
WHOA NELLIE!
A LOWER EAST SIDE SEX WORKER 

PROVIDES THE PROSECUTION 
WITH THE ALLEGED MURDERER’S 

OPPORTUNITY
By NINA and HOWARD BROWN

In our previous articles concerning the trial of Ameer 
Ben Ali, we presented the first known and published 
photograph of Ali (who was convicted under the 
name of ‘George Frank’) and his eventual release and 
exoneration. The entry in this issue of Ripperologist 
takes us to the trial which would decide the fate of 
Ameer Ben Ali for the next eleven years. 

The trial began in late June 1891. The focus of this 
piece is the person who may have had more of an impact 
on Ali’s imprisonment than the long-winded and, frankly, 
inconclusive medical testimony by the prosecution. That 
person was prostitute Nellie English.

What follows is the account of English’s stint in the 
witness stand. One newspaper account mentioned that 
‘no-one seems to know’ much about Nellie English in the 
Fourth Ward. We continue to investigate.



Brooklyn Times Union 
July 1, 1891

‘The third day of the trial of Ameer Ben Ali, alias 
‘Frenchy’, promises to be full of interest. Yesterday a lot 
of evidence was introduced, tending to show that Frenchy 
carried a knife similar to the one in evidence. But the most 
damaging testimony was that made by Nellie English, who 
said that on the night she occupied a room in the East River 
Hotel with Frenchy the latter left her several times during 
the night and visited other rooms on the same floor.’



New York Herald 
July 5, 1891

‘His behavior, when confronted with English, the 
woman who had been with him in the Fourth Ward Hotel 

several months before the crime [Brown’s murder] was 
committed, and who testified as to the manner in which 
the Arab crept around the corridor peeping into the 
rooms, showed that he knew well that her evidence was 
very strong corroboration of his guilt. It showed that he 
knew the intricacies of the crooked corridor well, that 
he could find his way about without a candle and that he 
was in the habit of peeping into the bedrooms, for what 
purpose we do not know, but surely for no good purpose.’



COURT OF CENTRAL SESSIONS 
CITY & COUNTY OF NEW YORK

The People vs George Frank 
Indicted for Murder

Indictment filed May 18, 1891

Testimony of Nellie English 
Friday June 30, 18911

NELLIE ENGLISH, a witness called on behalf of the 
People, being duly sworn, testified as follows.

Direct Examination by Mr. Wellman [Francis Wellman, 
Assistant District Attorney]

W: Nellie, do you know this man, the defendant here?

NE: Yes, sir.

W: What name do you know him by?

NE: He told me his name was George.

W: When did you first see him, how long ago?

NE: About one month before this trouble.

1 dc.lib.jjay.cuny.edu/index.php/Detail/Object/Show/object_ 
 id/3765.
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Assistant District Attorney Francis Wellman

W: Please keep your voice up.

NE: About one month before this trouble.

W: About one month before Carrie Brown was reported 
to have died?

NE: Yes, sir.

W: Where did you see him about a month before [the 
Brown murder]?

Mr. House [for the defense] Objected to the question.

The Court [Mr Smyth, presiding Judge] sustained the 
objection.

The Court: You have got two or three objections to this 
line.

House: Isn’t it necessary for us to take it to each witness?

The Court: You may consider it as applying to each witness. 
I told you before, whether it appeared on the minutes or 
not, that I would allow an objection and exception to the 
same line of testimony where you have already taken 
objections and exceptions.

W: Where did you see him?

NE: I met him on Oliver Street.

W: Did you ever meet him at the East River Hotel?

NE: Yes, sir, I did.

W: Will you please speak up?

NE: I met him at Oliver Street. My heart troubles me. I 
cannot speak any louder.

W: I saw him when I met him on Oliver Street, near South. 
Did you ever meet him at the East River Hotel?

NE: The day that I met him he took me there.

W: Who rang the bell [at the entrance to the hotel]?

NE: He did himself.

W: He rang the bell?

NE: Yes, sir.

W: Who went in first?

NE: He did.

W: Did you go upstairs?

NE: Yes, sir.

W: What floor?

NE: On the top floor [Fourth floor], Room 28.

W: Did anyone from the hotel go upstairs with you?

NE: No, sir.

The Court: Who had the key to that room, or was there a 
key to it?

NE: Yes, sir, there is a key at the desk as you go in.

The Court: Did he get the key?

NE: He got the key, I could not say for sure who it was from.

W: He got the key at the desk, but you could not say for 
sure who it was from?

NE: No, sir.

W: I didn’t ask you anything that was said up there. I 
simply want you to say what he did up there, while no one 
was with you – not in relation to you, but in relation to the 
hotel.

Objected to. Objection overruled. Exception.

W: Did you see him leave Room 28?

NE: Yes sir, he did.

The Court: Did he go into Room 28?

NE: Yes sir.

Judge Smyth
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The Court: Did you go in with him?

NE: Yes sir.

The Court: Did you remain there for any length of time?

NE: Yes, sir.

The Court: And about how long?

NE: I did not intend to stay all night.

The Court: You did not intend to stay all night?

NE: Until morning.

The Court: What time was it when you went in?

NE: About eight o’ clock, I think.

The Court: Eight o’clock in the evening and you remained 
there until the next morning?

NE: Yes sir.

The Court: What time in the morning did you leave?

NE: About eight or nine in the morning.

The Court: Did he remain with you during the night?

NE: Yes sir.

Wellman: Now, did he during the night leave Room 28?

NE: Very often and went around the hallway and feeling 
the door and listening.

Objected to. Objection overruled. Exception

W: You saw him?

NE: I did, yes.

W: You saw him?

NE: I am positive I seen him.

W: You saw him go around and feel the doors?

NE: Yes sir, and stand outside and listen like this... I never 
had any such night like this in my life.

W: Did you see him go into any room?

NE: Yes sir, I did

W: What room did he go into?

NE On the other side [Note: the door number is illegible in 
the trial transcript. Possibly Room 31].

W: Was there anybody in there?

NE: Yes sir.

W: Who?

NE: I don’t know her name but I know her by sight

W: Was it a woman?

NE: Yes sir.

W: What did you do?

NE: I went outside and called him.

W: Go on....

NE: He came out and he went downstairs for beer and 
I waited to see who she was, if I would know her, and 

when he came out I spoke to her and I said she was a very 
foolish woman.

W: Never mind what you said. You had one conversation 
with her?

NE: Yes sir.

W: How many times in all did you say that he left that 
room during the twelve hours that you were there?

NE: Several times.

W: How many times?

NE: I presume it must have been six or seven times that he 
got up during the night and went out in the hall.

CROSS EXAMINATION 
By Mr. Friend (Defense)

Emanuel Friend

F: Your name?

NE: Mrs. Nellie English.

F: Where do you live, Nellie?

NE: 52 Oliver Street, but I have been living in Brooklyn all 
my life pretty near.

F: You lived there all your life in 52?

NE: No,sir... in Brooklyn.

F: You live in 52 Oliver Street. How long have living there?

NE: A little while.
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F: How long?

NE: But my last place of residence was in Mulberry Street, 
#40.

The Court: When did you leave there?

NE: Just before I got arrested, sir, before I came here.

The Court: Before you were put in the House of Detention 
[also known as The Tombs]?

NE: Yes, sir.

Friend: Before that where did you live?

NE: I used to stop occasionally at Mrs. Crane’s, 42 Oliver 
Street.

F: Now, Nellie you have been in the East River Hotel a 
number of times in your life, haven’t you?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: Sure?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: And with gentlemen friends, I presume?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: Well, during the last year can you tell how many times 
you have been in that hotel with gentlemen friends?

NE: How many times I was in there?

F: About how many times? 

[No answer]

The Court: During the last year?

NE: I really couldn’t tell you that.

F: It was so many times that you could not think of them, 
is that not so?

NE: I can’t remember.

F: How many times have you been on the top floor of the 
hotel during the last year with friends?

NE: Several times.

F: Well... when you say several, do mean a hundred?

NE: No sir, I mean about seven or eight.

F: Seventy or eighty?

NE: Seven or eight.

By Wellman: Six or seven, she says.

Friend: How many times were you on the top floor of the 
hotel?

NE: About seven or eight times.

F: When was the first time that you were in this hotel, on 
the top floor, and whom were you there with?

NE: Inside of a year, did you say?

F: Yes.

NE: I couldn’t tell you, I can’t remember.

F: You can’t remember?

NE: No, sir.

F: Can you tell me about the fore part of the present year 
who you were up there with on the top floor?

The House of Detention: ‘The Tombs’
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NE: No, sir.

F: As a matter of fact you can’t tell us anybody you were 
with in that hotel but the defendant, is not that true? He is 
about the only one?

NE: I remember that man’s face.

F: You remember him now?

NE: Yes sir, I seen his face in the paper. I thought it was a 
resemblance, the same one I had seen.

F: From the picture?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: What picture?

NE: In the beginning, I thought I had seen that man and his 
face looked familiar.

F: When you first saw his picture in the newspapers?

NE: When I seen it, sometimes in the papers, I made up my 
mind that there was a resemblance.

F: You made up your mind that there was a resemblance?

NE: I said, “I have seen him somewhere before.”

F: It didn’t occur to you at that time that he was one to 
whom you had extended favors?

NE: Only the face looked familiar and just about when I 
seen him. I thought his face looked familiar to me, it was 
someone I had seen before.

F: Now you remember going to that hotel with somebody, 
whose name you can’t at present describe, besides this 
man?

NE: Sometimes, I might think of someone.

F: Some time you might think of it?

NE: Some time if I might think of it.

F: You remember that those whom you took to that hotel 
always went ahead of you, don’t you?

NE: Sometimes I might, but that I can’t say about.

F: Can’t you refer to some instance where a party that you 
took to that hotel went up ahead of you? 

(No answer)

By the Court: Can’t you recollect any time when the man 
went upstairs first and you followed them?

NE: No sir.

By Friend: You don’t know whether the other men that 
went up that hotel with you went up before you or after 
you?

NE: Some went up before.

F: You always paid particular attention to that, to see who 

goes up first?

NE: No sir. I did not pay no particular attention. You asked 
me a question and I am answering you.

F: That is not directly impressed upon your mind whether 
the gentleman goes up ahead of you of behind you?

NE: Some had gone up ahead of me and some after me.

F: And those who went up ahead of you and those who 
went up behind you, you also remember?

NE: Some gentleman that is not familiar with the place, I 
show. I know where some rooms are and I show them.

F: How long have you knwon that hotel?

NE: I have been going there for the last four years, off and 
on. I know most every room in the hotel.

F: You know most every room in the hotel. Now, when you 
know a hotel that you are acquainted with, you go ahead 
and lead the way?

NE: Providing the gentleman doesn’t know where the 
room is, I show myself.

F: And this hotel you know?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: Are you very certain that you didn’t go upstairs first?

NE: The man rang the bell and went upstairs first.

F: Do you remember there is a step there, is there not?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: Do you remember his putting his left foot first or his 
right foot?

NE: I can’t say about that. I didn’t notice that.

F: Won’t you try and think and see whether you did not 
notice that?

NE: I did not look at the gentleman’s foot to see if he put it 
up. I know that he rang the bell and went in first.

F: Did he wait up at the head of the stairs for you to come 
up?

NE: He waited downstairs.

F: You followed him right upstairs?

NE: Yes sir, I followed him right up.

F: And he escorted you into this room, room 28?

NE: Room 28.

F: About what hour of the night was this?

NE: Eight o’clock.

F: Eight o’clock?

NE: In the evening.

Write for Ripperologist! 
Send your articles to contact@ripperologist.co.uk
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F: He doesn’t speak English?

NE: He could understand me very soon. I could understand 
most everything he said. He told me he was a Spaniard.

F: As though he was a Spaniard?

NE: He told me that he was a Spaniard.

F: He told you that he was a Spaniard.

NE: Yes sir, I believed him.

F: As the result of your portion of the night’s entertainment, 
will you kindly tell me how much money this defendant 
gave you?

NE: He told me he would ---------- on me during the day, all 
he gave me was one dollar. I didn’t intend on staying with 
him all night. He locked the door and kept the key – any 
time he was in the room.

F: He had spent a good deal of money on you?

NE: In drinking, he had spent a good deal of money. How it 
was I managed to stay steady... [cut off by Friend]

F: Where do you live now?

NE: I have been staying – My place of residence – is 40 
Mulberry Street.

F: Oliver Street?

NE: I went down with a young lady friend of mine.

F: You are down there in the neighborhood of the Fourth 
Hotel every day, aren’t you?

NE: Not every day.

F: Nearly every day?

NE: Occasionally.

F: You are down there three or four times a week?

NE: Yes sir, two or three times a week.

F: Are you locked up in the House of Detention?

NE: Yes sir.

F: How long have you been there?

NE: Two months last Sunday.

F: Two months last Sunday?

NE: Yes sir.

F: Nellie, you have been arrested, I presume?

NE: Yes sir, I have.

F: How many times have you done service?

NE: Well, I have about seven or eight times, intoxication, 
always short times.

F: Always for intoxication or disorderly conduct?

NE: Since I was arrested for the officer said that was 
soliciting and the other times for intoxication.

F: You were convicted of that?

NE: Yes, sir.

F: The officer was mistaken, you were not soliciting?

NE: That was what I was convicted of, but I was talking to 
a friend at the time, and once a gentleman took me and 
charged – once I was arrested, charged with having taken 
eleven dollars from a man, but the man withdrew the 
charge.

By The Court: Were you discharged?

NE: Yes sir, he found out he had made a mistake.

End of Nellie English’s testimony.



L-R: District Attorney De Lancey Nicoll; Frederick House and Abe Levy, defense lawyers
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NELLIE ENGLISH IN THE RECORDS

Census

1900 Census – Manhattan – New York – New York –  
344 Water Street

Age - 42 
Birth Date & Place - September 1858, New York 
Female, White, Single, Boarder 
Father’s Birth Place – Ireland 
Mother’s Birth Place – Ireland 
Occupation – Day Working, Unemployed 6 Months 
Can Read, Write & Speak English

Year: 1900; Census Place: Manhattan, New York, New York; Page:9; 
Enumeration District:0017; FHL microfilm:1241080.

Inmates Almshouses (Blackwell’s Island)

Last Residence – 343 Water Street 
Physical Condition - Sick 
Age – 48 
Born – abt.1854, U.S. 
Female, White, Single, Can Read & Write, Catholic, 
Domestic 
Admission Date - 4 March 1902, New York City 
Father’s Birth Place – Ireland - Butcher 
Mother’s Birth Place – Ireland 
Relation or Friend – Mrs. Scott, 343 Water Street, New 
York City

New York State Archives; Albany, New York;Census of Inmates 
in Almshouses and Poorhouses, 1875-1921; Series:A1978; 
ReelA1978:112; Record Number:19/655.

Death Index

Age – 48 
Birth Year – abt 1854 
Death Date – 8 May 1902 
Death Place – Manhattan, New York, USA 
Certificate Number - 14573

Ancestry.com: New York, New York, Extracted Death Index, 1862-1948.



Frenchy was released on 22nd April 1902: sixteen days 
later, Nellie English died..

Carrie Brown

Ameer Ben Ali

Visit How Brown’s new website devoted entirely to the Carrie Brown murder,  
Ali trial, and the infamous East River Hotel at www.carriebrown.net
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