
 

Joseph Ely and the birth of the  

department store 



 

Wimbledon Hill Road at Ely's Corner, c. 1905  
Joseph Ely, the founder of Ely’s, walked from Essex to London at the age of 16 in search of prosperity. 
After gaining experience in retail, he opened his own store in 1876. After testing the potential for  
customers by counting the number of people who passed the corner each hour, Ely chose the corner 
at Alexandra Road and Wimbledon Hill Road as the site of his store.  



 

Ely’s, Wimbledon Hill Road, c. 1900  

Ely’s was opened by Joseph Ely in 1876 at the junction of  Alexandra Road and Wimbledon Hill Road.  
It started as a small tailoring, outfitting and drapery store, but evolved into Wimbledon’s first department 
store. In 1886, Ely’s moved to the corner of Worple Road and Wimbledon Hill Road.  



 

 

Rise of the Department Store 

Ely’s was one of a number of UK department stores that opened during 
the Victorian period. This new type of store was made possible due to   
nineteenth century industrialisation. This resulted in a prosperous urban 
middle class, with extra money to spend on non-essential goods.  
This coincided with the availability of new mass-produced consumer 
goods that could be stocked in bulk and made available to buy in person.  
 
For the first time, department stores enabled shoppers to buy everything 
on their list in one place. They were encouraged to browse without the 
expectation of buying. Additionally, stores sought to offer a social  
experience for customers, by providing restaurants, tearooms, musical 
and theatrical events, as well as the newest technology (including 
escalators).  
 
Department stores like Ely’s not only gave shoppers somewhere to 
spend their newly disposable income, but also provided a luxurious  
experience, turning shopping from a chore into a social event.    

Newspaper advert for Ely's, 10 December 1920  

This Christmastime advert for Ely's shows some of the varied goods cus-

tomers could buy there, including clothing, tablecloths, toy trains, purses, 

and luggage.  



 

Trams at Ely's Corner on Worple Road, ca. 1907  
When the tram network was extended to Wimbledon in 1907, it brought customers from New Malden 
and Raynes Park. Business boomed for Ely’s and Joseph Ely even persuaded the tram conductors  
to shout ‘Ely's Corner!’ before the vehicles stopped outside the store.  



 

Wimbledon Hill Road, Wimbledon: Ely's, pictured c. 1977  
Ely’s still remains a vibrant and successful business today. The façade of the famous store has  
undergone numerous transformations over the years, from an Art Deco design in the 1920s, to this 
rather Jazzy appearance for the Queen’s Jubilee and the clean lines of the current store. 
The shop is a Wimbledon “institution” and has served generations of Merton shoppers with  
everything from fashion and homeware, to electricals, stationery and seasonal goods.  
The Ely family have also been great philanthropists, supporting charities not only in Wimbledon but  
throughout the borough. 


