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The Santa Fe Train Bridge still standing proud, as the Steel Automotive 
Bridge next to it sinks into the Arkansas River
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The Autobiography of Daniel Parker–Frontier Universalist, by Daniel Parker and 
David Torbett. Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2021. 251 pages including, 18 page 
bibliography, 75 pages footnotes, index. Hardcover $24.95

Daniel Parker was born in Massachusetts in 
1781. He wrote from memory this record of his life 
when he was sixty-four years of age. His mental 
acuity at that age and eloquent vocabulary make his 
story a deeply authentic primary history about events 
in Mid-America up to the 1840s. Daniel Parker 
was famous throughout the Ohio River Valley, had  
influenced a lot of frontier people and was admired 
for his influential theological preaching. I would  
consider him to have been a renaissance man because 
of the variety of his highly accomplished skills.  
His father took their family to one of the first home-
steads of the Ohio frontier where survival depended 
on ingenuity, bravery, and hard work. After carv-
ing out the family homestead in Ohio’s frontier,  
Daniel started building handmade washing machines 
to support himself wherever he traveled. 

As a young man, one of his early travels took him from southern Ohio to New Orleans 
along the rivers. He met many frontier people and began public speaking about his favorite 
subject which was theology. There are many accounts of down-home conversations and 
honest explanations on the role of church with frontier people. A large portion of his life’s 
story is about controversial theological issues where his writings reflect his deep thoughts. 
Parker’s speaking and writings show a man who wrestled with philosophical issues of  
fairness in life and the roles of God and human relationships. 

He became a self-educated itinerant minister. His speaking about the church gained 
him a widely popular reputation. Local folks welcomed him to stay at their homes while 
traveling. Parker’s mental ability, logic, and great vocabulary built a large following  
wherever he spoke. His message of universal salvation, human change from sin to  
holiness and final restoration with God assured hearers of eternal life in heaven.  
He founded Clermont Academy, which was his private school built on his personal  
property. Clermont influenced a lot of students in universalism. Most of Parker’s speaking 
was in Ohio, Kentucky and Tennessee where he told about the logic of freedom for slaves. 
His later years in Cincinnati placed him on the path of the Underground Railroad where 
he was able to support abolition. I enjoyed reading about how he was able to speak in 
pro-slavery Kentucky as an abolitionist without being lynched.  

I would break this book into thirds. The first is the introduction by the editor named 
David Torbett who explains the surviving family’s attempts to keep his memoirs alive. 
The second part is Daniel Parker’s autobiographical memoirs. The third part is Torbett’s  
additional research as extensive footnotes to explain Parker’s context and meanings. 
Torbett’s footnotes add a lot to Parker’s story because they contained supplemental and 
detailed explanations to what Daniel wrote about. I found myself looking at footnotes here 
more than any other book I have ever read.                                                      –  Frank Pilkington 




