
Honorable Alton Brooks Parker 

(1852 - 1926) 

Alton B. Parker was born May 14, 1852, on a modest farm 
near Cortland. His father, John Brooks Parker, passed on 
to his son a lifelong love of learning and his mother, 
Harriet F. Stratton, taught him Bible verses as he sat in his 
highchair while she sewed, even before Parker could read.  

Parker’s formal education began at the district school, 
which he often attended barefoot. As the only redhead in 
the school, he had to fight to convince the other boys to 
stop calling him “Red Top.” He transferred to the Cortland 
Academy when he was 12. At 13, his father took him to a 
local court to watch the day’s proceedings.  Parker 
decided that day he was going to become a lawyer. 
However, at 16, his father suffered financial reverses and Parker accepted a teaching 
position in Virgil, for $1.50 a day plus board, to earn money for law school. 

Parker taught in Virgil for a year, returned to Cortland Academy and then attended 
the State Normal School (now SUNY Cortland), earning his teaching degree. He taught 
first in Binghamton, then in 1871 he became the principal of the Accord School in 
Ulster County. There he met his future bride, Mary Louise Schoonmaker, whose 
father owned the large farm adjoining the school. Soon, Parker accepted a clerkship 
at the law offices of Schoonmaker & Hardenburgh in Kingston. The firm’s senior 
partner, was County Judge of Ulster County and a distant relative of Parker’s future 
father-in-law. Parker enrolled at the Albany Law School, graduating and getting 
married in 1873. He argued his first case before the Court of Appeals in 1874. 

Disheartened by a difficult campaign and reelection loss, Schoonmaker decided to 
retire from politics.  Parker felt strongly that his mentor had been unjustly defeated in 
the election, and prevailed upon him to run for State Senator in 1875.  Managing the 
campaign, Parker delivered a decisive victory, restoring Schoonmaker’s political 
prestige so well that he was elected New York State Attorney General two years later. 

Parker’s success in Ulster County politics led to his 1877 election as the youngest 
Surrogate ever to sit in Ulster County, and the only Democrat on the County ticket to 
win election that year.  He was reelected 6 years later, rising quickly in Democratic 
Party ranks. As a delegate to the State Convention in 1882, Surrogate Parker was an 
early supporter of Grover Cleveland’s candidacy for Governor. When Governor 
Cleveland ran for President in 1884, Parker was a delegate to the Democratic National 



Convention. Parker gave speeches throughout NY, key to Cleveland’s victory in NY 
and the basis of a lifelong friendship with the new President. 

In 1885, Parker became Chair of the State Democratic Party, and the entire 
Democratic state ticket was elected, with David B. Hill becoming the Governor.  When 
a Supreme Court Justice died of a heart attack near the end of the 1885 campaign, 
Governor Hill appointed the 33-year-old Parker to fill the unexpired term, making 
Parker the youngest judge of the Supreme Court. In 1886, Parker was unanimously 
nominated by the party for a full 14-year. Over the next 12 years, Parker served in 
various judicial positions, culminating in being sworn in as the Chief Judge in 1898.   

In 1904, Chief Judge Parker’s name arose as Democratic candidate for President of 
the United States. At first Parker resisted the efforts to draft him. He felt strongly that 
it was inappropriate for a sitting judge to publicly express his own personal political 
views, and did not campaign for the nomination. Despite this and with a strong split 
in the party with William Jennings Bryant’s silver vs gold standard for monetary 
policy, Parker was selected as the Democrat party candidate.   

During the disputed convention, the money questions was omitted from the party 
platform and Parker was selected.  Before he accepted the nomination, he made his 
position clear in a telegram: “I regard the gold standard as firmly and irrevocably 
established and shall act accordingly if the action of the convention today shall be 
ratified by the people. As the platform is silent on the subject, my view should be 
made known to the convention, and if it is proved to be unsatisfactory to the majority, 
I request you to decline the nomination for me at once, so that another may be 
nominated before adjournment.” 

Parker’s bold act in sending his telegram caused 
Theodore Roosevelt to remark that Parker had “become 
a formidable candidate and opponent. I think that this 
act gave him all of Cleveland’s strength without any of 
Cleveland’s weakness, and made him, on the whole, the 
most formidable man the Democrats could have 
nominated.” 

 When the election was held on November 8, Parker was 
defeated by the largest margin in American history up to 
that time. Parker earned 5,084,442 votes to Theodore 
Roosevelt’s 7,628,785. The electoral vote was 336 to 
140. Nevertheless, Judge Parker probably did as well as 
any Democrat could have against Roosevelt in 1904.  
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