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Narrator: Smithsonian Anacostia Community 
Museum presents the following audio interview 
with Dr. Tom Bolton, “Something’s Been Lost”. 
The interview takes place in London where he is 
an author. The narrative is overlayed with photos 
illustrating the landscape and events described.  
 
[Photo: Tom Bolton smiles at 
the camera dressed in a green 
shirt with black framed glasses.] 
 
Tom Bolton: Most rivers 
disappeared really because they 
became polluted and rubbish 
was thrown into them and they 
became a health hazard and the 
reason that they were buried so 
culverted and then covered over  
 
[Photo: Duck swim in a 
waterway with green algae 
surrounding a cement wall.] 
 
Tom Bolton: and then 
incorporated into the sewer 
system was because there 
wasn't a sewer system. 
 
[Photo: Plastic to-go containers 
lay in a green colored algae 
bloom.] 
 
Tom Bolton: There wasn't a way 
of dealing with waste with 
sewage but also rubbish and 
carcasses from animal markets. 
That sort of thing. 
 
[Photo: People look on a bridge 
to a river fleet with debris in the 
water.] 
 
Tom Bolton: So, things like the 
fleet the river fleet which was 
abroad navigable channel 
running through well Central 
London close to the city is 
famous during 18th century for 
being unbelievably filthy for 

having dead dogs floating in it. 
For having the blood and-- 
 
[Photo: A black and white photo 
fades into the river fleet with 
beams position in the center of 
the photo.] 
 
Tom Bolton: entrails some 
Smithfield market where there 
was live slaughtering dumped 
into the river. 
 
[Photo: A black and white 
archival photo of a man, 
Christopher Wren looks center 
with spirals of curls on his head 
and wearing a white shirt.] 
 
Tom Bolton: Sir Christopher 
Wren tried to landscape the fleet 
well after the fire of London. 
 
[Photo: A gray animation of 
shapes build to a map of 
London.] 
 
Tom Bolton: He rebuilt the city 
and he tried to create a venetian 
style canal along the lower part 
of the fleet--  
 
[Photo: A group of boats are 
joined together in a brown 
colored waterway.]  
 
Tom Bolton: and it wasn't 
practical because the water was 
simply too filthy, and it wasn't a 
pleasant place to be and it was 
covered over. 
 
[Photo: Two boys in uniform 
walk along an algae filled 
waterway. One boy covers his 
nose. 
 
Tom Bolton: So, until London had 
a sewer system that could handle 
the amount of waste that was 
produced-- 
 



 

 

[Photo: A blue boat produces 
waves in a body of water near a 
viewing point.] 
 
Tom Bolton: it ended up in these 
rivers. So, they were extremely 
polluted and understandably 
seen as a problem— 
 
[Photo: A man in a blue and 
dark colored outfit sits on a 
bench reading a paper near a 
water tunnel. The wall tunnel 
shows white and orange graffiti 
marked on it.  
 
Tom Bolton: and often the only 
way to deal with that was to put 
them underground. 
 
[Photo: A water tunnel looks out 
to brown buildings in the 
distance.]  
 
Tom Bolton: out of sight. 
 
[Photo: Rows of homes and 
businesses align a waterway 
flowing through the center of the 
image.] 
 
Tom Bolton: When the sewer 
system was put in place in the 
late 19th century that the people 
finally realized the size of the 
city. 
 
[Photo: A white and brown brick 
building sits behind a cluster of 
vegetation and boats in water.] 
 
Tom Bolton: The growth of the 
city was overloading. All the 
systems that previously just 
about managed particularly the 
waterways. 
 
[Photo: A blue and green boat 
is docked with building 
surrounding it.] 
 
Tom Bolton: The rivers were 
incorporated into the systems 
storm sewer tunnels mostly. 

 
[Photo: An aerial shot shows a 
collection of boats lined up in 
the water with building and 
bridges in the distance.] 
 
Tom Bolton: It's very hard to 
stop a river from flowing. You 
know you can't just stop it and 
make it go away. It’s much 
easier to redirect it so one of the 
things that's culturally 
fascinating I think and keeps 
people interested in the idea of 
these rivers is the fact they are 
still there. 
 
[Photo: People recreate at the 
edge of a trail. They bike and sit 
on a bench reading on a sunny 
day overlooking a river.] 
 
Tom Bolton: They are still 
flowing and often along pretty 
much exactly the course they 
used to follow-- 
 
[Photo: Debris sits on top of two 
blue boats in water with green 
vegetation filling its 
surrounding.”] 
 
Tom Bolton: just directed into a 
into a storm sewer. So, you can 
go underground. You can go if 
you're lucky enough into the 
sewer system and you can see 
the river fleet for example-- 
 
[Photo: A group of blue and red 
cargo containers are situated 
near a body of water next to a 
fence.] 
 
Tom Bolton: flowing rapidly 
underground and it's still flowing 
fast enough that you need 
wasted boots to stand up in it. 
You can't stand up in the 
stream. It's too powerful. So, 
they have these rivers have a 
real presence and the fact 
they've disappeared-- 
 



 

 

[Photo: A tall six-story 
residential building overlooks 
trees and water.] 
 
Tom Bolton: it's about 
circumstance really in the way 
that London grew and the way it 
was planned in the wrong order 
really. The infrastructure came 
afterwards, and they can never 
really be removed from the 
system. 
 
[Photo: The overgrowth of 
leaves and branches feed into a 
waterway with a building shown 
in the distance.] 
 
Tom Bolton: So, there are many 
rivers in London that aren't 
buried. There are many that are 
just tucked away. Some that just 
flow normally 
 
[Photo: Boats are docked near 
a residential building with graffiti 
marked on the fences and 
bridge. 
 
Tom Bolton: and London is a 
very big thing, so you know-- 
there are 20 maybe rivers 
running into the Thames. 
Within the boundaries of greater 
London. That's just main ones 
without any looking at any 
tributaries in which there were 
hundreds-- 
 
[Photo: Boats docked align the 
edges of a waterway.”] 
 
Tom Bolton: but if you're looking 
at Central London the oldest bits 
then the rivers that have been 
incorporated into storm sewers 
are staying there basically 
because you can’t get rid of 
those without dismantling a very 
complicated and enormous 
Victorian tunnel system. 
 

[Photo: A man wears a neon-
colored jacket as he rides boats 
on a water way.”] 
 
Tom Bolton: So, it's a legacy of 
industrial London that we've lost 
a number of these really 
important streams-- 
 
[Photo: A water way reflects the 
sunset with a row of brown 
homes in its distance.”] 
 
Tom Bolton: but the fact that 
they're still there means that 
people I think feel something-- 
something's been lost that might 
be recoverable and people often 
feel that they can bring them 
back in some way. 
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