
Fire Constable George Merrett 

1879 - 1919 
Most of us probably knew our grandfather, the one you went 

to with your problems, that tricky piece of homework, a lift 

home when no one else wanted to venture out in the middle of 

the night or the man you always wanted to be because he was 

a Fireman, Policeman or Train Driver.  Some of us were even 

lucky enough to have known our great grandfather whilst, 

sadly, many never knew them at all and they remain just a 

name on the family tree. 

 

Early in 2014, knowing that many a Fire Service career has been inspired by an earlier generation, our 

colleagues in Avon Fire and Rescue Service were asked if they had any family stories to tell, which was how 

we learned of the Great Grandfather of a serving Firefighter who, according to a family story was “killed in a 

fire at a soap factory from smoke inhalation and burning to his lungs”.  

With his permission we can now tell you the story his very brave Great Grandfather, George Merrett.  

George was born in Bristol, the younger of two sons of Harbour Steam Tug Agent John Merrett and his second 

wife Priscilla (his first wife was Margaret with whom he had seven children) and Christened in St Mary 

Redcliffe, (the fairest, godliest and most famous Parish Church in England according to Queen Elizabeth the 

First) on 24th April 1879.  John was a mariner, born in Newnham, Gloucestershire and later became Master 

of a Home Trade Passenger Ship. Young George, his older brother Alfred Ernest, their parents and step sisters 

Ann and Kate lived at 2, Jubilee Place, St Mary Redcliffe where, ten years later, the same somewhat crowded 

house was “home” to seven Merretts plus a paying lodger! 

 

Kate left home only for two of the older boys, Daniel & William, to return and as the latter was a Gas Company 

Fireman, maybe the seeds of a future career had already been planted in the mind of the twelve year old George 

as it had with his brother who was to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a mariner. 
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In early 1901, Bristol Fire Constable George Merrett was living with his colleagues at Bridewell Police Station 

and was probably already courting his future wife Ethel Emma as the couple married on 8th April that year at 

the Parish Church of St Stephen, Bristol City before settling into married quarters in Silver Street, just around 

the corner from Bridewell and it was here that their son James Kelston was born in 1903 followed three years 

later by their daughter Eileen Ellice. Both children were christened at the same Church in which their parents 

had married. 

 

George, Emma and the children moved around with his postings, living for a while in Westbury on Trym 

Police Station before finally settling at St George Fire Station where they lived at 10, Northcott Road, St 

George.   

 

On 2nd August 1916 a devastating fire not only completely ruined Shipway & Sons Fancy Goods Shop, Old 

Market, Bristol, but almost destroyed the Pawn Brokers next door and it was at this incident that Fireman 

George Merrett’s bravery whilst trying to save the lives of four colleagues, was singled out by Police Fire 

Superintendent John Gotts. Although three were rescued, no one was able to save their Officer in Charge, 

Charles James Harrison. 

 

Friday 14 November 1919 started as an ordinary working day for 

the hundred or so employees of the St George based soap makers 

J. L. Thomas until an employee strayed too close to some 

inflammable material with a lighted taper and managed to set fire 

to the candle making department. 

Fire Crews from St George, Bedminster and Redland, under the 

command of Inspector Hyatt, arrived on the scene around 10am 

and by 1pm had managed to contain the fire, thus preventing it 

spreading to the soap house and nearby dwellings. Unfortunately, 

as well as extensive fire damage to the building, there were also 

three casualties, a young boy, prone to seizures, was removed on 

a stretcher after suffering an epileptic fit; a photographer who 

narrowly escaped serious injury from flying telephone wires and 

Fire Constable George Merrett, so overcome by the dense smoke 

and fumes that he needed the help of The St Johns Ambulance 

before being transferred to The Bristol Royal Infirmary. 

Tragically George never recovered from the irreparable damage 

to his lungs and died in hospital on 20th December 1919, aged 40.  

 

Ethel Emma never remarried and died in 1955 in Clevedon, 

Somerset. Her daughter, Eileen Ellice, carried on a long 

accepted Fire Service tradition when she also married a 

Fireman, who served with the AFS throughout WW2 and took 

similar risks to that of his father in law during the harrowing 

Bristol Blitz. The family recalled one particular close shave 

when his fire appliance narrowly missed being hit by an 

exploding bomb, fortunately no one was injured but it did leave 

a very large crater in the road.    

 

For some reason, George Merrett is not remembered on the Roll 

of Honour in Brigade Headquarters, maybe because he was not 

killed on duty but died later from his injuries. 


