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River Capture



Some basics first; definitions:

Weathering – break down of rock

Erosion – transportation of that weathered material

Deposition – when the river loses energy, it drops the material it has been carrying

Knickpoint - a sharp change in channel slope, such as a waterfall or lake.

AND – NB: HEADWARD EROSION…

is erosion at the origin of a stream channel, which causes the origin to move back away 

from the direction of the stream flow, and so causes the stream channel to lengthen. ... The 

stream erodes away at the rock and soil at its headwaters in the opposite direction that it 

flows.



River Capture

This can be defined by “headward erosion” as the 
river erodes caused back from it’s source until 

it reaches another river and “captures” it.



When one river captures/robs another river of 
its headwaters. 

It occurs when: 

One river has a steeper gradient than the other 
river.

One river has a less resistant underlying rock 
than the other river.

One river has a greater volume of water than 
the other river





1. Captured stream - The part of the river that is diverted by the captor stream

2. Captor stream (pirate) - This is the energetic stream that cuts back and intercepts the other 
river 

3. Misfit Stream/ beheaded - The river that has lost its headwaters as a result of capture

4. Elbow of capture - This is the point of capture where the change of flow direction occurs. 

5. Windgap - This the area between the elbow of capture and the misfit stream where the water 
stops flowing and river gravels are deposited.














