated an Englishman who spoke three European languages with grave suspicion!  

He eventually found a modest clerical/ admin post with Vickers of Dartford and very soon met and married the Managing Director`s Secretary, Florence. Their marriage lasted fifty years until her death from cancer.   By 1936 Vickers was promoting various armaments as the world beat a path to their door fearing hostilities not too far away and Frank was given a major step-up and appointed as Vickers Overseas Host Manager/Representative to act as host to the many government delegations and arms buyers visiting Dartford Vickers. At last his chance had come as very few foreign buyers spoke English.  At this time he also met the   manager of Vickers Electrical Department, a rather opinionated abrasive Scotsman by the name of Capt William Mulholland.  He had recently started the Vickers Angling Society and invited Frank to join and soon after this Mulholland began his expeditions exploring the prospects of reasonable trout fishing in the West Kent area and alighted on the Darent as a likely venue by obtaining permission to coarse fish many of its stretches.  In 1939 as war broke out this project took a back seat but Frank, having seen a War Ministry advert inviting linguists (particularly those fluent in German and Italian) to apply for posts in Whitehall carrying the rank of Major and batman.  Frank applied and within days was summoned to  Vickers Managing Director`s office - his application had been returned  saying his value was greater where he was and the form was torn up before his eyes. So much for Frank`s hopes of a Colonel`s pension in due course!

Meanwhile he and Mulholland continued fishing when they could and as the end of the war came in sight the pair of them started fishing the Darent in earnest having been encouraged at the signs of brown trout in the river again.  In 1945, with others they formed a loose club and this became a small 6 man syndicate using the name of Darent Valley Trout Fishers and a few years later it became a fully constituted club.  Frank was one of the founder members and over the next forty years held every club office including a short spell as temporary treasurer, Secretary then Chairman for a total of almost forty years and then President for six years.

I first met Frank when I joined DVTF in 1968 and then worked closely with him for about twenty years when I was Secretary and he was Chairman. We negotiated many agreements with our farmers and the then River Boards and it was clear his urbane charm and polished style coupled with great knowledge and skill stood DVTF in good stead for very many years.    He spent a good many years near the end of his career in various highflying posts within the oil industry much of it travelling the world and he eventually settled for his last half dozen years as European Lubricants Manager for Mobil Oil.  All these experiences Frank used to some effect on behalf of our little club.  Essentially a modest and quite shy man it was only after twenty odd years of he and I fishing  each month together and ending with lunch at the then DVTF HQ - The Five Bells in Eynsford - that most of this past history was gleaned.

He lived alone since Florence died 16 years ago and only a few months ago he became too frail to care for himself and he spent his last weeks in a nursing home deteriorating slowly. In the end he just "gave up" and slipped away and that is how he would have wished.  He leaves no children or known relatives.
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