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Italian restaurant and deli; set at the 
heart of lifestyle family destination 
Fount London (fountlondon.
com), for which the partnership is 
also responsible. There have been 
challenges to overcome in the six 
months since it opened its doors, but 
with places filling up fast, Elena and 
Rachel remain as committed to quality 
as they were when they planned 
their perfect setting, and are already 
considering expansion. 

“I moved to the area three-and-
a-half years ago,” Elena tells us. 
“Rachel was the first mum I met in the 
playground at our daughters’ school. 
I just went over and said, ‘Hi, I’m new 
– I think our two girls are in the same 
class.’ We had a coffee here, a coffee 
there, talked about what we wanted, 
what we do. And then this all evolved...”

True to parents                  
By the time she met Rachel, Elena had 
already decided she wanted to open a 
nursery, having recognised that local 

ELENA MACKEY AND RACHEL 
Munro Peebles aren’t obvious business 
partners. Look at their backgrounds 
and you’ll find little to link them. In 
a wide-ranging career, Elena has 
spent 20 years living in the Middle 
East working for the likes of Citibank, 
acquired a degree in business and 
studied childcare, counselling and 
Neuro-Linguistic Programming. 
Rachel, by contrast, is a graduate of 
the Chelsea School of Art, a former 
PR girl for Harvey Nichols, and runs a 
property development business based 
in Shoreditch. But a chance meeting at 
the school gates has led them to the 
early years sector, and a particularly 
ambitious take on the traditional 
nursery model.

Their setting, the 55-place Fount 
Nursery in Hackney (fountnursery.
com), is like no other you’ll have seen 
before: boasting a unique vintage-
inspired interior; situated in an arch 
under a railway bridge; neighboured 
by Il Cudega, a slow-cooking Northern 

parents were struggling to find the 
high-quality early years provision they 
needed to return to work. “I listened 
to mums, spoke to them,” she says. 
“I realised there was a huge lack of 
childcare, and that most of what was 
available wasn’t good.”

For Rachel, that was a familiar story: 
“When I was looking for childcare, the 
places I went to, you just wouldn’t have 
put your children in,” she says. For 
her part, while she hadn’t considered 
opening a nursery, Rachel did have a 
long-held ambition to create a family 
destination in Hackney, “a place for 
parents to meet, somewhere we could 
create a sense of community,” as she 
describes it. When she saw the site 
Elena had found for her setting, with 
its three vacant railway arches and 
outdoor space, she realised that the 
two projects could be married – and so 
Fount London was born.

From the outset, Elena and Rachel 
were determined that their nursery 
would offer a service that stood out 

“ ”
“This hasn’t been 

seen before”
With its vintage interior and unique location, newly opened Fount  

Nursery is winning over parents in Hackney – but this isn’t a setting  
whose good looks conceal a lack of substance, as TEY discovered...
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The result of Rachel’s efforts 
affords Fount Nursery an instantly 
recognisable point of difference to 
its competition, a point that isn’t lost 
on its owners: “With the interior, with 
our brand, we’re trying to create our 
own niche within the nursery sector,” 
Rachel sums up their thinking. But 
it’s not a case of valuing style over 
substance – a lot of thought has gone 
into the ways in which the children 
can interact with, and learn from, 
their environment. 

Move past the setting’s preschool 
and baby areas, for example, and 
you’ll find a space full of hands-on 
opportunities to get creative. First 
there are the mini-world paintings – 
vintage frames in front of sheets of 
paper, pulled down from large rolls 
above. When children have finished 
working on a picture, it can be 
removed for them to take home or 
framed and displayed on the walls. A 
little further on, the walls are covered 
in wallpaper designed to be coloured 
in by little hands – “No, we’ve not 
had any complaints from parents,” 
Rachel says; “the only issue has been 
where can they get it from!” Then, in a 
space that also features the nursery’s 
open kitchen and dining area, there’s 
a giant Colorama – wall-mounted 
rolls of black, white and photographic 
background paper – which presents 
children with huge canvases on which 
they can explore different media, or 
even hold their own fashion shoots.

Despite the effort put into the 
setting’s interior, children at Fount 

Nursery venture out and about every 
day, visiting places such as London 
Fields to run around in the fresh air, the 
V&A Museum of Childhood or local 
traders to collect fresh food for their 
lunchtime meal. With ‘extra-curricular’ 
activities such as Stretch yoga, 
Baby Sensory and forest school also 
provided, and regular cooking sessions 
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from the crowd: “We decided we 
weren’t going to cut corners, and 
that we would deliver something 
that was true to parents in Hackney,” 
Rachel explains. This meant creating 
an environment, and an atmosphere, 
in tune with parents’ sensibilities, as 
well as one that supported children’s 
learning. While you should never judge 
a book by its cover, or a nursery by its 
aesthetics alone, it’s impossible not 
to be impressed by Fount Nursery’s 
interior. Its open-plan layout, palette 
of natural colours and selection 
of vintage furniture and resources 
manages simultaneously to be both 
calming and stimulating to children, 
and appealing to mums and dads. 

“When Elena said she wanted to 
open a nursery, I said, ‘I’ll deliver you 
something completely unique,’” Rachel 
tells us. “Hackney has an amazing 
diversity – we have creatives, writers, 
artists, bankers, and in their houses 
they have an eclectic mix of antiques 
and modern art, and that’s what we’ve 
replicated. We’ve also steered away 
from bright colours as much as we can 
– children don’t like them, so why do 
nurseries use them?” 
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TALKING POINTS

      Expert staff                 
Many of Fount Nursery’s practitioners 
hold degrees, and the team includes a 
qualified primary school teacher, well 
equipped to support children as they 
approach the transition to Reception, 
and a Montessori-trained specialist. 
Alongside them, the setting can also call 
upon the talents of Kerryann Dunlop 
(pictured), a Fifteen-trained (fifteen.net) 
Jamie Oliver chef, who both prepares 
children’s meals and leads them in their 
culinary-based learning.

      Early struggles         
Opening a nursery isn’t a straightforward process; it requires determination and 
patience. With Fount Nursery, planning wrangles that threatened to derail the project led 
to Elena and Rachel arguing their case at Hackney Council (and refusing to leave till they 
got their way), while later, a two-month wait for Ofsted’s registration visit cost them 
time and money as parents were forced to go elsewhere.

       Eat, Play, Shop         
The vision for Fount London is 
encapsulated in its ‘Eat, Play, Shop’ 
tag-line: alongside Fount Nursery and 
Il Cudega there’s also a pop-up shop 
space for local businesses. “The idea is 
that parents can drop their children off, 
buy something and then sit down for 
food and coffee,” Rachel says. “Fount 
London is the mother of the project, 
and Fount Nursery is the heart.”
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        All change   
Fount Nursery’s interior has been lovingly crafted, but it’s not an immovable work 
of art – it’s continually adapted to keep children engaged. Furniture is moved 
around on a regular basis, and toys and resources are refreshed, with plastic 
shunned in favour of items with more character and interest. “We’ve got a wonky, 
push-around lion from the 1940s; the kids love him!” Rachel tells us.
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is included in the cost of a place. 
While the setting’s fees are higher 
than those of its local competition, 
they have been reduced in recent 
times to attract more parents, and 
Elena and Rachel admit that their 
commitment to quality has an impact 
on their bottom line. They continue 
to review their approach with an eye 
on making savings, but are adamant 
that any changes they make will 
not lower their high standards. “We 
could cut corners, cut the classes 
and others things, and we’d still be 
full because there’s a shortage of 
nursery places here, but we don’t 
want to do that,” Elena says. 

“It’s not only about money,” 
Rachel explains. “Our profit margin 
is smaller than it could be, but we’re 
delivering something unique and 
that means we have more credibility. 
We want it to be perfect on every 
level because this is something we 
believe in.”

It’s early days for Fount Nursery, 
but Elena and Rachel already have 
an eye on growing a brand they feel 
has the potential to attract parents 
across London and beyond. At the 
same time both are conscious of the 
need to build on strong foundations: 
“We’ll only look to grow when this 
nursery is watertight,” Rachel says. 
“This has to work first, to give us the 
confidence to open up a second site.”

“We’re still learning,” Elena 
agrees. “We don’t claim to be 
perfect or anything – we’ve got to 
wait for that day!”
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on the menu, this is early education 
packed with rich experiences.

A lot of money has been, and 
continues to be, spent at Fount 
Nursery to deliver a premium service. 
The staff team is well qualified (see 
Talking Points), food is bought fresh 
and virtually everything children need 
(nappies, wipes, creams and milk, plus 
the aforementioned visits and activities) 
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Elena Mackey,  
Owner            

“We’re not behind the scenes 
owners, we’re here. I’m in the 

nursery most of the time, 
wandering round or sitting in 
the office to see what’s going 
on. I do all the show-rounds 

as well – I’ve met every parent 
who has come through the 

door in the last six months. I 
think they like that Rachel and 

I are involved, because we’re 
parents too.”

Rachel Munro Peebles, 
Owner      

“The reason we’re filling 
up fast is because we’re 

giving people something in 
a nursery that hasn’t been 
seen before; that’s what 

we keep being told. It’s an 
amazing thing we’ve created 

here. It’s such hard work, 
but when a parent says their 

child has had an amazing 
time, that they love dropping 

him off, that makes it all 
worthwhile.”

MEET  
THE TEAM

       Setting fees        
“We started off at a premium level,” 
Rachel says of Fount Nursery’s fees, 
“but parents were telling us, ‘We 
absolutely love it, but we can’t afford 
you.’ We made the decision to drop 
our fees in March, and all of a sudden, 
that was it. Now we’re only slightly 
more expensive than the market rate, 
but have a waiting list already...”
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