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The Prince of Dribblers: A Tribute to William Nevill “Nuts” Cobbold

One of the most colourful characters in our family tree is William Nevill “Nuts” Cobbold
(1862-1922), #289 on the web family tree—a man remembered not just for his
unforgettable nickname, but for his dazzling skills on the football pitch. According to
legendary sportsman C.B. Fry, the nickname “Nuts” may have come from Cobbold being “all
kernel and extremely hard to crack” —a true compliment to his toughness and grit.

Born in Suffolk, Cobbold first honed his football skills at Charterhouse, a school known for
shaping early stars of the beautiful game. He went on to play for Long Melford before
heading to Jesus College, Cambridge, where between 1884 and 1888, he became a true
sporting icon. During his university career, he made 46 appearances, scored 40 goals, and
captained the Light Blues in both the 1885 and 1886 seasons.

His international debut came in 1883, when England defeated Ireland 7—0. Cobbold scored
twice in just three minutes. Over his career, he earned nine caps for England, winning five of
those matches. Described by those who saw him play as “the finest dribbler ever seen,”
Cobbold was short and powerfully built, with strong legs and hips—ideal traits for the style
of football played in his day.

At the time, football was a game of dribblers rather than passers, and Cobbold was a master
of the art. Once the ball was at his feet, it seemed glued there, as he weaved his way past
opponents. He was fast, agile, and fearless in front of goal, known for his stunning accuracy
and power. A staunch traditionalist, Cobbold never once headed the ball—he considered it
a distasteful trend that had no place in the game he loved.

Beyond Cambridge, he also played 16 times for the Old Carthusians and 46 times for the
famed amateur club Corinthians, whose values of sportsmanship, amateurism, and fair play
helped shape the spirit of modern football.

Later in life, Cobbold ran a “crammer” school to prepare young men for Army officer
commissions. Physical fitness and sport were core to his teaching, but he struggled deeply
with the knowledge that many of his students were heading to the trenches of World War I.
A Rustat Scholar with a love for the classics, he found comfort in writing verse —often



humorous, sometimes touching, and sometimes, by his own admission, “little better than
doggerel”—in both English and Latin.

William Nevill “Nuts” Cobbold lived a life of sporting excellence, intellectual curiosity, and
deep humanity. In the proud annals of our family’s history, he remains a shining example of
character, courage, and charm—a true “Prince of Dribblers.”



