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Figure 1 Florence Hancock 

I well remember my mother talking about her working days at Nestle’s Condensed 

Milk Factory in Chippenham and some of her work mates.  One name always stuck 

in my mind, that of Floss Hancock.  This was the name she was known by at 

Nestle’s but her real name was Florence Hancock.  Florence was born on 25th 

February 1893 in Factory Lane, Chippenham.  She was one of 14 children.  Her 

father was Jacob Hancock, cloth weaver and his second wife, Mary Pepler, nee 

Harding, who had also been married before.  Between them, her parents already had 

ten children from their earlier marriages.  Florence was the eldest child of this 

marriage and had two younger brothers and a sister whom she had to care for when 

both her parents died before she was eighteen.  She was educated at the local 

elementary school but she left at the age of 12 years and started work in a café as a 

washer up.  Two years later she left this job and went to work at the local Nestles 

Factory.  Here she was employed for 55 hours a week and for this earned a wage of 

under 6 shillings.  The factory never had a union but in January 1913 the Workers 

Union which organised less skilled workers, including women sent its woman 

organiser, Julia Varley, to hold a recruitment meeting at the factory.  



Florence was the only woman who attended the meeting and this proved to be the 

beginning of her lifetime’s involvement with the trade union movement.  Two of the 

male employees who had called the meeting were dismissed, which resulted in a 

strike. Florence became a member of the strike committee.  After a union branch 

was established at the factory she took on the role of dues collector and then 

secretary of the branch.  By 1917 she was full time organiser for the Workers Union 

and was district officer for Wiltshire.  Her interest in politics was influenced by her 

father when she was young.  In 1915 she joined the Independent Labour Party, and 

in the 1920’s was chair and the secretary of the Gloucester Labour Party as well as 

being very active in the Labour Party in the South West.  Although she kept her 

political interests she increasingly concentrated her work on the Trade Union 

movement, and when the Workers Union merged with the Transport and General 

Workers Union in 1929 she was made women’s officer in Bristol.  She held this post 

until 1942.  

Florence worked hard over the years for women in the Trades Union Movement and 

finally pressed the Trades Union Congress to set up a women’s advisory committee 

whose members would all be women.  This was agreed in 1931 at the Conference of 

Unions Enrolling Women, which she attended as a delegate from the TGWU, and 

she soon became a member of the committee.  From 1932 to 1958 she was a 

member of the general council of the Trade Union Congress and began to take a 

prominent part in a range of TUC activities.  She took a particular interest in the 

international trade union movement and visited many countries in her role as TUC 

nominee on the International Labour Organisation.  During and after the Second 

World War she was appointed to many posts in both the TGWU and the TUC. As a 

reward for her long service she was made chair of the general council of the TUC in 

1947-48  



 

Figure 2 TUC Women’s Advisory Committee 1951 Florence Hancock in the chair 

Florence was also a Governor of the BBC between 1956 and 1962, a director of the 

Daily Herald 1955-57, a director of Remploy Ltd., 1958-66, a J.P. and president of 

Hillcroft College. Many of these activities continued after her retirement from the 

TGWU and the general council of the TUC in 1958, when she was 65. Florence was 

honoured for her public service when in 1942 and 1947 she was appointed OBE and 

CBE respectively.  In 1951 she was made a Dame of the British Empire. With all her 

experience and knowledge of industrial organisation she was called upon frequently 

to sit on public bodies and to give evidence at investigations. She sat on numerous 

committees of inquiry, including the Royal Commission on Capital Punishment 1949-

53.  

Late in life, on 3 September 1964, Florence married John Donovan, the son of John 

Donovan, a stevedore, whom she had known for 30 years as a colleague in the 

TGWU.  They lived in Bristol.  Florence died on 14th April 1974, while visiting her 

sister in Chippenham. 


