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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 This report describes the results of archaeological monitoring carried out during 

the construction of a new Water Treatment Plant in Roundwood townland and 

the widening and lowering of the existing spillway at Knockfadda townland. The 

monitoring was carried out at Vartry Reservoir in Co. Wicklow1. The site straddles 

the boundary of two townlands that are divided along the original line of the 

Vartry River. 

 

Figure 1 – Site Location of the Archaeological Monitoring at Vartry Reservoir, Co. 

Wicklow 

 

1.2 The monitoring was carried out in response to a planning requirement attached 

to the grant of planning permission for the development on site (Plan Ref: 

                                                           
1
 ITM National Grid Reference 721258/701460 
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Wicklow County Council, Condition 6 I and ii, Plan Ref: 16 / 363). The planning 

condition required the applicant (Irish Water) to engage a ‘suitably qualified 

archaeologist (licensed under the National Monuments Acts 1930-1994) to 

monitor all topsoil stripping’ associated with the development.  

 

1.3 BAM Civil Ltd. are acting as the main civil contractor working in conjunction with 

Veolia for to build the New Treatment Plant for Irish Water to extend the 

capacity of the new upgraded facilities at the Vartry Reservoir Water Treatment 

Plant. BAM Civil Ltd. have engaged Edmond O’Donovan & Associates to carry out 

this archaeological work on their behalf. A licence was granted to the 

archaeologist (Edmond O’Donovan) by the National Monuments Service (Licence 

Ref: 18E0529) to cover the archaeological monitoring on site.  

 

1.4 The archaeological monitoring took place in three separate construction areas. 

The extension and deepening of the spillway or reservoir overflow channel; the 

topsoil stripping of a large temporary stockpiling area; and the topsoil stripping 

and excavation of a new water treatment plant site. The potential for 

archaeological remains to be uncovered during the development was based upon 

the site’s location on agricultural land surrounded by a number of archaeological 

sites. A single ringfort site (RMP Ref: WI018-008) lies to the west of the site, 

500m to the northwest of the proposed works. 

 

1.5 No archaeological material came to light in the course of construction work at 

the site. The submission of this report demonstrates compliance with the 

archaeological conditions attached to the development. 
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2 Archaeological, Architectural, Historical and Topographic Background 

 

2.1 The site was inspected prior to the submission of the original licence application 

on Tuesday 31st July 2018 in overcast and showery conditions. A single 

archaeological site is located c. 500m to the northeast of the proposed 

development site; this consists of an Early Medieval Ringfort (RMP Ref: WI018-

008) dating from between AD 500-1100. The site is located on a private farm and 

is not accessible.  

 

2.2 The Vartry or Roundwood Reservoir dominates the local landscape and the site 

sits in the former Vartry River valley adjacent (east) of Roundwood Village. The 

reservoir was first constructed in the mid-19th century with the Vartry Reservoir 

Scheme. Prior to the establishment of the Vartry Scheme, public water supplies 

for Dublin were drawn from wells, local streams and rivers, and later the canals. 

Through the efforts of Dr John Gray, MP, the reservoir was created between 

1862 and 1868 with the construction of the Lower Vartry Dam. This flooded the 

Vartry River valley to the north. A second dam was constructed in 1923, 3.5km to 

the north, creating the Upper Vartry Reservoir.   

 

2.3 The 19th century Lower Vartry Dam has drastically changed the local topography 

and surrounding landscape (Figure 2). The current course of the Vartry River runs 

over the 19th century spillway south beneath the dam via a bridge (Plate 1). The 

Vartry River follows the course of the spillway, which is a rock-cut channel 

contemporary with the Lower Vartry Dam dating from 1862. A small public toilet 

building stood immediately to the east of the bridge and spillway, this building 

was demolished as part of the modifications to the spillway. The wooded area 

immediately behind this structure is designated for a spillway access area with 

an access ramp leading down to the spillway. The spillway continues southwest 

along a rock-cut channel, descending towards the Water Treatment Plant. A 

pathway runs along the western side of the spillway. Towards the southern limit 

of the proposed spillway works, the depth of the spillway increases significantly 

with a step in the rock-cut channel (Plate 3).  

 

 



Archaeological Monitoring  Roundwood and Knockfadda, Co. Wicklow 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

15/03/2019 4 Edmond O’Donovan & Associates 

 

 

Figure 2 – The site in c. 1837 at Roundwood and Knockfadda, the red line shows the 

location of Vartry Dam and Water Treatment Plant built 1862-1868 

 

2.4 The field designated as the topsoil storage was originally located at the north 

eastern end of the site (Area 3, Figure 1). This triangular field slopes gently 

northwest down to the bank of the reservoir. The contractor chose a separate 

location for temporary stockpiling to the west of the site (Area 4, Figure 1). No 

features of archaeological significance or potential were noted in either field 

prior to the commencement of the topsoil stripping and this corresponds with 

the findings of the Archaeological Assessment compiled as part of the Part 8 

planning submission to Wicklow County Council2. 

                                                           
2
 Archaeological Assessment of the Vartry Dam and Spillway Improvement Works, Vartry Water 

Treatment Plant and Vartry to Callowhill Pipeline, Co. Wicklow on behalf of Nicholas O’Dwyer 
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3 The Proposed Development and Archaeological Monitoring  

 

3.1 The proposed development involved three elements that required ground 

disturbance and topsoil stripping at Vartry Reservoir (see the green areas 

outlined on Figure 1 and the corresponding red areas on Figure 3). Area 3 was 

originally designated as the stockpiling location, this area was not utilised and 

remains undisturbed by the construction on site. Area 4 was used as the main 

stockpiling location instead of Area 3. 

 

 

Figure 3 – Aerial Photo of the Development Site (2015) outlining the areas where 

archaeological monitoring was carried out, Vartry Reservoir, Co. Wicklow  

 

 The topsoil stripping and initial bulk excavation was archaeologically monitored 

at the site on 19/11/2018, 20/11/2018, 21/11/2018, 22/11/2018, 23/11/2018, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Ltd. for Irish Water by Paul Duffy, Nov 2015, Unpublished Report by Irish Archaeological 
Consultancy Ltd. 
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25/11/2018, 26/11/2018, 27/11/2018 and 30/11/2018. In December the 

monitoring was carried out on the 3/12/2018, 4/12/2018, 5/12/2018, 6/12/2018, 

7/12/2018, 14/12/2018 and 18/12/2018. The works requiring archaeological 

monitoring continued and was completed in January on the 4/1/2019 8/1/2019 

10/1/2019 11/1/2019 16/1/2019 and 21/1/2019. 

 

3.2 Area 1 is the site of a new Water Treatment Plant. It is located within the Vartry 

Reservoir ground and replaces a series of water silt traps. The footprint of the 

new treatment works requires an excavation and topsoil strip of c. 130m long x 

60-80m wide. There are also road improvements to the existing access road and 

new access road located around the eastern side of the new Water Treatment 

Plant.  

 

The site of the new Water Treatment Plant was previously partially excavated to 

create six silt traps for existing water works. These silt traps measured 60m long 

(north / south), were 8m wide (east / west) and were up to 2m deep each (Figure 

3 and Plate 4). They were essentially pits excavated into the boulder clay on site. 

The silt traps functioned as attenuation for waste water used to clean and 

refresh the filtration sand that is used in the sand filter beds to clean the 

drinking water extracted from the reservoir. The silt traps remove fine particles 

to prevent water contamination to the Vartry River.  

 

 The most northeastern end of Area 1 was relatively undisturbed where the 

following soil profile was recorded after the topsoil was removed by bulldozer.  

 

Topsoil Profile: 

0-0.12m Grass and sod in a silty clay topsoil, the deposit was a brown 

sticky sandy clay with angular stones up to 0.12m in diameter. 

0.12-0.23m Loose tan/brown sandy silty clay 

0.23m+  Tan boulder clay consisting of a sandy gravelly clay 

 

 The remainder of the site consisted of patches of undisturbed soil between the 

silt traps. The boulder clay was undisturbed along the southwestern fringe of the 

new Water Treatment Plant (Plate 5) adjacent to the tall beech trees originally 

planted as part of the landscaping of the 19 th century reservoir grounds. A tan 
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boulder clay was exposed in this location. Nothing of archaeological interest was 

identified in this Area (1). 

 

3.3 Construction in Area 2 involved improvements to the Vartry Dam Spillway to 

allow for more intense rainfall events resulting in larger overspills from the 

reservoir. This is to ensure future public safety. An existing overspill weir exists 

leading to a rock cut channel that diverts excess reservoir water back into the 

Vartry River. The construction works involved marginal widening and deepening 

of the existing 19th century rock cut spillway. The enabling works to get a 

mechanical excavator into the spillway channel required cutting into the existing 

sloping ground to the east of the spillway at the road side in an area measuring 

60m x 20m. This resulted in a small area requiring archaeological monitoring 

(Plate 2). Nothing of archaeological interest was identified in this Area (2). 

 

3.4 The construction work in Area 4 involved the topsoil stripping of two large fields 

to the west of the New Water Treatment Plant (Plates 6 and 7). These fields were 

them used as a temporary stockpiling area for the soil, clay and rock excavated 

on site. The fields measured 130m east /west and 200m north / south and are 

located outside the boundary of the original treatment plat along its western 

boundary. The farmland consisted of two grassy fields that had been cleared of 

stone. It is intended that the stockpiled excavated material will be used to fill 

redundant filtration beds when the new Water Treatment Plant in complete at 

the end of the project and the fields will be returned to farm use at the 

completion of the project. Nothing of archaeological interest was identified in 

this Area (4) where the following uniform soil profile was recorded: 

 

Topsoil Profile: 

0-0.11m Grass and sod in a silty clay brown topsoil, the deposit was a 

brown sticky sandy clay with angular stones up to 0.12m in 

diameter 

0.11-0.24m Loose tan/brown sandy silty clay including field stone  

0.24m+ Tan boulder clay consisting of a sandy gravelly clay with large 

occasional granite boulders  
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4 Conclusions  

 

4.1 Archaeological monitoring was carried during the ground preparation works 

associated with the construction of a Water Treatment Plant and associated 

upgrades to the site at Vartry Reservoir in Co. Wicklow. No archaeological 

deposits were identified / recorded on site and the ground works requirement 

for archaeological monitoring is now complete.  

 

4.2 The submission of this report demonstrates compliance with the archaeological  

conditions on site (Wicklow County Council Plan Ref: 16 / 363). There is no 

archaeological archival material, other than this report, to submit to the National 

Monuments Archive or National Museum of Ireland. 
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Plate 1 – The weir at the spillway Area 2 at Vartry Reservoir at Knockfadda, Co. Wicklow, looking northwest 
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Plate 2 – Excavating the widened spillway at Knockfadda Area 2, Co. Wicklow, looking east 
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Plate 3 – The rock cut spillway channel Area 2 at Knockfadda, Co. Wicklow, looking north northeast 
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Plate 4 – Excavated Silt Trap Area 1 at Roundwood, Co. Wicklow, looking northwest 
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Plate 5 – Topsoil stripping at the Water Treatment Plant (Area 1) at Roundwood, Co. Wicklow, looking west 
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Plate 6 – Topsoil stripping at Roundwood at the stockpiling Area 4, Roundwood, Co. Wicklow, looking northwest 
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Plate 7 – Topsoil stripping at Roundwood at the stockpiling Area 4, Co. Wicklow, looking west 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


