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TT No.97: Andy Gallon - Tue 19th October 2010; Runcorn Linnets v Congleton 

Town; NWCL Prem Division; Res: 0-1; Att: 280; Admission: £5; Programme: £1 

(28pp); FGIF Match Rating: ***. 

THE PLACE: Designated a new town in 1964, Runcorn bears the hallmarks of such 

places. It’s never been a favourite destination of mine. During my university days 

in Liverpool, I would visit the club’s former Canal Street ground maybe five times 

in any academic year, mostly to watch the now-defunct Runcorn Highfield rugby 

league team. On Sunday afternoons in the mid-1980s, walking from railway station 

to ground, the town always seemed particularly lifeless, though never quite as 

depressing as the truly awful Widnes, on the opposite bank of the Mersey and 

reached via Runcorn’s landmark bridge. Subsequent sport-related visits (and there 

have been more than I care to recall) haven’t changed my opinion. The sunken 

dual carriageway which encircles Runcorn in the manner of a tourniquet has ‘new 

town’ written all over it. The ease with which a motorist can become disorientated 

here merely increases Runcorn’s lack of appeal.  

THE CLUB: Leaving Canal Street, right in the town centre, was the beginning of the 

end for the original Runcorn club, which dated from 1918 and topped what is now 

the Blue Square Bet Premier in 1982. An unhappy tenure at the Widnes rugby 

league ground under the name Runcorn FC Halton served only to prolong the 

agony. From the ashes rose Runcorn Linnets, formed in April 2006 by a supporters’ 

trust. What must have seemed an eternity playing in distant Northwich as part of a 

groundshare with Cheshire rivals Witton Albion finally ended this summer when the 

Linnets returned to Runcorn to take up residence at a new stadium in the 

Murdishaw area, some way south-east of the centre and close to the M56. The 

Linnets won promotion in their first season, but seem becalmed in the Premier 

Division of the North West Counties League. A poor start, this time means a battle 

against relegation is the likely scenario for 2010-11.   

THE GROUND: More notable for its rural setting than its unremarkable facilities, 

the Millbank Linnets Stadium is among the latest functional products to drop from 

the seemingly endless conveyor belt of uninspiring new grounds. It’s on the edge of 

the wooded Murdishaw Valley Local Nature Reserve, which is feted (though not in 

October) for its colourful displays of bluebells. The ground, located close to the 

Halton Arms pub, has a peculiar layout. The main building, next to the pub, and 

the ground itself are entirely separate, and linked by a 100-yard stretch of tarmac 

which crosses a right of way. On matchdays, this path is closed off. Externally, the 

ground bears some resemblance to Holt House, Colne, in so far as it is a dark green 

box in a fairly open landscape. This utilitarian box, delineated by a 10ft metal 

fence, has been made impenetrable outside match hours, presumably to deter 

vandals. Tellingly, one of the stands is sponsored by a security firm. The main 

building is very smart. Whitewashed to join seamlessly with the pub, it houses a 

pleasant foyer (complete with photographs of the ground under construction, along 



with team groups of yesteryear), a souvenir shop, a light, airy bar and the dressing 

rooms. Players and spectators share the same strip of tarmac as they access the 

ground. A kit stand, with five steps of terracing, is positioned off-centre behind 

the goal at the north-west end and an identical (though larger) version, boasting 

four rows of yellow and green plastic tip-up seats, straddles the halfway line on 

the south-west side. Dug-outs, in the same general style, are positioned opposite 

on the north-east touchline. There is hardstanding, a post and rail barrier round 

the pitch and mast floodlights. All distinctly underwhelming. Playing fields, with 

mature trees beyond, surround the ground on three sides. The Murdishaw Avenue 

(north-west) end is the exception, and this features the pub and a decent sized 

(though pot-holed and dangerously unlit) car park fringed with golden-leafed trees.  

THE GAME: Congleton, a small side blessed with pace in key areas, climbed to 

second in the table thanks to Mark Beeston’s 82nd-minute winner. The Bears, on 

the strength of a decent performance after the break, just about deserved it. 

Runcorn, who have won only once in the league at their new home, paid for failing 

to take the chances they created in a very bright opening 20 minutes. The nearest 

the hosts went to scoring was in the 12th minute, when Bears skipper Richard 

Smith cleared an angled Thomas Lamb effort off the line following a parry by 

keeper Matthew Conkie. Congleton came more into the contest as the half wore 

on, and maintained that trend into the second 45 minutes. Andrew Barlow saved 

the Linnets in the 73rd minute, heading acrobatically from under his own crossbar 

after Scott Dundas had lobbed stranded keeper Damien Eastham. With eight 

minutes left, and just as a goalless draw looked the inevitable outcome, Runcorn 

allowed Joshua Hancock time and room to cross low from the right wing. Eastham 

clawed away an initial goal-bound deflection, but the ball ran on to Beeston, 

lurking unmarked at the back post, and he couldn’t miss from a couple of yards. 

The gate of 280 on a chilly night was well below Runcorn’s average of 368. The 

opening game at the ground attracted 508, and attendances have been falling 

steadily since. Unless the Linnets start winning, I imagine crowds here will become 

sparser as the season progresses.   

THE PROGRAMME: Heavy on statistics; light on pictures and arresting features. 

Better, however, than the average in a league scarcely noted for the quality of its 

programmes. Still nothing to get especially excited about, though. The ‘Runcorn 

Review’ has an eye-catching cover, with a colour picture which changes from issue 

to issue, but it’s generally downhill from there.  

THE VERDICT: Not a night to remember. Bland town, bland ground, bland game, 

bland programme, freezing temperatures. But at least the Linnets are back in 

Runcorn, and that has to be a step in the right direction. Well done the fans for 

making it happen. If you’re a hopper torn between going to Runcorn Linnets or 

neighbours Runcorn Town, opt for the latter. Their set-up is far more interesting. 
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