Beginnings 1889-1924

80 years of the Wernick Group

outgoing and extrovert husband. Although Sam
would learn to speak perfect English, Bertha
never lost her accent. The couple brought with
them their first son, Solomon, always known as
Solly, who had been born in Poland on 30 June
1913. (Six more children would follow: three
daughters, Yetta, born in 1915, Sadie, born in
1916, and Joan, born in 1923; and three sons,
Nathan, born in 1918, Joseph, born in 1921, and
Lionel, born in 1928 .)

1 Beginnings 1889-1914

In 1902, when Samuel Wernick first landed in
England with his elder brother Joseph, he came
not as a refugee but as a visitor. Sam’s uncle,
Joseph, had sought asylum in England in the
early 1880s. He had settled amongst an
established Jewish community in the East End of
London where he ran a flourishing baker’s shop.
He had invited his two young nephews (Sam was
only thirteen years old) to come over and spend
time working for him in the shop.
The family Joseph Wernick left behind lived in
Warsaw, the capital of Poland, although the
country had been part of the Russian empire
since the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The
country also formed part of what was known as
the Pale of Settlement, a vast tract of land
covering the empire’s fifteen westernmost
provinces. In the 1880s this was home to nearly
five million Jews, whose lives were
circumscribed by a plethora of discriminatory
rules and regulations. Many had already left for
a better life elsewhere, with 350,000 believed to
have emigrated during the 1870s, most ending
up in the United States.
In May 1881 the Russian tsar, Alexander II, was
assassinated. Although there was only one Jew
amongst the assassins, it was the Jews who
suffered most from the subsequent backlash.
The repressive reaction of the new tsar,
Alexander III, caused the expulsion of thousands
of Jews from their villages, and resultant
overcrowding in the towns to which they
were sent.
For many more Jews, the further decline in their
quality of life prompted a massive increase in
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emigration. This time many of those who
crossed the North Sea decided to settle in
Britain. Amongst them were Joseph Wernick and
his wife Rebecca, who headed for the wellestablished Jewish community in London’s East
End. In the twenty years between 1881 and
1901 the immigrant Jewish population in the
UK is estimated to have increased from 15,000
to 95,000.
In the East End, the tightly packed Jewish
quarter was concentrated in the streets leading
off Petticoat Lane, although Joseph and Rebecca
headed for the community centred on Tenter
Ground, south of Whitechapel Road. With
Jewish neighbours on every side, all speaking
the same language and sharing the same
religion and traditions, the Wernicks made their
home in 9 Coke Street, and it was here in 1884
that their eldest son Ruben was born. By then
the community was expanding to accommodate
the steady influx of immigrants, and by the turn
of the century it was reckoned that nearly one in
three residents in Whitechapel was Jewish.
Although the area became overcrowded,
housing conditions were often squalid and the
immigrants often received less than a warm
welcome from the citizens of their host nation,
they had at last found a refuge from repression.
Born in 1889, Sam was one of five sons and
three daughters born to Issa and Miriam
Wernick in Warsaw. Sam and his brother Joseph,
who was three years older, were following in the
footsteps of many thousands of their fellow Jews
when they sailed across the North Sea in 1899.
They would have been greeted enthusiastically

A young Sam Wernick.

by their uncle and aunt, squeezing into their
small house, already home to the seven-strong
family and their servant Leah. The
two boys worked for a shilling a
week plus their boots.

By now there were some 300,000 Jews in Britain.
They may have seen the country as a safe haven
but many Jews still suffered anti-Semitic taunts
and discrimination from their non-Jewish
neighbours. They continued to find safety in
numbers in Jewish enclaves in major cities,
including Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham,
Leeds and Glasgow. Sam, Bertha and Solly rented
a house in Plumbers Row, Whitechapel, lying
between Commercial Road and Whitechapel
Road, just a few minutes’ walk from uncle
Joseph’s baker’s shop. A little later they moved to
Duke Street, close to Aldgate, and it was here
they were living when war broke out.

Joseph Wernick's
baker's shop in Coke
Street in the East
End of London.

The experience made a marked
impression on both boys.
Although they returned to
Poland, they were determined
that one day they too would
follow the example of their uncle
Joseph and seek their fortune
in Britain.
The boys stayed in Poland almost
until the eve of the First World
War. When they returned to
Britain, they came with their
brides, having married sisters:
Bertha, who was Sam’s wife, and
Shanka, who was married to
Joseph. Bertha was bright and
intelligent but quieter than her
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during his time as a poultry dealer. Armed with
this experience, he set up in business after his
discharge as a kosher butcher at 202 Kensington
Park Road, in London’s Notting Hill. But the
1920s was not the easiest time for starting up a
new business, particularly in an area that was
poor and run-down, quite unlike today’s
fashionable, upmarket and expensive part
of town.
Instead, Sam and Joseph returned to poultry
dealing, travelling to mid-Wales to pick up old
hens long past laying for a shilling apiece, and
taking them back to the East End, where they
sold them to the local kosher butchers. It would
have been hard work. Motor traffic was still
scarce, with just 150,000 motor goods vehicles
on the road in the early 1920s, and the vehicles
themselves were primitive and unreliable. Longdistance haulage could be a hair-raising
experience, driving vehicles with under-powered
engines, brakes fitted only to the rear wheels,
and no windscreen wipers. Journeys at an
average speed of just 12 mph on often
unmetalled roads seemed to take forever, with
drivers often working all day and all night.

During the late
1920s Sam Wernick
made his living from
dealing in poultry.
Judging from this
photograph, taking
hens back to London
from the middle
of Wales must have
been a slow,
uncomfortable and
precarious business.

On 4 August 1914 Britain declared war on
Germany. Men from Jewish families established
in the UK for several generations believed they
should fight for their country and many of them
were quick to enlist. By the end of the war more
than 55,000 Jews were serving in the British
armed forces. Sam Wernick was not amongst
them. As an alien immigrant without citizenship,
he was forbidden from serving on the front line.
Instead, Sam was making a living dealing in
poultry, capitalising on the particular fondness of
the Jewish community for chicken soup.
This situation changed following the revolution
in Russia in 1917, after which Britain viewed the
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Bolshevik state as an enemy. In April 1918 the 8th
and 9th Russian Labour Battalions were formed
from aliens of Russian origin living in the UK. The
two battalions were separated, one based in
Kent, the other in south Wales, apparently in
case they came together and began spreading
revolution. Sam Wernick was called up for
service into the 9th Battalion on 27 September
1918, just six weeks before the end of the war,
when he was a little more than 29 years old. He
was discharged on 22 November 1918.
It is said that Sam learned butchery during his
service but it was so short that it seems more
likely that he had already picked up the trade

Sam was never afraid of hard work. As well as
the long hours he put into driving back and forth
to the East End, he also turned his hand to
making the wooden crates for carrying the hens.
He was so practical that his wife Bertha would
say to him, ‘Samuel, you have golden hands!’
When one farmer asked him how much he paid
for his crates, Sam told him, ‘Don’t be a bloody
fool! I make them myself!’ But the question
prompted Sam and his brother to begin selling
the crates, priced at a shilling each, from the
roadside.
Sam obviously decided that selling poultry crates
to Midlands poultry farmers had more of a
future than selling old hens to the kosher
butchers of the East End. His youngest son Lionel
recalled that the family moved to Oswestry, a
small town on the Welsh border west of
Shrewsbury, when Lionel was two years old in

1930. Sam and his family shared the same semidetached house with his brother Joseph, his wife
and four children. Eighteen months later the
family moved again, putting a pin in a map and
settling on Wolverhampton, a larger town better
located for sending poultry to London. For ten
shillings a week Sam rented a house in
Prestwood Road from the local brewery, which
owned the pub, The Prestwood Arms, next door.
When the brewery wanted the property back to
expand the pub, the family left with £50
compensation, and moved to a larger house at
127 Waterloo Road, with a spacious back garden.
While Joseph carried on working with Sam, he
also ran the poultry business, employing his own
son, known as ‘Big Solly’ to distinguish him from
‘Little Solly’, Sam’s son, to drive the hens to
London. Lionel Wernick remembered
accompanying his uncle back from Wellington in
Shropshire to Wolverhampton, the two dozen
hens Joseph had just bought flapping around
excitedly in the back of the car.

Waterloo Road,
Wolverhampton,
where Sam Wernick
founded the business
that became the
Wernick Group.

The early 1930s were even more difficult. In
1931-32 the level of unemployment averaged
fifteen per cent, compared with a maximum rate
of a little over eight per cent during the most
recent recession. In reality the figures were even
worse, since the official statistics covered only
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insured workers. Many families experienced long
periods of extreme poverty in an era without the
safety nets brought by the post-war Beveridge
settlement.

Bertha Wernick,
wife of Sam.

Sam Wernick just about kept the business afloat.
As Lionel remembered, the family was ‘totally
impoverished’. Every year his birthday present
was a new shirt. His sister regularly pawned the
Sabbath candlesticks during the week to raise
money for food, reclaiming them in time for the
next Sabbath. Although food was often scarce,
Bertha was a resourceful woman as well as a
good cook, and her children rarely went without
anything to eat. And the
Wernick household was also a
lively one. For Eileen Wernick,
who later married Sam’s son
Joe, the bright, vibrant, open
and friendly Wernick family
was a complete contrast with
her own rather more straitlaced home life. The Waterloo
Road house was only a few
hundred yards from
Wolverhampton Wanderers’
ground and the boys fell in love
with football. In later years the
firm’s vans and lorries boasted
a livery of the Wolves colours
of gold and black. On the other
hand, Lionel could also
remember listening at the age
of six or seven to his brothers
and sisters debating whether Ravel’s Bolero was
anything more than mere rhythm. This eclectic
range of interests was perhaps in line with what
Sam told his children, that ‘in any activity you
rely on your fellow man, and you will only
succeed by understanding the values of your
fellow man’.
Sam was also resourceful. When the family
moved from Prestwood Road, Sam brought to
Waterloo Road a couple of doors from the old
house. In the back garden of Waterloo Road he
turned them into his first poultry shed. He also
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bought the eight feet by three feet boxes used to
import cheap Polish eggs, taking out the nails
and using the timber to make more sheds. The
boxes, stuffed with straw, often smelled strongly
of rotten eggs, but sometimes a precious good
egg was found. By 1933, Sam was confident
enough to put up a hoarding at the front of the
house that declared, ‘Sheds For Sale – Enquire
Within’. This has always been seen as the
beginning of the business that became today’s
Wernick Group. But the business had a difficult
start, and there were often weeks when not a
single shed was sold, leaving the family to live on
little more than fresh air.
By 1936 Sam Wernick’s was one of nine
businesses listed in the Staffordshire County
Directory as makers of portable buildings. Lionel
Wernick remembered his father sending off for
catalogues from all the major shed
manufacturers, cutting out the pictures and,
puffing away on his pipe at the kitchen table,
mixing flour and water together to paste them
into his own home-made catalogue, carefully
writing down his own descriptions and prices.
Sam and Bertha were strong believers in
education, wanting their boys to have what they
had been denied. They encouraged them to stay
on at school and aspire to further education, but
in the end only one of them, Lionel, would leave
school for university. All four boys won places to
Wolverhampton Grammar School. Solly, a
schoolboy boxing and snooker champion, had an
unconventional streak, and developed a love of
gambling, at which he would later be very
successful. Very bright, he was often suggesting
better ways of doing things to his father, who
would usually respond, ‘Listen, Solly, don’t you
come here with your gambling ways!’ Times
were too hard for Solly to have any other choice
than help out his father in the business. When
the Second World War broke out, Solly was
ineligible to serve in the armed forces since he
had never become a British citizen. Born in
Poland when it was part of Russia, Solly was in
theory an enemy alien, in constant threat of

internment until Germany invaded Russia and
Russia joined the Allies. Instead, he was sent to a
factory making Wellington bombers in
Pontypridd in Wales until he was released to
come back and help out at Waterloo Road after
Sam had seriously injured his hand in an accident
in the workshop.
Nat too was a keen sportsman. As a ballboy at
the local tennis tournament in the summer of
1934, he was able to get the autograph of that
year’s winner of the Wimbledon men’s singles
title, Fred Perry, the last Briton to win the title
until Andy Murray in 2013. Nat won a place to
study economics at University College, Hull, then
an external college of the University of London.
He also won the valuable scholarship that would
have enabled him to take up his place. But
events conspired against him. As a member of
the Territorial Army, he was called up on the
declaration of war in September 1939. Sent to
France with the British Expeditionary Force, and
employed as an interpreter – he was adept at
languages – he was amongst the men evacuated
from Dunkirk, wading out to the small boats
waist deep in water, striving to keep his precious
cigarettes dry. Committing the sin of returning to
camp a day late from leave, which lost him his
commission, he was sent to the Middle East,
where he was wounded. He saw action in
Greece where, following the arrival of the
Germans, he left on a raft with two colleagues,
both of whom perished before he was picked up.
An artillery gunner, he went back to France on DDay but ended his active service in the City of
London, where he used his skills to bring down
the V1 flying bombs and V2 rockets which
brought fear and distress to the capital during
the final months of the war. Nat married his wife
Hetty while on leave during the war, and never
did take up his place at university.
At the liberation of Brussels in 1944, Nat had met
up with his brother Joe, an officer in the Royal
Engineers. Like Solly, Joe had left school at 16
since he was expected to find a job to bring
much-needed money into the Wernick

household. He found employment in the
research laboratory of Tubes Ltd (later part of the
TI Group). He showed promise, becoming
interested in metallurgy, and was given the
opportunity to study part-time for a degree at
the Wolverhampton and Staffordshire Technical
College (now the University of Wolverhampton).
He won the silver medal for the best student in
his age group in the country. When war broke
out, he was in a reserved occupation, but he was
determined to join up. He served in Europe after
D-Day, ending up in the German city of Hanover,
where he too acted as an interpreter. In the
meantime, he had married his sweetheart Eileen
in 1942. Tubes Ltd kept his job open for him but

Top - Nat Wernick
(centre back) with his
fellow soldiers in the
Egyptian desert with
the 8th Army in 1942.
Nat Wernick on the
far right with friends
in Israel in the late
1940s.
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