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Mapping Lost Rivers 

About the Project 

Historically, many watercourses and land drainage channels were culverted or 

piped and buried as areas became urbanised.  

The practice is now discouraged and great efforts are being made to reverse 

historical modifications and restore rivers to a more natural status. 

However in order to restore lost rivers, people need to know where they are. 

Ordnance survey maps only capture water features that are visible on the 

surface, so piped watercourses are not shown. 

This project aims to identify potential lost rivers, using a range of data sets and 

to publish them to audiences who can pursue opportunities to restore them. 
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Example from 1960 Ordnance Survey Map 
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Example from 1960 Ordnance Survey Map 
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Current OS mapping 
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Typical mapping of culvert – map of sewers 
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Typical mapping of culvert – map of sewers 
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Typical mapping of culvert – map of sewers 
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Section through park – map of sewers 
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Section through park –– Google Maps© 
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Tracing Lost Rivers 

Rivers are both features of and shapers of, the landscape 

They can leave their mark on the landscape in the form of: 

• Flood plains 

• Valleys 

• “Wet patches” 

• Flooding pathways 

• Place names e.g. “Brookside Path” and “Millstream Lane” 

 

 

 

 

11 



Tracing Lost Rivers 

Even within the map of sewers, piped watercourses can 

reveal themselves by virtue of their: 

• Size – far larger than typical surface water sewers 

• Length – far longer than typical surface water sewers 

• Proximity to OS features like “Inland Water”, “Issues” and 

“Sinks” 

• The absence of nearby properties to drain! 
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Traces of lost rivers – large surface water 
sewers 
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EA surface water flood risk map 
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Methodology 

• Analyse the following datasets to 

try and identify buried structures 

that exhibit tell-tale features of 

historical watercourses: 

• Ordnance Survey, current and 

historical 

• EA river network maps 

• EA lidar digital terrain model 

(DTM) elevation data 

• TWUL asset data 
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Example results 
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• The left-hand green 

line is a surface 

water sewer that 

approximates to a 

potential lost river 

(pink line), identified 

by geospatial 

analysis  

• The right-hand 

green line is a 

surface water sewer 

that connects  two 

watercourses (blue 

lines) on the OS 

map 
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