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The Vision of Sir Thomas Lipton & The Unexpected Invitation 
 
In the early years of the 20th century, football was rapidly growing in popularity, but it was 
still a fragmented sport. International competitions were rare, often haphazard, and 
certainly lacked the global grandeur we associate with the game today. Into this landscape 
stepped a man with a vision as grand as his famous tea empire: Sir Thomas Lipton. 
 
Born in Glasgow, Scotland, in 1848, Sir Thomas Lipton was a self-made millionaire, a global 
entrepreneur, and a passionate sportsman. He found fame not just for his ubiquitous Lipton 
Tea, but also for his persistent, though ultimately unsuccessful, attempts to win the 
America's Cup in yachting. Yet, his sporting ambitions extended beyond the waves to the 
burgeoning world of football. Lipton believed in the power of sport to foster international 
goodwill and competition. He saw the potential for a true international football tournament, 
long before FIFA would conceive of its own World Cup. 
 
Driven by this ambition, Sir Thomas Lipton decided to sponsor 
his own international football competition. He commissioned a 
magnificent silver trophy, the Sir Thomas Lipton Trophy, and in 
1909, he set about organising an invitational tournament to be 
held in Turin, Italy. His goal was to pit the finest club teams from 
across Europe against each other. Invitations were duly 
dispatched to the leading football associations of Italy, 
Germany, Switzerland, and, crucially, England. 
 
The response from the Continent was enthusiastic, with national associations sending their 
top clubs or formidable representative sides. But then came the unexpected snag: the 
English Football Association (FA) politely but firmly declined to send a professional English 
club. England, seen as the birthplace of modern football, held its professional game in such 
high regard that it apparently felt a newly created tournament, even one backed by a 
millionaire, was beneath its top clubs. The decision left Lipton with a glaring gap in his grand 
European showcase. 
 
This is where the story takes its truly remarkable turn. With professional clubs off the table, 
Sir Thomas Lipton, or perhaps his associates, needed a representative for England, fast. And 
so, an invitation landed, not in the plush offices of London's big clubs, but in the heart of the 
Durham coalfields, addressed to West Auckland FC, an amateur team playing in the 
Northern League. 
 
The precise reason for West Auckland's selection remains shrouded in a delightful blend of 
myth and genuine historical ambiguity. One enduring, though likely apocryphal, tale 
suggests Lipton intended to invite Woolwich Arsenal, a then-professional London club, but 
his secretary, perhaps mishearing or misreading, sent the invitation to "W.A." – West 
Auckland. More plausible historical accounts indicate that Lipton's connections, or perhaps 
a direct appeal to the Northern League (which was a strong amateur league), led to West 
Auckland's recommendation as a suitable, competitive amateur side. Regardless of the 
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exact path, the invitation was undoubtedly a shock to the tight-knit mining community of 
West Auckland. 
 
This was no team of pampered professionals; West Auckland FC was comprised almost 
entirely of coal miners. Their days were spent toiling underground, their evenings dedicated 
to the passion of football. The prospect of travelling to Italy, a journey of significant distance 
and cost, was a daunting one for men who earned their living down the pit. The club, with 
scant resources, simply couldn't afford the trip. 
 

 
 
But the spirit of the community was strong. The challenge of representing their nation, 
however unexpectedly, ignited a spark of determination. Local fundraising efforts quickly 
began. Miners donated a portion of their meagre wages, shops contributed, and residents 
held events to scrape together the necessary funds. It was a testament to the club's 
importance to the village and the collective pride in this astonishing opportunity. Slowly, 
painstakingly, enough money was gathered to cover the fares and basic expenses. With 
their boots, their amateur status, and the hopes of a small County Durham village on their 
shoulders, West Auckland FC prepared for their extraordinary journey to Turin, unaware they 
were about to carve their names into the annals of football history. 
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The 1909 Triumph 
 
Upon their arrival in Turin, West Auckland FC was an anomaly. While teams from Italy, 
Germany, and Switzerland boasted top players with dedicated training regimes and 
financial backing, the English representatives were men hardened by the coal face, 
accustomed to playing on muddy pitches for little more than local pride. They were, in 
essence, a footballing curiosity, certainly not expected to pose a serious threat to the more 
established continental sides. The Italian press, while welcoming, regarded them with a 
mixture of amusement and polite condescension, curious about this amateur outfit from a 
distant mining village. 
 
The tournament structure itself was straightforward: a 
knockout competition. West Auckland’s first opponents 
were the formidable German side, Sportfreunde 
Stuttgart. The match was a tightly contested affair. 
Despite the gulf in professional experience, the English 
amateurs demonstrated a grit, teamwork, and 
surprising skill that caught their opponents off guard. 
They emerged victorious, winning 2-0, a result that sent 
a quiet ripple of surprise through the tournament. It was 
a clear indication that these miners were not just there 
to make up the numbers. 
 
Their path then led them to the final, where they faced FC Winterthur from Switzerland. The 
Swiss side was considered a strong contender, having navigated their own tough fixtures.  
 

The final match was played on 12 April 1909 at the Stadio 
Comunale di Torino. West Auckland, buoyed by their 
unexpected journey, played with a relentless spirit. They 
dominated the game, showcasing a robust, direct style of 
play that proved highly effective. When the final whistle blew, 

the scoreboard read West Auckland FC 2, FC Winterthur 0. The amateur coal miners from 
County Durham had done the unthinkable: they had conquered Europe, lifting the 
prestigious Sir Thomas Lipton Trophy. 
 
Their victory was celebrated by their Italian hosts, who were captivated by the underdog 
story. The team, however, was still struggling financially. Despite their triumph, the meagre 
funds raised for the trip were almost exhausted. Upon their return to England, the club was 
forced to make a regrettable decision, one that would become part of the trophy's curious 
legend: to cover their remaining debts, the magnificent silver cup was pawned to the 
landlady of the local hotel, Mrs. Elizabeth Armstrong, at the Commercial Hotel in West 
Auckland, for the sum of £10. The first "World Cup" trophy, won against all odds, now resided 
in a pub's backroom, a testament to the harsh realities of amateur football and the financial 
plight of a working-class community 
  

Sportfreunde Stuttgart was 
formed in 1900 when its 
predecessor merged with two 
other clubs to form Sportfreunde 
Stuttgart 1896. 
 
They were a founding member of 
the Südkreis-Liga in 1908, the 
highest level of football in the 
Kingdom of Württemberg. 

Founded in 1896 by 
engineering students, FC 
Winterthur won the Swiss 
League in 1906 and 1908. 
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The 1911 Defence & Lasting Legacy 
 
Two years after their astonishing triumph, the miners of West Auckland were once again 
invited back to Turin. The 1911 Sir Thomas Lipton Trophy offered them a chance not only to 
defend their unlikely title but also to solidify their place in footballing legend. For a team that 
had pawned their trophy out of necessity, this return invitation was both a validation of their 
1909 victory and an opportunity to prove it was no mere fluke. Despite their continued 
amateur status and the enduring financial constraints that necessitated more local 
fundraising, the team's determination was unyielding. They were coming back to Turin, not 
just as participants, but as champions. 
 
The 1911 tournament saw another strong field of contenders, 
and West Auckland once again navigated the knockout 
stages with grit and skill, beating Zurich 2-0. Their path 
culminated in an iconic final on 17 April 1911, where they faced 
arguably their toughest opponent yet: Juventus, the reigning 
Italian champions and a formidable leading club from Italy's 
top amateur/semi-professional ranks. 
 

What transpired on the pitch that day astonished everyone. 
West Auckland, despite being the amateur miners, played 
with an intensity and attacking prowess that simply 
overwhelmed the Italian club. The final score was a 
resounding West Auckland FC 6, Juventus 1. It was a 
dominant display that left no doubt about their superiority 
and solidified their status as the tournament's true masters. 

To have defeated the Italian champions so comprehensively was an even greater feat than 
their initial 1909 victory. 
 
As two-time champions, a unique condition applied: West Auckland FC was allowed to keep 
the Sir Thomas Lipton Trophy permanently. This magnificent silver cup, which had briefly 
resided in a hotel's backroom, was now theirs to keep forever, a tangible symbol of their 
unprecedented achievements. The team returned home to County Durham, not just as 
champions, but as permanent custodians of a piece of football history. 
 
However, the trophy's story didn't end with its permanent acquisition. The financial struggles 
of the club and the village persisted. For many years, the original trophy remained with Mrs. 
Elizabeth Armstrong, the landlady who had initially taken it as collateral. It eventually passed 
to her family. It wasn't until 1960 that a concerted effort, spearheaded by the local 
community and football enthusiasts, successfully raised the funds to buy the original trophy 
back from Mrs. Armstrong's descendants and return it to West Auckland FC. It was proudly 
displayed in the West Auckland Working Men's Club, a cherished emblem of local pride. 
 
Tragically, in 1994, the original Sir Thomas Lipton Trophy was stolen from the club. Despite 
extensive efforts by police and the club, it has never been recovered. Today, an exact replica 
stands in its place, safeguarding the legacy for future generations. 

FC Zurich was founded in 
1896 and won their first 
Swiss league title in 1902 
and finished as runners-up 
the following season. 

Juventus was founded in 
1897 and won their first 
Italian league title in 1905, 
though they wouldn't 
become professional until 
the 1930s. 
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The story of West Auckland FC's Lipton Cup victories transcends mere football results. It is a 
powerful narrative of underdog triumph, amateur spirit overcoming professional might, and 
the deep connection between a football club and its working-class community. Their 
achievement earned them the enduring moniker of "the first World Cup winners," a 
testament to their pioneering international success before the formal FIFA World Cup began 
in 1930. The bronze statue in the village of West Auckland, depicting a miner kicking a 
football, stands as a permanent tribute to these extraordinary men who, against all odds, 
conquered Europe twice and left an indelible mark on the beautiful game.  
 

 
 


