
 

KILDARE - COUNTY GEOLOGICAL SITE REPORT  
 

NAME OF SITE    Chair of Kildare     
Other names used for site  Grange Hill      
TOWNLAND(S) Carrickanearla, Conlanstown, Cannonstown. 
NEAREST TOWN   Kildare 
SIX INCH MAP NUMBER  17, 22 
NATIONAL GRID REFERENCE 272590 217750 = N 7259 1775  
1:50,000 O.S. SHEET NUMBER 55           1/2 inch Sheet No.  16   
 

Outline Site Description  
Natural rock exposures scattered over and around a hilltop 
 

Geological System/Age and Primary Rock Type 
Ordovician volcanic rocks (andesite) surrounded by fossiliferous sedimentary rocks of sandstones and 
mudstones. 
 

Main Geological or Geomorphological Interest 
The Chair of Kildare is an artifical mound on the edge of Grange Hill which is an inlier of Ordovician 
rocks, that is older rocks entirely surrounded by younger rocks. The north western boundary of the 
elongate inlier is a major fault, whilst the younger Devonian red sandstones and Carboniferous 
limestone unconformably overlaps on the south eastern side. A thick mantle of glacial sediments mean 
that rocks are poorly exposed except in the centre of the hill which rises from the plains of Kildare and 
the Curragh in a distinctive landmark. The site includes many facets of geological importance and 
interest. 
 
The oldest rocks have been dated by a few graptolite specimens as early Ordovician, and these are 
unconformably covered by sandy sediments with lots of volcanic ash and fossils indicative of a 
shallow water environment, including large coarse ribbed brachiopods (shellfish), trilobites and 
bivalves. These are best exposed behind the cottage on the northern shoulder of the hill. Immediately 
above them is a massive deposit forming the bulk of the erosion resistant hill. This is of andesite – a 
volcanic rock which is also the rock in the Hill of Allen further north east in the inlier. Both hills were 
perhaps once volcanic islands in an Ordovician sea, or if not, then they formed seamounts just below 
the surface on the continental shelf edge, within the Iapetus Ocean of that time, around 450 million 
years ago.  
 
Overlying the andesites are some mudstones and siltstones, often calcareous, but also rich in fossils. 
These include a wide variety of brachiopods, trilobites, gastropods and other marine invertebrates. The 
fossils in the two sequences of sedimentary rocks below and above the andesite give a tight constraint 
on the age of the volcanic rocks. They are also important in charting part of the migration of animals 
such as brachiopods and trilobites across the Iapetus Ocean, often via volcanic islands, helping our 
understanding of the biogeography of a time when faunal diversity was expanding very rapidly. 
 
The south western side of the Hill of Allen, adjacent to the Chair of Kildare itself (an artificial mound) 
is famous for the Kildare Limestone, a localised carbonate mound deposit, exposed as scattered 
outcrop. Although renowned for fossils they are in fact very difficult to see and extract, as they are 
composed of the limestone itself. Some groups, such as the trilobites have been well described, and 
again, form an important international comparison. A very small exposure also yields an 
internationally known Hirnantia fauna, a discrete end Ordovician assemblage. 
 
Overall, the Kildare inlier, encompassed by this site, the Hill of Alen and Dunmurry Hill, form an 
interesting and geologically very diverse landscape, which forms a landmark from the otherwise flat 
and featureless Quaternary plains overlying Carboniferous limestone bedrock. 
 
 



 

Site Importance 
The site is the most important part of the Kildare inlier and will be designated as an NHA for its 
diverse geology and palaeontology, in a national context. 
 

Management/promotion issues 
The site is private farmland and commonage and not accessible without local permission. 
Fossils are a major interest of the site, but it is not really suitable to promote for this as they 
are either intractable or unexposed without excavating holes. Previous research (eg Parkes and 
Palmer 1994) demanded digging of trenches etc to identify fossiliferous localities. They are 
no longer exposed. 
 

  
 
  
 
 
 

              
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exposures of the Kildare Limestone Formation A view of Grange Hill from the Kildare 
Limestone summit near the Chair 
 

The mound of the Kildare Limestone 
Formation from the Chair of Kildare artificial 
mound 

Typical field at Cannonstown in 
the fossiliferous mudstones, 
which are only exposed by 
trenching. 
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NAME OF SITE   Dunmurry Hill        
Other names used for site 
TOWNLAND(S) Carrickanearla, Conlanstown, Cannonstown. 
NEAREST TOWN   Kildare 
SIX INCH MAP NUMBER   22 
NATIONAL GRID REFERENCE 271300 217000 = N 713 170 
1:50,000 O.S. SHEET NUMBER 55           1/2 inch Sheet No. 16   
 

Outline Site Description  
Forested hillside 
 

Geological System/Age and Primary Rock Type 
The rocks, presently unexposed and forested over are Silurian, Llandovery and Wenlock in age. 
 

Main Geological or Geomorphological Interest 
For many years the geological relationships of the rocks of Dunmurry Hill to those on the Chair of 
Kildare were debated. Discovery of some graptolite fossils from the lowest formation of black 
mudstones established that they were in fact much younger, from the Silurian, Llandovery Series. A 
fault runs along the valley separating Dunmurry from the Chair and younger rocks have been dropped 
down to lie at the same level as the Ordovician rocks on the Chair. Above the fossiliferous black 
mudstones are red mudstones, and then a thick sequence of greywacke sandstones which are the rocks, 
resistant to erosion, forming the bulk of the hill. The full sequence is described in Parkes and Palmer 
(1994). 
 

Site Importance 
The site is not of national importance but as a complementary part of the Kildare inlier, it certainly 
deserves CGS status. 
 

Management/promotion issues 
The hillside was forested in the last decade or so, and now the few exposures of mudstones 
are obscured, but when the forestry is felled, or subject to windfall etc it may provide new 
exposures to verify the fossils, since the original specimens have been lost. 
                                   

  
 
Two views of the Dunmurry hillside, left in summer of 2005, and right in c.1991 before forestry was 
planted. Original fossils collected were from near the corner of the field hedge. 
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NAME OF SITE   Hill of Allen     
Other names used for site 
TOWNLAND(S) Barnacrow  
NEAREST TOWN   Kilmeage 
SIX INCH MAP NUMBER  18 
NATIONAL GRID REFERENCE 275700 220600 = N 757 206 
1:50,000 O.S. SHEET NUMBER 49           1/2 inch Sheet No. 16   
 

Outline Site Description  
Large working Quarry 
 

Geological System/Age and Primary Rock Type 
Upper Ordovician (Caradoc) andesitic lavas (Allen Andesite Formation). 
 

Main Geological or Geomorphological Interest 
This site is situated 6km due north of Newbridge along the R415. The Hill of Allen has been heavily 
excavated on its northwest face. This excavation has exposed part of the Allen Andesite Formation, a 
massive andesitic lava, which in places within the quarry is porphyritic. This working quarry has 
excavated deep within the Hill of Allen, leaving an impressive scar on the landscape as well as 
producing high, vertical cliffs, which border much of the site.  
 

Site Importance 
This site is a rare example of andesitic lavas, which otherwise only occur in the Portrane, Lambay and 
Balbriggan areas, apart from Grange Hill in the Kildare Inlier. 
 

Management/promotion issues 
This is a large working quarry operated by Roadstone and as such is a hazardous environment. 
Therefore this site should not be promoted without appropriate arrangements being made with 
Roadstone. 
 

 
 
                                   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Above: Panorama shot of the quarry from the top of the hill. 
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NAME OF SITE    Slate Quarries 
Other names used for site 
TOWNLAND(S) Slate Quarries 
NEAREST TOWN   Blessington 
SIX INCH MAP NUMBER  20, 25 
NATIONAL GRID REFERENCE 299000 218000 = N 99 18  
1:50,000 O.S. SHEET NUMBER 56           1/2 inch Sheet No. 16   
 

Outline Site Description  
A series of quarries on the hillside. 
 

Geological System/Age and Primary Rock Type 
Silurian slate formation (Slate Quarries Formation) 
 

Main Geological or Geomorphological Interest 
The Townland of Slate Quarries in east Kildare, near Blessington is notable for its Slate 
Quarries. These slates can be seen in a range of quarries. Kearney Seal Quarries is the most 
northerly, Stresslite operate in the middle quarry and Frank Murphy Ltd has the lower quarry 
and the workings to the south of the road through the site. Although the original small quarries 
were probably for poor quality roofing slates, modern extraction is concentrated in three 
quarries run by different companies. Their output is for aggregate and concrete products, no 
longer for slates, which nowadays are generally imported.  
 

Site Importance 
The link between the name of the Townland, and the history of use of a natural earth resource is a 
strong reason for marking this area as a County Geological Site, and a good place to actually see the 
rocks well exposed. 
 

Management/promotion issues 
The proposal to include these working quarries as a CGS in no way is intended to limit the operations, 
but simply to mark their value as a place to see local geology well exposed, and to make the powerful 
connection between geology and people’s everyday lives. 

 
                             

 
 
 
 

Left: Aggregate quarry within the Slate Quarries townland. 
Right: Concrete blocks being manufactured, made from crushed rock aggregate in  
Frank Murphy Ltd Slate Quarries. 
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NAME OF SITE   Ballysax    
Other names used for site  Kilsaran Concrete Ltd. 
TOWNLAND(S) Ballysaxhills 
NEAREST TOWN   Kilcullen 
SIX INCH MAP NUMBER  28 
NATIONAL GRID REFERENCE 279000 208500 = N 790 085  
1:50,000 O.S. SHEET NUMBER 55           1/2 inch Sheet No. 16  
 

Outline Site Description  
Large working sand and gravel pit 
 

Geological System/Age and Primary Rock Type 
Quaternary glacial sediments 
 

Main Geological or Geomorphological Interest 
This site is located on the southern margin of the Curragh approximately 3km west of 
Kilcullen. This working quarry has excavated deep into the surrounding area exposing thick 
layers, up to 60m in places, of glacial sands and gravel. These sands and gravels were 
deposited as ice contact subaqueous fans during the last Ice Age. There are several other 
similar gravel pits in the surrounding townlands, with many of them in operation.  
 

Site Importance 
The walls of this gravel pit display a number of interesting sedimentary structures, which are an insight 
into how the landscape of this area, including the Curragh to the north, were formed. Without the 
presence of such pits these sedimentary structures would be obscured from sight. This working pit also 
appears to be a habitat for a large number of sand martins, which nest within the open faces of sand 
and gravel this quarry has exposed. 
 

Management/promotion issues 
Access to this site is by means of a third class road, from which much of the quarry can be observed 
from a distance. This site is a working quarry, owned by Kilsaran Concrete Ltd., with heavy 
machinery in operation and therefore is not suitable for general promotion without proper 
arrangements being made with the operators. 

 

                               
 
 
 
 

Above: Machinery used to refine the extracted gravel. 
Right: Exposed sand and gravel within the hill in the 
background. Settling pond can be seen in the 
foreground. 
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NAME OF SITE    Glen Ding   
Other names used for site 
TOWNLAND(S) Blessington  
NEAREST TOWN   Blessington 
SIX INCH MAP NUMBER  25 
NATIONAL GRID REFERENCE 296200 215400 = N 962 154 
1:50,000 O.S. SHEET NUMBER 56           1/2 inch Sheet No. 16   
 

Outline Site Description  
A dry glacial channel 
 

Geological System/Age and Primary Rock Type 
Quaternary (Pleistocene) glacial till cutting into Silurian greywackes and shale. 
 

Main Geological or Geomorphological Interest 
This heavily wooded glacial spillway displays a pronounced curved channel running 
approximately north south along the R410 road for about 1.5km. The surrounding area is 
reported to have extensive deltaic deposits. There is little visible outcrop exposure due to the 
high levels of vegetation and the abundance of glacial sediment. The formation of this glacial 
spillway is probably due to flowing meltwater from a glacially dammed lake during the 
Quaternary.  
 

Site Importance 
This is one of a range of such glacial spillways abundant in West Wicklow but represents a good 
example in Kildare and should be listed as a County Geological Site. 
 

Management/promotion issues 
The land is privately owned (owner unknown). Much of the site is very steep and heavily wooded 
making access difficult. Access to the glen itself is along a dangerous stretch of the R410 road, which 
has a large number of heavy goods vehicles passing by. Not suitable for general promotion without 
permission from the landowner and a safe access point.  
                                   

 

 

Above: Panoramic view of Glen Ding from the south. 
Left: View of Glen Ding from the north. 



 

 


