H idden

source: hidden europe 45 (spring 2015)
text and image © 2015 Duncan JD Smith
www.hiddeneurope.co.uk

histories

A corner of Cambridgeshire
by Duncan JD Smith
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t first glance Ely Place seems little more
than a cul-de-sac of smart Georgian
terraced houses — but look again. The
clue to its unexpectedly colourful history is the
little gatehouse standing at one end of the street.
It carries a sign lacking the usual EC1 district
number and it houses a beadle who locks the gates
at ten each evening. By passing through them one
leaves London and enters a fragment of land which
is full of the spirit of Cambridgeshire.
Ely Place is one of the last privately owned
streets in London. It dates back to 1290, when an
exclave of Cambridgeshire was established here for
the powerful Bishops of Ely. In common with the
Bishops of Canterbury and Winchester they held
high state offices requiring the maintenance of a
London residence. Long subject to its own ancient
rights and privileges the area is still managed by its
own body of commissioners.
In mediaeval times the self-supporting com
munity, which included a palace and extensive
gardens and orchards, was separated from the City
and its laws by a high wall. All that remains of the
place today, however, is the Church of St Etheldreda
at number 14. Once the bishops’ private chapel,
it is unusual in being a pre-Reformation church
that is still used as a Catholic place of worship. It
is also one of London’s few surviving buildings

Left: The entrance to Ely Place in London’s Holborn district
(photo by Duncan JD Smith).
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My Lord of Ely, when I was last in Holborn
I saw good strawberries in your garden there.
William Shakespeare, Richard III (Act 3 Scene 4)

from the reign of Edward I. The desiccated hand
of St Etheldreda is preserved in a jewelled casket
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