
A Guide to the English Counties 

for those undertaking Ancestry research 

 

The counties of England have existed since before Norman times and, whilst the boundaries have 

changed many times as the country has developed, most have retained roughly the same shape and 

area throughout the period of the widely available census data i.e. 1841 to 1901. 

Researchers from outside of the UK tend to get confused by British place names and often wrongly 

detail the PoB of ancestors due to this problem. The guide below is intended to reduce this 

confusion which is, in part, partly due to the duplication of place names in Britain and the settled 

territories and also to a lack of appreciation of the administrative systems in the UK. 

‘Shire’ means county but many of the counties do not have it in their name. 

Great Britain 

Great Britain is the largest of the British Isles but is often used as a substitute for the name of the 

country as the nationality of citizens of the UK is ‘British’. This stems from the time (prior to the 

1920’s when Ireland was part of the UK and the ‘British Isles included all of the island of Ireland. 

The United Kingdom 

The UK consists of: England; Scotland; Wales and Northern Ireland but does not include The Channel 

Islands nor the Isle of Man. 

England 

England has a complex and varied system of local government but this is always based, generally, on 

the counties. Each county has a seat of government for the county area but the cities are often 

governed independently from the county as are other large townships which may be ‘boroughs’. 

Either way the Victorian census data is generally county based. 

In Victorian times the lower tier of census taking was the parish, which is a carry-over from the time 

before 1837 when the church was responsible for the records – the ‘parish records’. Often the 

district coincides with the name of the parish church, for instance Marylebone in London is the 

parish of St Marylebone. Lists of parishes, on a county by county basis are available on-line through 

the county heritage sites and Genuki. 

Often rural areas also contain reference to ‘hundreds’. These are ancient place names based on an 

area with 100 households and often form the basis of the local magistrates’ court. 

The modern counties such as West Midlands, Tyneside, Merseyside, etc. are not included here as 

they did not exist until recently. 

 

 



London 

London is complicated from the county point of view as it refers both to the large metropolitan area 

(often called Greater London) and the very much smaller City of London which is the financial centre 

but not the capital which is actually Westminster. In addition to the City of London there are two 

counties which make up the metropolis. Middlesex is the area to the north of the Thames and Surrey 

is the area to the south of the river. In the time of the Victorian census parts of Greater London were 

in Kent and Essex. 

Complications 

Throughout the period of the industrial revolution, the cities of Britain expanded rapidly and took 

over their neighbours. Thus residents of Aston, Warwickshire and Northfield, Worcestershire are 

now in Birmingham. Similar issues exist on Birmingham’s Staffordshire border. Manchester and most 

of the other major industrial cities likewise took over their neighbouring suburbs. 

Bristol has always been independent from the county structure and so contains records in two 

counties. To the north of the river Avon is Gloucestershire and to the south Somerset. In more 

recent times the county containing Bristol was called Avon. 

Yorkshire has been split, traditionally into three ‘Ridings’ which means thirds: the North Riding, West 

Riding and East Riding. There is now also a fourth division of Yorkshire – South Yorkshire which is 

based on Sheffield. 

Lincolnshire also has three parts: Holland, Kesteven and Lindsey 

Rutland is again a separate county having been part of Leicestershire for many years. 

The Isle of Wight is sometimes regarded as a county and at other times as part of Hampshire. 

Westmorland no longer exists. 

Monmouth should have ceded to England some years ago but is still effectively part of Wales. 

Terminology 

Whilst the majority of the English counties use the suffix ‘shire’ many do not. Cornwall, Cumberland, 

Essex, Kent, Middlesex, Norfolk, Somerset, Suffolk, Surrey and Westmorland never use ‘shire’ in their 

name. In the case of Devon and Dorset ‘shire is rarely used; most commonly in the names of the 

county class warships named after them. Durham is always referred to as ‘County Durham’ never 

with ‘shire’. 

Cricket 

The structure of English cricket is county based with the addition of Glamorgan which is a Welsh 

county.  



 

County County town Notes 

Bedfordshire Bedford  

Berkshire Reading  

Buckinghamshire Aylesbury  

Cambridgeshire Cambridge  

Cheshire Chester  

Cornwall Truro  

Cumberland Carlisle  

Derbyshire Derby then Matlock  

Devon Exeter  

Dorset Dorchester  

Durham Durham County Durham 

Essex Chelmsford  

Gloucestershire Gloucester  

Hampshire Winchester  

Herefordshire Hereford  

Hertfordshire Hertford  

Huntingdonshire Huntingdon  

Kent Maidstone  

Lancashire Preston  

Leicestershire Leicester  

Lincolnshire - Holland Boston  

Lincolnshire - Kesteven Sleaford  

Lincolnshire - Lindsey Lincoln  

London (City of) Lambeth Smallest city and county 

Middlesex Westminster North London 

Norfolk Norwich  

Northamptonshire Northampton  

Northumberland Newcastle-upon-Tyne  

Nottinghamshire Nottingham then West Bridgeford  

Oxfordshire Oxford  

Rutland Oakham  

Shropshire Shrewsbury  

Somerset Taunton  

Staffordshire Stafford  

Suffolk Ipswich  

Surrey Newington then Kingston South London 

Sussex – East Lewes  

Sussex – West Chichester  

Warwickshire Warwick  

Westmorland Kendal No longer exists 

Wiltshire Trowbridge  

Worcestershire Worcester  

Yorkshire - East Riding Beverley  

Yorkshire - North Riding Northallerton Largest in area 

Yorkshire - West Riding Wakefield  

 


