
 

 

Preston Chronicle - Saturday 28 August 1880 

The report in the paper gives details in full the statements given by each party involved. 

What follows here is the father’s statement given in court and then sent to the Newpaper 

with his request they print it..  

THE EXTRAORDINARY POISONING CASE IN PRESTON 

.. An Inquest was held, at the Police Station, Lancaster Road, on Saturday afternoon, on the 

body of Arthur Derham, aged 17 years, of 177, Fylde Road, who died the previous morning 

from the effects of taking carbolic acid.  _ Mr. Parker (Messrs. Forshaw, and Parker), 

watched the case on behalf of the relatives of the deceased, and Mr Banks represented the 

Sisters from the Convent _ Winckley Square, there was also present  Dr. Gilbertson, 

Dr.Hammond, Mr. Sutterthwaite, and Mr. Oglethorpe.  

The first witness called as  

William Derham, a superannuated police officer, father of the deceased, who gave evidence 

substantially corroborating the statement as given below, which has been forwarded to us 

"William Derham, superannuated sergeant of the Lancashire Constabulary, makes the 

following statement,  

Viz. :-  On Wednesday last, the 18th August inst., about 10 p.m., I went to my tea at No. 177, 

Fylde-road. I and my son Arthur, who was 17 years of age, lodged there with Mrs. Margaret 

Melling, who is a widow. In the house I found two Sisters of Charity from the Convent, 

Winckley-square, whom I was told were Mrs. Melling's daughters. In about 20 minutes after I 

got to the house and having my tea, a cab drove up to the door out of which got two other 

Sisters of Charity, and a young women, who seemed unwell. They brought her into the 

house and immediately took her upstairs, they helping her. They also brought bed and 

bedding, and I saw one of the sisters bring several small parcels and also two bottles, and 

place them be on the kitchen table. The parcels which I saw opened contained biscuits, tea, 

sugar, mutton, and preserves. The bottles, I believe at the time, contained wine. As soon as 

they arranged the girl upstairs, which was about 15 or 20 minutes, they all left the house 

leaving the girl behind them. I heard no instructions given to any one as to the nature or the 

contents of the two bottles, nor could I learn what the girl's illness was. During the same 

evening the bottles were represented to me by Mrs. Melling as containing wine, who also 

said that she was instructed to supply some to the invalid girl upstairs. The girl was visited  

the following day by a medical gentleman (Dr. Hammond) but none of the sisters came. On 

the Thursday afternoon, Mrs. Melling handed me one of the bottles, representing it as wine, 

and asked me to take some of it. I took the bottle from her hand, I carefully tasted its 

contents, but spat out what I took immediately, and handed her the bottle back again. The 

two bottles were then on a chest of drawers in the kitchen, one on each side of a looking 

glass. On Friday morning, the 20th inst., my son Arthur got up as usual between five and six 

o'clock to go to his work. I saw him leave the room. He laid in the' same bed with myself. He 

was in his usual health, which was strong and robust. He might have been downstairs about 



20 minutes, as I had dozed to sleep when Mrs. Melling rushed into my bedroom, and called 

me to get up, as Arthur was either in a fit or dying. I rushed at once downstairs and there 

found my son on the kitchen floor unconscious and seemingly in great pain. I raised him in 

my arms, placed him in a chair, and ran for a doctor. When I got back he was dead. He was 

unconscious the whole time, and never spoke. My grievance is this - the girl brought by the 

Sisters of Charity was, at the time, in a convalescent state, suffering from scarlet fever, left in 

the house without giving me the slightest intimation of her complaint, and also leaving two 

bottles, one containing Condy's fluid, and the other carbolic acid, labelled " Saint Raphael 

Tannin Wine," without saying, so far as I could hear, what they contained – or of their 

dangerous qualities. The room into which the girl was taken was occupied by me as a sitting- 

room, next to my bedroom, and without asking or obtaining my leave or license for  doing so. 

The invalid girl was put into it after they had removed my chest and other things belonging to 

me into the next room - my bedroom. I also complain that the jurymen were taken from Mrs. 

Melling's nearest neighbours, who visited the corpse, singly, with Mrs. Melling, to show the 

body, and to give each at the same time her own version of the affair.  My impression is, and 

will remain so, that on the morning of my son's death, Mrs. Melling,  being downstairs, may 

have in his case, as she did in my case, present it to him thinking it was wine, and prevailed 

on the poor boy to drink it. She (Mrs. Melling) also gave it as wine to a Mrs. Heaps, who 

resides next door to her; but she, like me, acted cautiously, and did not drink from the bottle. 

I have thus lost my son, a fine young man, by the introduction of this invalid, and the two 

bottles of poison by the sisters into my unfortunate and humble place of residence. Along 

with the death, which is heartrending, I have also been put to the cost of something like £20 

in defraying the expense attached. My son, I feel certain, would not have meddled with the 

bottles of his own accord, for the simple reason that he had never in his life tasted 

intoxicating drink; nor could he be prevailed upon to do so. If the liquid were given to him as 

wine, as it was presented to me, he might have been prevailed on to take it. The ladies from 

the convent state that they left the bottles for disinfecting purposes; but not one drop of the 

contents had been used for that purpose. Nor was-there any inquiry made by the sisters as 

to why it was not used. I may also state that on Friday, the 20th, after my son's death, the 

girl was visited by Dr. Hammond, and very shortly after he had left the house a cab with two 

of the Sisters of Charity drove to the door, when they went upstairs and immediately brought 

the girl down with her bed and bedding, got her into the cab and drove away with her, 

leaving the house without making from me - who was in the bedroom with the corpse of my 

son, the smallest inquiry, or, in fact, without saying one and word either in sympathy or 

sorrow for what had ever occurred." 


