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Frank Wright's Ale in a super green color!

I started collecting bottles in the 1990s and really haven’t 

looked back since. I was collecting, probably like most, 

what I could find. I should say I started collecting what I 
could afford. There were many bottles that I found, but just 

couldn’t afford. (Insert frowny face) 

 

So my collection started with dug bottles, blob beers and 

Hutchinson bottles. I had to sell more than I could keep 

back in those days when I would dig for bottles. I still col-

lect Indiana blob beers and Indiana Hutches. However, I’ve 

expanded into the earlier things and more groups of early 

Indiana bottles. This brings me to the topic of this article:

Capital Brewing Frank Wright and his ale bottles. I saw 

my first ale bottle through an old-time collector named Bob 
Chaudon. He and my step-father (Billy Gonterman) were 

lifelong friends. I got to know Bob really well and was 

able to buy my first early flask from him. He let me choose 
between a scroll flask and a Washington/Taylor, I chose the 
latter. 

 

It wasn’t until years later that I was able to buy my first 
Indiana Ale, which happened to be embossed “Frank 

Wright’s Ale, Indianapolis, Ind.” These bottles commanded 

a high price for a guy in college. I think it was around $60 

to purchase one of these prized bottles. Prices vary now and 
more likely you’ll spend around $140 for a standard amber-

colored ale from Wright’s. If you add a little color/molds in 

there, the price goes up just like anything else. 
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Over the years, I have seen only a handful of different colored ones, 

and really not too many for sale as they are highly coveted by their 

current keepers. The colors range from light amber to almost black 

amber. The glass can be as crude as they come or just a regular old 

early amber. Some of the applied lips look like they were laid on 

with skill and precision; others look like they were just placed on 

and then moved to the next one. I really like the crude ones where 

the necks are slightly leaning to one side or the other. The seedy 

or bubbly appearance in the glass looks excellent in the greens and 

lighter colors. The greens can range from grassy green to really 

dark almost can’t see through it green. Most ales around here that 

you find are in the amber colorations unless you can find some 
of those early black glass-looking ales in super dark ambers and 

greens. However, there are not many of those from Indiana!

 

We should start at the beginning with Frank’s father, John H. 
Wright, born in 1807 in Maryland. He then moved to Richmond, 

Indiana during his childhood. John started a dry goods business in 
Richmond and did rather well. In September of 1831, he married 

Mary Ann Mansur and have three children, Frank (1833-1896), 

Mansur (1835–1885), and Mary Jane Wright (1837-1839). Their 
only daughter died at the mere age of two for unknown reasons.

 

John eventually moved to Indianapolis in 1838 when Frank was 
just 5 years old. He was a fine businessman during his small stint 
in Indianapolis. He had a large business in the sale and purchase of 

dry goods. He also was one of the first to purchase and pack pork in 
Indianapolis. For some reason or another John died in the summer 
of 1846, leaving a wife and two sons. Mary remarried after John’s 
death to Dr. Charles Parry. Frank was only 13 when his father died. 
Dr. Parry must have had a great influence on Frank as he named 
his first son Parry Wright. On another note, Frank’s brother Mansur 
was a practicing physician following in Dr. Parry’s footsteps. 
 

Frank Wright was born in 1833 in Richmond, Indiana. In 1838, his 

father brought the family to Indianapolis. Frank married on March 

3, 1856 to Laura Lawrence and they went on to have three children, 

Parry, Fannie and Marianne. I didn’t find much other information 

First ad January 8,1861 for Wright & Jennings

January 11, 1861 ad from an Indianapolis paper, talking 
about the large addition made by Frank Wright

March 5, 1861 dissolution for Wright & Jennings

Here is a really neat envelope from the 1860s
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Early amber version, embossing on front only, 
small letters. Tall skinnier version

Early green version, embossing on front 
only, small letters. Peened out embossing 
on the back. Looks the same as the front. I 
would image same mold as amber botttle 
however used for such a long time they 
reused the mold

Later version with medium size letters, 
New Albany glass works on the base
Circa 1867-1872
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Latest example, standard version you see most, embossing 
with small letters

Later example, rarely seen version with extra large 
embossing, notice the taller letters compared to the 
others
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about Frank until the 1860s when he followed his father’s foot-

steps and began in the sales of dry goods and grains. On a side 

note, Laura’s family is from Richmond, Indiana, and her father 

was a judge in the county and a prominent member of the com-

munity. The couple may have met during one of Frank’s visits to 

Richmond since his father grew up there and had many friends. 

The Lawrences could have been family friends to the Wrights.

 

The first evidence of Wright’s business is from the “Indianapolis 

Daily Journal” dated Jan. 8th, 1861. There is an ad for Wright 
and Jennings, dealers in feed and flour of all kinds. He also men-

tions selling ales from the celebrated brewery of Downer, Bemis 

& Co. out of Chicago in half-barrels, barrels and bottles. It’s pos-

sible he was doing business for sometime prior to January 1861. 
 

A week later, Wright runs another ad, only this time it’s an 

announcement. The ad is in a Richmond newspaper called the 

Richmond Jeffersonian and is clipped for the Indianapolis corre-

spondence, inserting into an Indianapolis paper. The ad from Jan 
11, 1861, paper announces that Frank Wright has erected a large 

brewery in which he has commenced the manufacture of Chicago 

Ale. There is no mention of his own brand of ale. The fact that 

Frank builds a large brewery means he has the demand for such a 

quantity. I am certain it would take more than a week’s worth of 

sales in order to build a large brewery.

 

The Wright and Jennings ads run for a couple of months. Then in 

early March, we see an ad in the Indianapolis Daily Journal on 

March 5, 1961, for dissolution for the partnership of Wright and 

Jennings. The ad calls for those indebted to the old firm to please 
call and settle. It is also noted that Jennings is the one withdraw-

ing from the firm. There is no record of, or any that I could find, 
that describes why the partnership failed. I would love to find a 
bottle with Wright and Jennings ale, Indianapolis, Ind., embossed 
on it. 

 

In April, Frank is at it again, announcing his new shipment of 

Chicago Champagne Ale. The ad in Indianapolis Daily Journal, 
dated April 5th, 1861, talks up the ale and how great it is. My 

favorite quote from this ad: “He also has London Stock Ales, 

five years old, that would make an American Johnny Bull smack 
his lips with delight.” There is another ad in May with almost 

the same verbiage of being the sole agent in this city of Downer, 

Bemis, and Co., Chicago Champagne Ale. The difference in this 

ad is in the middle of the ad he talks about stock ales. Then at the 

end of the ad for the first time, the ad says physicians and others 
proclaim Wright’s Ale to be the best and purest in the city. So I 

suspect he used his embossed bottles to bottle the Chicago Ales 

and just used a paper label to note the product. (If anyone has 

any information about a label of any sort, I would love to know.) 

Again on July 24th, 1861, he had another shipment of new stock 
of ale, only this time does not mention Wright’s Ale.

 

1861 was a busy year for Wright, as noted in the Sept. 13th, 1861 

Indianapolis Journal. Frank was now selling Monumental Oysters April 9, 1861 Frank Wright runs this great ad

July 24, 1861 Frank Wright talks up the Chicago Ale

September 13, 1861 Frank Wright ads famous 
Monumental Oysters

Ad taken in the 1861 City directory, taken out early in the year as 
they were dissolved only a couple months later

Ad taken in another city directory in 1861, which must have been 
printed later, as there is no mention of Jennings
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1863 ad in the December newspaper with the first 
mention of Wrights Pure ale.

1866 ad in the August newspaper, you can see 
Wright selling over three hundred barrels of beer/ale

1862 city directory ad, listing for a short lived Wright & 
Downer and first appearance of Capital Brewery

1866 ad in the August newspaper, Frank was 
competing with the big boys. On a side note Schmidt 
would later merge with Maus and Lieber to become 
the Indianapolis Brewing Co. 

1868 December newspaper clipping that was the 
start of the downfall for Frank and his business

1871 Frank Wright files for bankruptcy

September1871 Frank Wright sales zero ales

October1872 Frank Wright was back in business 
and doing on selling 30 barrells that month
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Here we have a few Images of Frank Wright Ales from a private collection, the two in the middle are the older versions and green and amber

from Gram & Taylor’s daily. I didn’t find much news from Frank 
during the year 1862. This could have been due to the fact that 

there was a war going on? There was a Union camp in Indianapo-

lis, and I wonder if the troops were able to enjoy Wright’s Ale? 

 

In 1862, with Jennings out of the picture, Wright takes on another 
partner. D.S. Downer, who was the Chicago supplier as noted in 

the early ads. This must have been short-lived since it was the 

only advertisement I could find in the annual city directory. This 
is also the first time Capital Brewery is mentioned, the same name 
used by the Frank Wright’s Brewery. 

 

It’s not until 1863 that we see a new ad for Wright’s Ales. In the 

Dec. 9th, 1863 issue of the Indianapolis Daily Journal, we see 

Wright’s ad for his different types of oysters and his ale. It’s the 

first time I saw an ad strictly for “Wright’s Pure Ale” with no 
mention of his Chicago connection. Frank must have been selling 

ales and oysters like candy. In 1864, he added cigars to the mix 

and he is listed next to another brewer. 

 

The war must have taken a toll on everyone as there was limited 

advertising for Frank Wright and his Capital Brewery. There are 

no newspaper advertisements, and the only listings were in the 

1865 city directory. He is listed again as the Capital Brewery in 

the business section of the city directory. I would love to find the 
sign that was hanging on the building “Capital Brewing,” India-

napolis. I can imagine a wood-painted sign with gold lettering. 

Oh, man! Imagination can go wild. 

 

1866 seems like a good year as Wright sold around 3,000 barrels 

of ale, nearly double what everyone else sold. In these reports, 

there is no mention of how many bottles of ale were sold. I think 

that would be a more interesting number, to the how many bottles 

I need to search for? Capital Brewery is doing great for the next 

two years. 

 

In 1868, all seemed well and things were going well. Frank is on 

course to sell more than double his previous record -- well over 

4,000 barrels. Sometime in December, his oyster suppliers have 

trouble getting the oysters to Frank and a lawsuit soon follows for 
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non-payment. This will be the start of the downfall of the Capital 

Brewery. 

 

In 1869, the brewery sold less than 900 barrels of ale. Frank’s 

business would last another two years before declaring bankrupt-

cy. In September 1871, he was noted as selling no ales. I’m not 

sure what happened at this time, perhaps family troubles, or just 

poor management, I’m just not sure. Two months later, Frank has 

resumed sales in a small way, perhaps 30 barrels a month for the 

next couple of months. 

 

1872 turns out to be a decent turnaround and Capital Brewery is 

still selling about 30 barrels a month. Frank Wright was dis-

charged from bankruptcy in April of 1873. Things are starting 

to go in the right direction. Then disaster strikes: Fannie Wright, 

Frank's eldest daughter, dies, the cause of death is illness. It is 

noted that Frank’s father-in-law, the honorable Edmund Law-

rence of Wayne County, was visiting for a few days. I like to read 

the old newspapers from the 1800s because everybody’s business 

was everybody’s business and was recorded in the daily newspa-

per. This was the form of communication in their day. 

 

Sometime in 1875, someone decided to break into Frank’s home. 

The perp did not know Frank was home and barely mde it out 

alive as Frank fired two shots from his gun.
 

In December of 1875, Frank declared bankruptcy again and this 

is the last we see of the Capital Brewery. There are no more ads, 

no more listings in the city directories. The last mention I have of 

Frank Wright is in the 1880 census in which he is listed as work-

ing in a pork house. 

 

Frank died in 1896 and is buried in Crown Hill Cemetery near 

the heart of Indianapolis. He leaves us many wonderful speci-

mens of ale bottles to find. Thank you, Frank, we appreciate your 
bottles and only wish for a taste of the great Capital Brewery Ale!

1873 Frank is discharged from bankruptcy

Feb 14, 1874 Fannie, Franks daughter dies from 
illness

Sept 1875 burglars tried to rob his home, mistake!

1876 Frank is in bankruptcy again and this is the last 
newspaper clipping we find for him and his busi-
nesses


