
18. CULTURAL-ARCHAEOLOGICAL HERITAGE 

18.1 Introduction 

This report assesses the impact on the archaeological landscape of the 
proposed restoration of the Dunboyne (M3) Commuter railway line. The work 
was carried out by Margaret McCarthy, MA, MIAI Archaeological Consultant and 
details a desktop study and field inspection of the archaeological potential of the 
area within which the railway line is proposed. Using this information, the likely 
impact of the proposed development on the archaeological landscape has been 
evaluated. The report includes information on sites of archaeological and 
industrial archaeological interest within the environs of the former railway line. It 
assesses the impact on potential buried archaeological remains in areas of 
undisturbed ground on both sides of the track where land take will be required 
during the construction of access roads, underbridges and adjacent to the track 
alignment. It is also possible that previously unrecorded monuments may be 
uncovered during topsoil stripping associated with the construction of the new 
railway stations and car parks at Dunboyne and Pace and a series of mitigation 
measures are provided for these works. 

18.2 Methodology 
The report was compiled using the following sources:  

• Desk top study 

• Field-walking 

18.2.1 Desk Top Study 

This is a document and cartographic survey utilising a number of sources in 
order to identify all known archaeological sites and other monuments of historical 
interest within the constraint area that might be affected by the proposed 
development. The principal sources used for identifying archaeological 
monuments are listed below.  

• Record of Monuments and Places for Co. Meath (RMP) 

• Sites and Monuments Record for Co. Meath (SMR) 

• Sites and Monuments Record for Co. Dublin (SMR)  

• National Museum of Ireland Topographical Files 

• County Development Plans for Fingal and Co. Meath 

• Townland search of the annual Excavations bulletin.  

• All three editions of the OS 6” scale sheets  

    



The Record of Monuments and Places (RMP) is a list of archaeological sites 
known to the National Monuments Service of the DoEHLG with accompanying 
RMP maps, based on OS 6” Sheets, which indicate the location of each 
recorded site. The list is based on the Sites and Monuments Record (SMR) files 
which are kept in the National Monuments Service, DoEHLG and are updated on 
a regular basis. The Sites and Monuments Records (SMR) are lists with 
accompanying maps and files of all known archaeological sites and monuments 
mainly dating to before 1700AD. These lists were initially compiled from 
cartographic, documentary and aerial photographic sources. 

The find spots of artefacts can provide valuable information on the 
archaeological potential of an area. The National Museum of Ireland 
Topographical Files is the national archive of all known antiquities recorded by 
the National Museum and consists of a catalogue of objects reported to that 
institution since 1928. These files mostly contain information on finds but there 
are also references to monuments and sites of archaeological significance. A 
record of all previous archaeological excavations undertaken in Ireland is also 
available from the National Museum. 

County Development Plans are made in accordance with the requirements of the 
Local Government and are an important source for identifying protected 
structures. The plans set out each Council’s policy for the conservation and 
enhancement of a county’s natural and built environment and lists items of 
special environmental or archaeological interest. The County Development Plans 
for Co. Meath and Fingal were both consulted for this assessment. They include 
a Record of Protected Structures (RPS), which is a list of buildings which may 
not be altered or demolished without grant of permission under the Local 
Government (Planning and Development) Acts, 1963-1993. 

 

18.2.2 Field Survey 

The field survey commenced at the southern end of the study area in Clonsilla 
Station. The initial section of the line, beyond Clonsilla Station, is still a live, 
operational railway and the survey here was undertaken with personnel from 
Iarnród Éireann (Plate 1.1). The line follows the route of the Dublin-Maynooth 
live track for a distance of some 500m before branching off towards Hansfield. 
Here it is flanked on its eastern side by the Royal Canal and on the west by the 
Dublin-Maynooth railway track (Plate 1.2). The line then crosses over the Royal 
Canal where there are some very fine limestone abutments (Plate 1.4). Landuse 
on both sides of the track beyond the canal is essentially tillage and pasture for 
dairying and bloodstock (Plates 1.5 & 1.6). 

 



The line then continues northwest into Hansfield townland where there it is 
proposed to construct a new station platform (Plate 1.7). Beyond Hansfield the 
line crosses under Barnhill Bridge which is a protected structure (Plate 1.8).The 
line then passes into Hilltown where a new overbridge and embankments are to 
be constructed. The route of the line peters out in this area and crosses over a 
farm trackway leading from Hilltown House to farm buildings on the west side of 
the former railway line. Topsoil removal associated with road construction works 
had commenced here and a visual inspection of the exposed subsoil indicated 
that no archaeological features were present (Plates 1.9 & 1.10). Remnants of 
the old railway line were visible in those areas that have been stripped of topsoil. 
Burnt railway sleepers and metal pins including charcoal and clinker. A small 
lodge leading to Hilltown House survives to the north of the area that has been 
stripped of topsoil (Plate 1.11).   

 
At Stirling Bridge beyond Hilltown the route of the line travels due north towards 
Dunboyne (Plate 1.12). Here the route of the former line is clearly visible though 
it becomes extremely wet underfoot with steep embankments on either side of 
the line (Plate 1.13). A short stretch of the line then enters a green field site 
where the route is not visible (Plate 1.14). Beyond that the line again becomes 
evident as it approaches Dunboyne (Plate 1.15). Shortly before the town the line 
crosses over Castlestream Railway Bridge (Plates 1.16) before entering the east 
side of Dunboyne town and reaching Dunboyne Bridge and adjacent Water 
Tower (Plates 1.17 & 1.18). It is proposed to construct the new railway station 
and car park in a large greenfield site to the northeast of the existing bridge 
(Plate 1.19). To the north of Dunboyne the line passes by a modern housing 
estate (Plate 1.20) before entering a large ploughed field (Plate 1.21) and 
beyond over Bracetown Railway Bridge (Plate 1.22). It then travels under 
Bennetstown Bridge (Plate 1.23) and crosses over the River Tolka (Plate 1.24) 
into Pace Townland and the location of the proposed M3 Interchange (Plate 
1.25). 

 
The primary objective of the field survey was to walk the route of the railway line 
and visually inspect the land on either side of the track for hitherto unknown 
sites. The potential impact of the proposed development on the existing 
archaeological monuments in the area was also assessed to a greater degree of 
accuracy through the field inspection. The works will have a negative 
archaeological impact on undisturbed areas of ground where land take will be 
required for the construction and upgrading of overbridges and underbridges, 
access roads, site compounds and adjacent to the track alignment. Construction 
work in the proposed locations for railway stations in Dunboyne and Pace, a car 
park in Dunboyne and a major park and ride facility in Pace will also have a 
negative impact on potential buried archaeological finds or sites. These areas 
were closely inspected for above ground archaeological features during the field 
survey. The conditions for field walking were excellent in that the vegetation 
cover was low and archaeological sites with little surface expression would have 
been visible. No upstanding remains were recorded at any of these locations 
during the field walking survey. 

18.3 Existing Environment 



The study area extends from the north-western outskirts of Dublin city through 
rich agricultural land towards Dunboyne town and beyond for a distance of 
2.5km to Pace townland (Fig.1). The proposed route falls within the jurisdiction of 
Fingal and Meath County Councils and extends from Clonsilla Station before 
crossing over the Royal Canal and thereafter travelling through agricultural land 
towards the proposed M3 Interchange at Pace immediately north of Dunboyne. 
The railway line passes through Barberstown, Hansfield, Barnhill, Hilltown, 
Clonee, Bracetown, Bennetstown and Pace townlands. 

 
The natural topography of the area is one of relatively flat terrain and the area on 
both sides of the track is bounded by a mixture of tillage fields and pastureland 
separated by mature hedgerows and open drain field boundaries. The rich 
agricultural land through which the railway route extends supports local meat 
production, the bloodstock industry and the cultivation of wheat and barley. The 
areas along the banks of the Royal Canal are of ecological and conservation 
importance and have been designated as a proposed Natural Heritage Area in 
the County Development Plan for Fingal. Although the route passes primarily 
through agricultural land, the area on the west side of the railway to the north 
and south of Dunboyne has been subject to some housing and industrial 
development in recent years. The line will cross the Tolka River close to the 
proposed M3 interchange in an open area to the west of the road at Pace. There 
are some impressive arched bridges of cut limestone blocks crossing the former 
route of the line and some of these will be replaced as part of the reinstatement 
of the line. Others will be retained and upgraded as part of the proposed works. 

18.3.1 General archaeological and historical summary  

From the initial period of human settlement in Ireland, the coastal regions of 
Leinster offered a plentiful supply of food to the earliest colonists. These earliest 
settlers or Mesolithic peoples are known to have arrived about 9000 years ago 
after the last Ice Age and when the climate had warmed sufficiently to allow the 
development of vegetation. The preferred location for Mesolithic settlement was 
in coastal and riverine zones where the food resources of both the sea and 
inland waterways were available. There is no evidence for Early Mesolithic 
material in Meath and Fingal but Late Mesolithic lithic material has been 
recovered from Moynagh Louth in Co. Meath (O’Sullivan 1998). These early 
prehistoric settlements leave little surface trace, as the nature of their economy 
as hunter-gatherers resulted in transient occupation of a landscape. The 
evidence for early settlement in the Dunboyne/Clonsilla region is somewhat 
scarce and is limited to a few finds of stone tools (Bradley 1985).These finds are 
usually accidental discoveries and are only unearthed when the topsoil in 
disturbed either through agriculture or other developments. More of these sites 
are likely to exist in the region and will only be unearthed during topsoil removal 
and other ground disturbances. 

 



The advent of the First Farmers or Neolithic people in Ireland was around 6000 
years ago. These populations were sedentary and after initial forest clearance, 
cultivated land and kept domesticated stock. This was also the period when 
pottery was first used and elaborate burial sites were constructed. While the 
megalithic tombs of Brú na Bóinne, Fourknocks and Loughcrew are the most 
visible and recognisable monuments of the period in the region, a number of 
settlement sites are known for example at Newtown (Halpin and Gowen 1992), 
Creewood and Knowth (Moore 1987). As with the Mesolithic period, the 
settlements of this time are difficult to locate as the houses were invariably made 
from perishable material such as timber walled structures with thatched roofs. 
The visible remains of these early populations are the burial sites, which are 
frequently large stone built structures or megalithic tombs. Such sites may also 
exist in the area of the railway line and may be uncovered in those areas 
scheduled for the removal of large amounts of topsoil. 

The Bronze Age in Ireland began around 2500BC and metal became common 
for use in tool and weapon production and the currency of wealth. As for 
previous periods, settlements from this period rarely leave surface traces as the 
materials used were ephemeral and sites are only detected when ground is 
disturbed. The burials of this period are frequently cremations, placed below 
ground either contained in ceramic vessels or unprotected and like the 
settlement sites, usually accidentally discovered. Early Bronze Age settlements 
and burials have been excavated at a number of locations including Knowth, 
Monknewtown (Waddell 1998) and along the route of the M1 leading to 
Drogheda. The Bronze Age period is probably best known for delicate gold 
artefacts and elaborate pottery styles, many of which have been recovered 
through ploughing and other ground disturbance in Co. Meath.   

One of the most frequent monuments of the Bronze Age period is a site type 
known as a fulacht fiadh. These archaeological features are most commonly 
interpreted as ancient cooking-sites, which usually survive as small horseshoe-
shaped mounds of charcoal-enriched soil packed with fragments of heat-
shattered stones. They are also frequently located close to a water source 
leading some archaeologists to suggest alternative uses such as sweat houses 
or saunas. Many of the sites have been reduced to level spreads of burnt stones 
and charcoal through intensive ploughing activity. Undisturbed sites located in 
pastoral land have a characteristic horseshoe-shaped mound. A similar type of 
monument can be found in Scotland, Wales and the Isle of Man, where they are 
referred to as ‘burnt mounds’. The dating evidence available at present indicates 
that this site type has a long tradition, spanning the period from the Early Bronze 
Age to early historic times, but there appears to be a concentration of sites in the 
Middle to Late Bronze Age (Power et al 1994). Their presence is a strong 
indicator of Bronze Age activity and previously unknown examples may be 
encountered beneath the surface when topsoil stripping occurs during the 
construction phase. 

The Iron Age (600BC-4th century AD) in Ireland is one of the most elusive 
periods in Irish archaeology as there is little substantial evidence for land use 
and settlement. Linear earthworks are however one type of monument of this 
period that has survived in the landscape. These linear earthworks are usually 
along the line of townland boundaries and remain in the landscape as fossilised 
ancient territorial divisions of the late prehistoric/early historic periods. 



With the advent of Christianity, written documents record various historic events 
and people and information on the Early Christian/Early Historic period of Irish 
archaeology is augmented by written sources. The most common site type of 
this period is the ringfort and ringforts are also the most widespread 
archaeological field monument in Ireland. They are usually known by the names 
rath or lios and are circular or sub-circular areas enclosed by a single or multiple 
earthen bank(s) formed of material thrown up from a concentric fosse (ditch) on 
its outside. Variations on the enclosing element include stone facing or stone 
banks (caher). Archaeological investigation has shown that the majority of 
ringforts were enclosed farmsteads, built in Early Christian times. Although 
comparatively few ringforts have been excavated, it is accepted that they have a 
long period of use, from about 600-900 AD.   

There is evidence for an extensive early medieval monastic settlement to the 
north of the village of Dunboyne, in the modern townland of Dunboyne which 
was previously known as Kilbraynan. Cogan (1874) relates that Kilbraynan was 
the location of extensive monastic ruins that were destroyed in the 19th century. 
It is likely that the remains noted by Cogan north of Dunboyne are related to the 
extensive archaeological remains now visible from aerial photography. A 
trivallate circular enclosure, which could be a converted secular ringfort, can be 
seen in association with a series of rectangular earthworks. In 1972, an iron 
church bell of seventh century date was discovered at the site along with human 
remains. 

The rural hinterland of Dublin and the lands of Co. Meath were granted to 
various Anglo-Norman lords in the late 12th and early 13th centuries. Meath was 
granted to Hugh de Lacy, who immediately began organising its colonisation and 
settlement (Graham 1974) and this involved the sub-division of the county into 
areas corresponding to baronies which were divided up into smaller units known 
as manors. There was an overwhelming growth in settlements during this period 
and many of these remain at the heart of modern towns and villages, for 
example, Navan, Athboy, Trim, Dunboyne and Dunshaughlin (Bradley 1988).   

The site of the present Dunboyne Castle has been considered by many to have 
been the location of the original manor of Dunboyne (Bence-Jones 1978). The 
first Anglo-Norman construction was a 12th century motte and bailey, superseded 
by a stone castle for which there is an entry in the Statute Rolls of 1475 and 
finally the present 18th century estate house. Test excavation within the grounds 
of Dunboyne Castle recorded a thick wall foundation with probably internal 
flooring immediately to the northeast of the estate house. The character of these 
features suggested to the excavator that they were part of the eastern wall of a 
medieval stone building, possibly a tower house of fifteenth date. 

The town was one of considerable trade and wealth during the medieval period 
although the only above ground archaeological remains centre on the church of 
SS Peter and Paul which includes the remains of a tower, decorated window 
fragments and a water font. By the late Medieval period Dunboyne had gone into 
decline, the result of the cumulative effect of famine, plagues in the 14th century. 
The medieval parish church is standing unroofed since 1641. 

 



An examination of the RMP and SMR maps for the area indicate that there are 
no recorded archaeological monuments within a 500m corridor on either side of 
the railway track. Many archaeological sites are low visibility monuments and 
these include prehistoric settlements, ceremonial and burial sites. Remains of 
these types of sites may lie buried under the surface. Possible ring barrows 
(DU013-017/03) have been identified in Kellystown Td. to the immediate west of 
Clonsilla station. These site types are only now visible as slightly raised areas on 
the ground or through aerial photography and the visibility is dependant on 
ground conditions such as differential grass growth during dry weather. Sites 
levelled in the past may not present any surface remains and the sub-surface 
evidence for these may still remain below the modern surface and only be 
detected when ground is disturbed. Stray finds, dropped or lost in the past can 
also be recovered when the ground is disturbed. The present inventories of sites 
and monuments only indicate sites that are now visible above the ground and 
the possibility remains that other buried sites exist below the surface. 

18.3.2 History of the Dublin-Meath railway 

The former railway line from Clonsilla to Pace was built as part of the Dublin and 
Meath Railway which ran from Clonsilla to Navan and on to Kingscourt. The line 
was opened on the 23rd July 1858 and the directors included the Duke of 
Leinster, the Early of Darnley, Lord Fingal and Lord Dunsany. The engineer for 
the line, Sir John McNeil, proposed that it be built without level crossings as it 
was deemed to be more financially prudent than the construction of a gate and 
the payment of a gatekeeper. The line was built by the Moore Brothers, and in 
1861 it is recorded that 1,200 men were employed in its construction. It was 
purchased by the Midland Great Western Railway in 1888 following many 
disputes between it and the Dublin and Meath railway. It was at this stage that 
the line was changed from a single-track to a double-track. Passenger services 
were suspended at times during the Second World War due to fuel shortages 
and all services were withdrawn in January 1947. In 1957, there were just three 
goods trains a week on the line, these terminating at the North Wall. Goods 
services ceased on the 12th June 1961, and the line was eventually closed on 1st 
April, 1963. The track was lifted and most of the land was distributed amongst 
various landowners along the route of the line.   

18.3.3 Impact assessment 

Since there are no recorded archaeological monuments on or near the railway, 
the impact on the existing archaeological heritage within the area is limited. The 
greatest potential impacts on archaeological heritage will arise during the 
construction phase when the removal of topsoil for the construction of over-
bridges, car parks and the two railway stations will commence. The degree to 
which additional works will impact on the archaeological heritage will depend 
upon the placement of access roads and site compounds. 

‘Do nothing’ scenario 

In the ‘do nothing’ scenario, there would be no impact on the archaeological 
heritage as there would be no opportunity to establish the nature and extent of 
potential sub-surface archaeological features. The demolition works proposed for 
Bennettstown bridge would not take place leading to their preservation. 

 

18.4 Construction Phase Impact 



It is envisaged that most potential impacts on the archaeological heritage are 
likely to take place during the construction phase. Although the proposed works 
for the railway line are not located close to any recorded archaeological 
monuments, it is possible that hitherto unknown sites will be uncovered once 
construction commences. No above ground features or finds of archaeological 
significance were identified within those areas scheduled for development during 
the field inspection. Buried archaeological remains may exist below the surface 
however and could range from small-scale sites such as isolated burials to 
extensive evidence for habitation. These sites will only be detected through 
archaeological monitoring during the initial phase of ground works. 

Given the historical nature of the study area, there is some potential for 
uncovering previously unknown archaeological remains once groundworks 
commence. In particular, the proposed construction of railway stations and car 
parks in Pace and Dunboyne will result in considerable ground disturbance 
thereby increasing the potential of exposing archaeological sites. 

The proposed construction of the new overbridge at Hilltown will require a certain 
amount of land take on either side of the track. This may result in the exposure 
of previously unknown archaeological remains. 

The placement of compound sites and access roads on the landscape will have 
a negative impact on potential buried archaeological features or finds in these 
locations. 

 

18.5 Operational Phase Impact 
No remedial measures are to take place in relation to archaeology during the 
operational phase of the development. 

 

18.6 Mitigation Measures 
In order to prevent accidental damage to the archaeological landscape, including 
any potential sub-surface archaeological finds or features, the following 
mitigation strategies are proposed: 

 

18.6.1 Construction Phase Mitigation  

Given the historic nature of the study area, it is recommended that no 
construction, land take or topsoil removal should take place without the presence 
of a suitably qualified archaeologist. The archaeologist will require an excavation 
licence for this work to be issued by The National Monuments Service, 
Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DoEHLG) and 
approved by the National Museum of Ireland (NMI). In the event of the discovery 
of archaeological features or finds, the DoEHLG and the NMI must be informed. 
A licensed archaeologist should be retained for the duration of the relevant 
groundworks. The time-scale for the construction phase should be made 
available to the archaeologist at an early stage with information on where and 
when topsoil stripping will take place. 

The archaeological monitoring programme should include the following areas: 

 



• Proposed location for two railway stations at Dunboyne and Pace 

• Proposed location for car park in Dunboyne 

• Proposed location for park and ride facility in Pace 

• Proposed works on overbridges and underbridges  

• Proposed locations for all construction compounds, maintenance and 
access roads along the entire length of the route 

• The removal of topsoil along the horizontal clearance area on both 
sides of the railway line 

  
The monitoring archaeologist should be empowered to halt the development if 
buried archaeological features or finds are uncovered. If archaeological remains 
are encountered, these sites become an archaeological site and are protected 
by the National Monuments legislation. Further work on the site will require 
consultation with the archaeological staff of The National Monuments Service, 
Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government. 

Provision, including financial and time, should be made to facilitate any 
excavation or recording of archaeological material that may be uncovered during 
the developmental works. The excavations should be undertaken in compliance 
with any measures that the DoEHLG and the relevant local authority deem 
appropriate. 

18.7 Residual Impacts 

The greatest potential impact of the proposed works on the cultural heritage of 
the area is to hitherto unknown archaeological features. Archaeological 
monitoring of the construction work should ensure the full recognition and 
recording of any buried finds or features therefore it is envisaged that there will 
be no residual impacts on the archaeological heritage of the area.  

 

18.8 Non Technical Summary 
An archaeological assessment was commissioned in advance of the proposed 
restoration of the Clonsilla to Dunboyne Railway Line. Its purpose was to assess 
the impact of the proposed works in respect of the archaeological heritage in the 
area and minimise potential impacts. A number of sources were consulted in 
order to evaluate the archaeological potential of the area that will be impacted 
upon during the upgrading of the railway line. Field walking was carried out to 
assess the proximity and therefore likely impact of the development on the 
archaeological monuments and to record any other potential monuments that are 
not marked on the RMP (Record of Monuments and Places) maps. The existing 
railway line is within an area rich in archaeological remains and these are 
indicative of past population groups. While there is no direct impact on the 
recorded archaeological monuments within the environs of the old railway line, 
as yet unknown archaeological monuments may be impacted upon during the 
construction phase. A number of mitigation measures are recommended in order 
to prevent accidental loss or damage to archaeological finds or features that lie 
below the present surface and have no visible surface traces. 
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