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Since 1945, local government underwent three major rounds of reform to both structure and size: in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1990s. Most notably, this involved merging or abolishing several historic counties such as Westmorland, Herefordshire, Rutland, and Huntingdonshire, followed by the restatement of several of these in the 1990s. This paper examines how individual parishes and rural and urban district councils guided, resisted, adapted to these changes.

This paper addresses two case studies to argue that local affinity to county varied widely. Firstly, Rutland – the smallest and arguably most economically unviable county – which in the 1960s orchestrated a successful national campaign against a proposed merger with Leicestershire only to be finally merged in 1974. A concerted campaign in Rutland saw the issue brought back into national focus in the 1990s, pitting smaller units of local government against higher tiers and even the national government, issuing tokens of local memory including their own passports and attacking symbols of the ‘occupying’ county.

By contrast, in nearby Huntingdonshire, smaller urban and rural district councils felt less direct affinity with the historical memory of the county, often seeing economic benefits for individual parishes and districts being transferred directly to other counties, and expressing antipathy towards the elite-dominated county council. This undermined the county council’s case, leading them to seek a compromise position – initially a merger with Peterborough and then in 1974 a larger merger into what is now Cambridgeshire. In the 1990s, despite Huntingdonshire being the constituency of the Prime Minister, John Major, who made the recreation of historically-based local government areas a key part of his agenda, local parishes and communities rejected proposals for reinstating the county in 1997.

This paper argues against popular presumptions that affinity to ‘county’ was much the same across rural England, local social and economic preferences and a desire for a lower council tax burden, as well migration and shifting forms of belonging, serve to complicate the links between place, memory and local government.
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