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Sonia Lee Interviewed by Rebecca Lewis

Since its inception, 25 years ggo, the
shul nursery has become an impartant
part of the community, with hundreds
of the local great and good going
through its doors, as pupils and staff.

Sonia Lee co-founded Hale Mursery
25 years ago with 3 other members
af the Shul. She continued to work
at the nursery for many years as
teacher and head, teaching
generations of the community's
children. | asked her about how it all
began:

We realised that children in the
community were really not
getting any form of Jewish
education. North Cheshire was
not so popular with families in
Hale at the time and we felt that
at least if we could give children
a Jewish education and
environment before they began
school we could start to instil a
love for Judaism.

S0 we advertised in the Jewish
Telegraph for teachers and Liz
Morris applied and became head
of the nursery. At first there
were only 4 pupils who were all
children of the staff! We certainly
weren't fashionable at the time.
Parents were concerned that if
they sent their children to Hale
MNursery, it might affect their
chances of getting into
Manchester Grammar. Its really
amazing how dramatically things
have changed since then. Now
many parents are able to take
advantage of |ewish education
for the children but back then,
it was really a crazy idea.

What are your fondest memories of
the nursery?

Teaching and locking after my
own grandchildren was
wonderful. And the Channulah
concerts were really something
else. | used to love rewriting
lyrics to songs — from Fiddler on
the Roof or nursery rhymes and
the performances were fantastic.
One year, | re-wrote lyrics to
Sunrise, Sunset and Sarah
Ellenbogen came in and sang and
the children joined in with the
chorus — it was so moving. And
we were so ambitious. Susan
Sallon used to teach music and
loved organising the concerts
and accompanying on the piano.
The parents would be amared at
what their children could
achieve.

And do you still see many of the
children you taught?

All the time. And now many of
the children that | taught have
children of their own. It malkes
me very proud to see the
generations in Shul. | still get
stopped by adults who say, “Mrs
Lee! Don't you remember mel"
and | have to really try to work
out who they are — the last time
I might have seen them is when
they were 4 years old!

What do you think the legacy of the
nursery is?

Over the years, | believe that the
nursery has really brought the
parents closer to the community.
Hale Shul in those days was a
very average community and |

really believe that through the
nursery, we were able to engage
and educate families. Parents
have always loved the Shabbat
Parties and the children love it
when Rabbi Portnoy comes to
play his guitar. The children learn
so much about Judaism and they
feed it back to their parents. It's
changed the community in a
wonderful way.

Anne Rosenfield has been an
educator for young children throughout
her adult life. She started teaching at
the nursery in 1983 when her
daughter, Natalie was 2 and just
starting to attend the nursery. | asked
her what it was like:

At that time it was small — only
14 children on the books and it
was run with the parents.
Several of the staff had children
in the nursery and it was really
great fun. We worked very hard
but it was never achore. Parents
would come in to cook lunches —
it was very much a community
venture.

Although we were small, we
were always professional. We
were very conscious of giving the
children a good education and
integrating that with Judaism.
Over the years we developed
strong ties with North Cheshire
and we were like a miniature
school, using all areas of the old
shul building — the cheder rooms,
the portacabins, the hall. And
the really exhausting thing was
that each night we had to put
everything away and each
morning we would have to put

it all out again.
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