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North, South, East, West, and Briley: 
What the 1958 and 1962 Metro Nashville Consolidation
Reveals about Suburban and Urban Voters 
Charles Murff
Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN, USA

The consolidation of the Metropolitan Government of Nashville and Davidson County is often framed as a story of administrative reform intended 
to modernize government, eliminate duplication, and improve efficiency. This paper argues that Nashville’s path to consolidation reveals far more than 
bureaucratic reorganization. The failure of the 1958 consolidation proposal and the success of a nearly identical plan in 1962 expose the political, eco-
nomic, and social divisions between suburban and urban voters in a mid-sized southern city during the midtwentieth century. By examining voting 
patterns, public discourse, and policy developments, this study asks why the 1958 proposal failed and why it succeeded just four years later. Drawing on
newspaper coverage, planning commission reports, voting data, and oral history interviews, the paper traces how consolidation shifted from a city-driven 
initiative to a negotiated settlement shaped by suburban concerns. It argues that suburban opposition stemmed from fears of increased taxation, loss of 
local control, and domination by urban officials, particularly in areas such as education and public services. Consolidation succeeded only after political 
leaders

Abstract

“It may be a safe prediction that within the space of 
two years many in this community who undoubtedly 
fell victim to irresponsible claims patently intended to 
spread confusion and doubt will wish for another shot 
at the opportunity they have allowed to slip by,” 		
	 warned The Nashville Tennessean on June 18, 
1958, the day after Nashville voters rejected a proposal 
to consolidate the city and county governments. 
(“Opportunity missed; a challenge ahead,” 1958) Four 
years later, almost to the day, that prediction proved 
true. In 1962, after years of political maneuvering, 
strategic compromise, and vicious campaigning, the 
residents of Nashville and Davidson County voted to 
merge into a single metropolitan government.
	 The story of the Metropolitan Government 
of Nashville and Davidson County (Metro for 
zshort) consolidation appears to be one of purely 
administrative reform. A story of an attempt to 
modernize local government, eliminate duplication, 
and bring efficiency to public services. However, 
Nashville’s path to consolidation reveals more than 
a bureaucratic reorganization. The consolidation 
debate became a battleground for competing visions 
of governance, taxation, and social control. The failure 
of the 1958 proposal and the eventual success of the 
1962 plan depict the political, economic, and social 
differences between suburban and urban residents 

in a midsized southern city in the middle of the 20th 
century. The changing ballot box in these elections 
reveals the intensely competing motivations and ideals 
between the residents of the old city and the old county, 
despite living merely miles apart.
	 This paper asks: Why did the 1958 consolidation 
proposal fail, and why did a nearly identical proposal 
pass just four years later? What changed in the political 
landscape, and what can this shift tell us about the 
broader dynamics between urban cores and suburban 
peripheries? By exploring the evolution of public 
sentiment, political strategy, and economic pressure, 
this paper traces how Nashville’s consolidation moved 
from city-driven ambition to a carefully negotiated 
settlement, revealing the underlying differences 
between urbanites and suburbanites.
	 Prior scholarship frames Nashville’s city–
county consolidation as both administrative reform 
and negotiated political compromise (Booth, 1963; 
Hawkins, 1966; Deng et al., 2022; Raymond & 
Meinfeld, 2011). Early studies emphasize efficiency 
and institutional structure, while later work highlights 
suburban resistance and the role of safeguards such 
as service districts. Comparative research suggests 
consolidation often succeeds not by integrating urban
and suburban interests, but by preserving suburban 
autonomy within metropolitan systems. This paper 
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builds on that scholarship by examining how the 
political shift between 1958 and 1962 transformed 
consolidation from a city-driven initiative into a 
negotiated settlement shaped by suburban priorities.
	 While previous scholarship has extensively 
analyzed the structure and efficiency of Nashville’s 
consolidation, this paper focuses on the political shifts 
between 1958 and 1962 and the specific mechanisms 
that secured suburban buy-in. The failure of the 1958 
proposal and the passage of the 1962 plan proved more 
than just administrative events but also occurred as a
result of years of political maneuvering, economic 
coercion through annexation policies, and a suburban 
realization of the inevitability of consolidation. This 
paper builds upon existing studies but emphasizes 
what the change between 1958 and 1962 reveals about 
suburban and urban interests as well as how suburban 
and urban competing interests shape governance 
structures.
	 The failure of the 1958 consolidation 
proposal and the success of the 1962 plan reveal the 
fundamental divide between urban and suburban 
interests in governance, taxation, public services, and 
political power. While Nashville’s city leaders pursued 
consolidation to expand its tax base, centralize 
administration, and modernize infrastructure, 
suburban voters feared losing  control over local 
governance, school districts, and taxation policies. 
Only after city leaders restructured the proposal to 
preserve suburban autonomy did consolidation gain 
the necessary support to pass. The transformation 
of consolidation from a city-driven initiative into 
a negotiated settlement highlights how suburban 
interests shaped metropolitan governance, addressing 
long-term disparities in service allocation, economic 
development, and political influence.
	 Between 1940 and 1960, the population of 
suburbs in Davidson County grew from under 90,000 
residents to nearly 230,000 residents. In contrast, the 
central city of Nashville grew by merely 3,000 residents 
over those same years, hovering around 170,000 by 
1960 (Hawkins, 1966, p. 17). Middle-class families 
left the city in increasing numbers in search of new 
housing, better schools, and greater autonomy in the 
suburbs.As subdivisions spread, local infrastructure
lagged. Suburban residents paid nearly double the 

water rates of their urban counterparts, subscribed to 
private garbage collection, and faced limited access 
to public services. A report authored by the Nashville 
City Planning Commission and the Davidson 
County Planning Commission, published in The 
Nashville Tennessean in 1956, outlined these growing 
inequalities. obnoted that most suburban services 
either operated on a subscription basis, cost more than 
in the city, or failed to meet basic urban standards. 
(“Plan of metropolitan government for Nashville 
and Davidson County”, 1956). At the same time, the 
fractured structure of local governance left no single 
entity capable of addressing area-wide challenges.
	 This fragmentation led to a “dispersion and 
dissipation” of residents’ control in the government 
(“Plan of metropolitan government for Nashville 
and Davidson County”, 1956, p. 17). As the public 
received fewer effective services, residents lacked a 
clear, singular path to addressing inefficiencies. These 
inefficiencies, combined with the mounting service 
demands of  a growing population, led local leaders 
and planners to call for the “elimination of duplicated
services,” a point Charles Galbreath, a former judge, 
echoed decades later in a 1995 interview(Galbreath, 
1995).
	 In the context of these growing tensions, city 
and county planners introduced the 1958 consolidation 
proposal. The plan outlined a comprehensive 
governmental merger that would immediately 
eliminate the separate city and county administrations. 
The new metropolitan charter aimed to consolidate 
all primary services, including police, sanitation, 
road maintenance, and fire protection, under a single 
centralized authority. The Planning Commission 
focused on “equitable and sound financing” of services, 
meaning taxpayers did not pay for more services than 
they received. (“Plan of metropolitan government for 
Nashville and Davidson County”, 1956, p. 29) To ensure 
equity, the Charter created a “general services district” 
for the entire county and an “urban services district,” 
providing more services for the urban area. Notably, 
the Charter subjected those living within the “urban 
services districts” to a higher tax rate. The Planning 
Commission defended the two-district idea as the best 
approach against the issue of ensuring that they receive 
fair taxes based on services. The report argues that the 
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separated service districts provided taxpayers to only 
pay for the level of services needed. The success of the 
proposal rested on the suburban voters’ understanding 
of the fairness of a tiered system and that the proposal 
minimized tax increases. 
	 The proposal promised clear lines of 
responsibility, expanded services, and a governing 
structure with the capacity to manage Nashville’s 
metropolitan growth. The charter called for the 
elimination of overlapping boards, streamlined 
budgeting, and representation for suburban residents 
within the new metro council. On June 13, 1958, a few 
days before the vote, an editorial in the Tennessean 
pleaded with residents to vote for the proposal. The 
Tennessean argued that consolidation would afford 
residents working in the city but living in fast-growing
suburbs like Donelson representation in the city. (“To 
those without a voice”, 1958)
	 Still, the proponents failed to quell all the 
residents’ fears. Many rural voters feared the cost of 
change, suspecting a shift in the tax burden while 
not delivering equal services. Though the tiered 
service system meant a lesser increase in taxes, the 
county residents feared any tax increase. Also, the 
1958 proposal signaled to county residents a loss of 
autonomy, a threat to localized control, and a potential 
overtaking of suburban priorities by urban officials. 
The groundwork for the 1958 vote had been laid, 
and the lines between city and suburb had already 
hardened.
	 On June 17, 1958, the county residents utilized 
their voice, voting against the proposal, ending any 
hopes for consolidation. The referendum saw opposite 
results between the county and city votes, as nearly 
60% of county residents voted against the proposal, as 
opposed to the slightly over 60% of city residents in 
favor of the charter (Booth, 1963, p. 21). Importantly, 
residents of the contiguous suburban areas voted 
52% in favor, greatly contrasting the barely 20% pro-
vote among other, more rural, county residents. This 
clear pattern between the votes of voters living miles 
apart demonstrates an increasing fear of the city as 
the distance from the city increases. Rural county 
residents feared the city’s heavy taxes and the more 
direct control that followed the higher taxes.
	

	 County residents viewed, as a former city 
official explained in a 1994 interview, the proposal as 
a “city takeover.” (Deep, 1994) A study conducted in 
November 1958, interviewing residents of the anti-
consolidation Berry Hill and pro-consolidation Belle 
Meade, two similar “pseudo-municipalities” within 
Nashville, corroborated this geographically-influenced 
divide. (Booth, 1963, p. 38) The study found that 
those identifying their backgrounds as “rural” voted 
against Metro more than those identified as “urban.” 
(Booth, 1963, p. 48) The study also revealed that a 
fear of higher taxes and a satisfaction with the status 
quo proved the most significant influences for a vote 
against the measure. (Booth, 1963, p. 41) Suburban 
residents feared higher taxes and a loss of control to 
the city if Metro passed.
	 A Tennessean article released the day following 
the 1958 referendum described the results of the 
previous day’s tragic irony (“Opportunity missed; a 
challengte ahead”, 1958) The tragic irony being the 
alternative solution for Nashville’s goals of expanding 
the tax base resulting in a less efficient, more infelicitous 
option. 
	 Shortly following the failure of the 1958 
proposal, Nashville and Mayor Ben West started
pursuing alternative solutions to the tax base issue. 
The two primary solutions included the “Green Sticker 
Tax,” a tax intended to target county residents using 
city streets, and annexation, which extends the city’s 
boundaries and tax base to incorporate more urban 
areas without a referendum. Both solutions, however, 
faced much opposition. (Hawkins, 1966, p. 60)
	 By 1960, Ben West had implemented a new 
taxation policy to target county residents working 
in the city. The “Green Sticker Tax,” named after the 
green stickers placed on cars, taxed those who used 
Nashville’s streets, unfairly targeting county residents. 
Drivers paid ten dollars to register their vehicles if they 
lived outside city limits. The tax policy was soon very
unpopular. As city councilman Charles Bramwell 
argued in 1960, the tax was “the most unpopular tax 
ever levied on people.” (“Council refuses to kill car tax”, 
1962) One letter to the editor described it as Mayor 
West’s “way of reprimanding” county residents. (“Two
types of planned annexation”, 1961) Many residents 
labeled the tax as a form of “taxation without 
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representation.” Critics saw the policy not as fair cost-
sharing but as a form of punishment for rejecting 
consolidation. 
	 Like the “Green Sticker” tax, the Ben West-
led city government pursued the annexation of the 
suburban areas of the county, angering many county 
residents. City planners were aware of the issues 
with annexation before 1960, and their attempts to 
address these issues influenced the 1958 consolidation 
proposal. Traditionally, cities had expanded through 
annexation, but the 1956 Planning Commission’s 
report argued that annexation lacked a growth-
oriented structure and perpetuated inequality, as cities 
might annex only the industrial or “wealthy suburban” 
areas. “(Plan of metropolitan government for Nashville 
and Davidson County”, 1956) Initially, annexation 
threatened the suburban areas near Nashville, such 
as Donelson. Eventually, though, as Nashville grew, 
the annexation would spread throughout Davidson 
County as West planned on eventually targeting “all 
areas on city water.” (“Annexation or Charter”, 1962)
	 By January 1961, Nashville had annexed, 
without a referendum, nearly 42 square miles of 
county land and more than 80,000 county residents. 
(“Two types of planned annexation”, 1961) Many of 
the annexed residents felt West had “denied” them “a 
voice” by annexing without a vote. This anger towards 
annexation led many previously opposed to Metro to 
begin supporting the city-county consolidation plan 
directly “in the face of the city’s annexation drive.” 
(“Annex drive spurs Metro”, 1960) Rather than settle 
the issue, annexation and the sticker tax reignited 
the county’s interest in forming a consolidated 
metropolitan government.
	 As public frustration intensified after the 
Green Sticker Tax and the city’s annexation policies, 
momentum for consolidation began to build again. 
But the political terrain had shifted since 1958. Former 
supporters of consolidation fractured. Nashville Mayor 
Ben West, once a key advocate, now opposed the new 
charter. Rather than pursue regional government, West 
doubled down on annexation. He argued, in a speech 
regarding the future of Nashville, that Nashville could 
absorb growing suburbs and unify services and avoid 
“the many mistakes, drawbacks and  legal clouds of 
the 1962 Charter.” (“Mayor Says School Systems Can 

Unite without Metro”, 1962) The Nashville Banner, 
which previously supported consolidation in 1958, 
joined West in opposing the 1962 proposal. In a June 
editorial, the paper warned that the new charter would 
lead to too much government and spark uncontrolled 
spending. (“Mayor Says School Systems Can Unite 
without Metro”, 1962) The editorial criticized the 
plan’s complexity, claiming the plan would entrench 
bureaucracy rather than simplify it.
	 Together, West and the Banner framed 
consolidation as an overreach, arguing that annexation 
could achieve the same goals without disrupting local 
control or raising taxes. West positioned annexation 
as a more efficient, less invasive solution that avoided 
the disadvantages of consolidation. (“Mayor Says 
School Systems Can Unite without Metro”, 1962) This 
narrative resonated with voters who remained skeptical 
of centralized government. While consolidation 
advocates continued to push for efficiency and 
equitable service delivery, the opposition painted the 
new charter as both excessive and unnecessary. These 
diverging visions reignited the public debate, now 
defined less by whether reform should happen and 
more by who should control the government.
	 As Mayor West and the Nashville Banner 
campaigned against consolidation, a new coalition 
stepped in to lead the pro-Metro effort. County Judge 
Beverly Briley became the face of the movement, 
pushing a message of reform, unity, and shared 
responsibility. The Nashville Tennessean also emerged 
as a powerful voice in favor of consolidation. The paper 
argued that the goal of West’s “unplanned” expansion 
was to “fatten those city coffers and broaden that tax 
base.” (“Annexation or Charter”, 1962) In an editorial on 
the eve of the vote, the paper framed the choice as one 
between “progress” and continued division, warning 
that maintaining two overlapping governments 
wasted tax dollars, created legal confusion, and 
stalled necessary  services. (“What a Vote Today FOR 
Consolidation Means for Your Community’s Future”, 
1962) According to this article in the Tennessean, 
fragmentation produced delays, duplicated authority,
and weakened public trust. The editorial argued 
that annexation would only shift boundaries, not 
solve systemic failures. Briley echoed this messaging 
throughout the campaign, emphasizing that 
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consolidation allowed the entire county to share 
costs fairly while streamlining governance. Together, 
Briley and the Tennessean refocused the debate away 
from abstract ideas of efficiency and towards the 
consequences of the status quo.
	 With the stage set by the two campaigns, 
Nashville and Davidson County residents headed 
to the polls on June 28, 1962, to decide the fate of 
the consolidation proposal. On June 29, 1962, the 
Tennessean headline read: “Metro Scores Easy Win.” 
(“Metro scores easy win”, 1962) The results marked a 
dramatic reversal from four years earlier. In 1958, over 
60 percent of county voters had rejected the merger, 
while nearly 60 percent of city voters had supported it.
This time, the county passed the proposal with 56% of 
those outside the city in favor. Notably, within rural 
areas, the proposal garnered just 37% of the vote, but 
the proposal passed in the county due to the support by 
those living in areas threatened by annexation (62% in 
favor). (Hawkins, 1966, p. 121) In the city, the merger 
passed with 57% of the vote, a slight decrease from 1958. 
When excluding the newly annexed areas, however, 
which overwhelmingly supported reorganization by 
over 70%, only 45% of the city voted in favor of the 
restructuring. These results demonstrate a massive flip 
in support from the 1958 referendum.
	 The reversal in the 1962 election results did 
not signal a sudden embrace of regional unity. Instead, 
the reversal revealed how suburban voters reframed 
consolidation as a defense of their autonomy. By 1962, 
the plan represented a structured compromise that 
promised to halt annexation, stabilize taxes, and give 
suburban residents a say in the future of the county. 
This  shift revealed that consolidation succeeded not 
because it united Nashville and Davidson County 
under shared values, but because the plan ensured 
suburban voters a voice.
	 Metropolitan governance in mid-20th-century 
America often exposed sharp divides between central 
cities and their surrounding suburbs. In many regions, 
fiscal pressures pushed suburban residents to resist 
integration and protect their autonomy. Suburban 
residents often sought to avoid “high taxes, inadequate 
public schools and other government services, racial
tensions, crime, and poor city amenities.” (National 
Research Council, 1999) Nashville in 1958 reflected 

this trend. Suburban voters rejected consolidation 
to preserve local control and avoid the perceived 
costs of city life, even though many depended on the 
city’s infrastructure and economy. By 1962, however, 
Nashville’s suburbs broke with national patterns. 
Similarly to Nashville suburbanites in 1962, most 
suburbanites nationally rejected annexation due to a 
“desire of the periphery for political autonomy from 
the core,” however, instead of continuing to distance 
themselves from the city, Nashville suburban voters 
embraced consolidation to protect themselves from 
further annexation and unequal taxation. (Danielson, 
1976) Rather than retreating, suburban residents chose 
to enter the consolidated government on their terms.
Nashville’s suburban voters accepted the merger to 
formalize representation and check unilateral city 
power. Their choice reflected not shared identity 
with city residents, but a tactical acceptance that 
consolidation offered more predictability and 
protection than continued piecemeal absorption.
	 However, after Ben West’s annexations, 
suburban voters feared the same loss of freedom that 
they had tried to avoid by voting against the merger in 
1958; this time, the city did not offer a choice to remain 
separate. By 1962, many saw Metro as key to gaining 
influence and protecting their interests through formal 
representation and institutional safeguards. At the same  
time, some urban voters grew skeptical, questioning 
whether the new structure would dilute their power 
or redirect resources. By 1962, annexation appeared 
to many “old city” voters, who previously supported 
the 1958 consolidation effort, as an acceptable, if not 
preferred, form of growth. Bank president Edward 
Potter, though always an opponent of consolidation, 
argued that annexation best maintained the city’s 
“established form of government” without increasing 
taxes. (“Potter for Annexation Instead of Metro Plan”, 
1961) This reversal in support reflects a change in 
political stance by urban and suburban voters to 
uphold their values. 
	 The new Metro structure preserved these 
safeguards through the creation of separate service 
districts. Suburban areas remained in the General 
Services District, where lower taxes matched fewer 
services. Urban neighborhoods entered the Urban 
Services District, which funded broader infrastructure 
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and public programs. Educational governance followed 
a similar pattern. City and county school systems 
combined slowly over two years while ensuring no 
immediate “drastic changes” to the schools. (“Metro 
scores easy win”, 1962) This decision provided 
suburban residents with continued influence over 
school funding, boundaries, and leadership.
	 The shift from rejection in 1958 to approval 
in 1962 reveals more than a policy change. The vote 
captured a negotiation between the city’s push for 
centralized control and the suburbs’ determination to 
protect local authority. City leaders sought expanded 
jurisdiction, a broader tax base, and modernized 
administration. Suburban voters feared a loss of 
control over zoning, schooling, and public spending. 
Resistance followed the first proposal. Four years 
later, suburban voters returned with new incentives. 
Annexation pressures and unfair taxes like the Green
Sticker policy created a sense of urgency. Consolidation 
gained support only after the revised charter offered 
institutional safeguards for suburban interests such as 
education and public services.
	 Notably, West’s annexation policies proved 
increasingly detrimental to Nashville’s growth in 
the early 1960s. However, a 2011 study comparing 
the effectiveness of Nashville’s consolidation to the 
annexation policies pursued by a similarly sized 
Tennessee city, Memphis, reveals the deeper issues 
with annexation. In Memphis, decades of aggressive 
annexation pushed city boundaries outward but 
failed to preserve the tax base. The strategy triggered 
what the study calls “white migration,” draining 
both residents and revenue from the urban core. 
(Raymond & Meinfeld, 2011). As tax demands grew, 
services deteriorated, and fiscal pressure mounted. In 
contrast, Nashville’s consolidation preserved regional 
stability. By merging city and county governments, 
Nashville avoided the piecemeal expansion that 
ultimately weakened Memphis. The study concludes 
that consolidation better retains a “viable tax base” 
and improves long-term economic health. (Raymond 
& Meinfeld, 2011, p. 430)
	 Nashville’s charter did not create a seamless 
merger. The final document established a political 
structure that allowed participation while maintaining 
division. Tax policy, school oversight, and service 

distribution reflected the goals of suburban negotiators 
more than the vision of city planners. Researchers like 
Deng, Feng, and Partridge describe similar patterns in
other consolidated governments, where suburban 
areas collect most long-term benefits. (Deng et
al., 2022) In Nashville, suburban priorities shaped the 
outcome of reform and set limits on how
far integration would extend.
	 Similar struggles continue across metropolitan 
America. Many suburban communities seek access 
to urban economies without accepting the costs of 
full regional integration. The Nashville case shows 
how governance reform depends on compromise, 
not consensus. The Metro government succeeded 
in stabilizing Nashville’s growth, but that stability 
came through careful protection of local power. 
Consolidation did not eliminate inequality. The charter 
formalized separation within a shared system. Future 
cities looking to restructure regional governance 
will face the same questions that defined Nashville’s 
turning point: Who decides? Who pays? And whose 
vision shapes the rules? 
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