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For a hundred years, the small family farm has slowly been re-
placed by conglomerates owned by large agribusinesses. All 
across the Great Plains, generations of independent farmers 

have been forced off the land, or passed away, leaving no one to carry on. 
The cost of farm machinery, changing climatic conditions, and encroaching 
urban expansion have all created an economic situation that has made it 
difficult for the small agronomist to survive. The gold and silver mines that 
brought thousands of fortune-hunters to towns with names like Mystic, 
Cripple Creek and Silver Queen have also been shut down and abandoned, 
mostly burned down, fallen down or torn down. 

Exploring the backroads and byways, James Parker has spent over ten 
years documenting our vanishing history in photographs. These images of 
days gone by remind us of a more peaceful prairie, one not encumbered 
by fracking and natural gas exploration, or towering farm cooperative silos. 
Two-lane gravel roads criss-cross our countryside, delineating the sections 
and homestead lines from another time. Ranch and farm, small town mills 
and elevators, and railroad spurs now silent save for the whistle of the 
wind dot the landscape.  

There is a peacefulness inherent in these photographs. The wide open 
spaces that originally drew our ancestors draw us now, with their broad 
horizons and blue skies. Fencelines and homesteads still endure long after 
the families that built them have moved on. Standing on the edge of the 
prairie, one gets the sense that nothing much has changed, yet change is 
constant. These photographs help us to remember what we value most 
about our agrarian past, and perhaps can reclaim again.  



Genesis
In 2004, I had just left my job in Chicago. I had been working 

as a creative director, and most recently had managed the Chicago 
office of a national interactive design shop. I spent a month thinking 
about what I wanted to do next. It didn’t take me long to discover 
that my lifelong passion for the West, coupled with an ability to see 
landscape through an artist’s eyes, was the path I wanted to travel.

I spent a month making photographs in Yellowstone, the Grand 
Tetons, Montana, Colorado,  and my native Black Hills of South 
Dakota. In those days, my work was mainly shot on Velvia color 
transparency film. As always, I carried minimal camera gear: a 
Minolta 35mm camera with a couple of zoom lenses, and a tripod. I 
went to all the usual places and practiced making the photographs 
that everyone makes when they go to Yellowstone and the Tetons. 
A couple of those shots weren’t even too bad. But it was on the way 
home, on the back roads of Colorado, that I rediscovered the sub-
jects that would occupy over ten years of my photographic journey.

On Highway 24, east of Colorado Springs where US 40 meets US 
287, I was taken by the stark structures of the grain silos in Limon. 
I got out of the Jeep and made the first of what would be many im-
ages of barns, silos and the architectural bones of our shared rural  
heritage. While many of the towns along the way are still limping 

along, others have faded into the dust. And it was those images that I 
wanted to capture before they were gone.

As I started to exhibit my work in art festivals across the country, 
I still clung to beautiful images of mountain peaks, waterfalls and 
sunsets. My work was pretty, unremarkable. Every so often, I would 
come across a subject that was not a tourist spot, yet spoke to me in a 
softer voice. Acquiring new digital equipment allowed me the freedom 
to experiment and to make images that said something that I could 
relate to personally, rather than what I thought would be a commercial 
success. In 2008, my first exhibition of this new work appeared, cour-
tesy of Mary Fortuna at the Paint Creek Center for the Arts, in Rochester 
Hills, Michigan. I still enjoy making pictures of rocks and waterfalls, but 
as a visual historian, my passion is documenting the stories and lives of 
those who paved the dirt roads of rural America.

I’ve put many miles under my wheels and many pixels in the cam-
eras since that epiphany in Limon. From the back roads of South Dakota 
to the deserts of New Mexico, these images represent a way of life that 
is slowly being replaced by corporate farming, and the abandonment of 
small farms and towns across America. 

-- James W. Parker, Palmer Gulch, April 2016



24 | 40 | 287  Limon, Colorado 2004



Fenceline Pennington County, SD 2004



Ghost of a Ranch  Elk Creek Road, SD 2004



Who, Me? Spring Creek Road, SD 2004



Stars In My Windmill Folsom Road, SD 2004



On the preceding pages, “Ghost of a Ranch”, 
“Fenceline”, “Who, Me?” and “Stars in My Windmill” 
came about as a result of several lovely days photo-
graphing out on the prairies east of the Black Hills, in 
South Dakota. The weather was unseasonably warm 
for December, and I was in love with my beautiful new 
Canon 20D, the first digital SLR I had ever owned. These 
photographs formed the basis of the “Disappearing 
Landscape”, and were places I was deeply familiar with.

Having grown up and followed in the footsteps of 
my historian father, I was no stranger to the abandoned 
buildings and fields of western South Dakota. I soon 
came to realize that there was a treasure trove of mate-
rial out here on the plains, even though the mines and 
ghost towns of my youth had largely “burned down, 
fallen down or been torn down”. 

I continued my exploration of elevators and mills 
as my travels took me further afield. The rounded 
shapes and severe planes of the silos in “Back to the 
Hive” reminded me of Charles Sheeler’s paintings from 
the 1930’s. Vehicles stand in for human beings, and 
represent the workers who made their living in these 
fields and factories. These photographs are not just 
about human beings and the places they inhabited, 
but about the absence of humans. 

Back to the Hive Chicago IL 2005



In “Just Restin’”, the mill at Oelrichs was still active 
when I made the picture. Five years later, the town was 
still inhabited, but the mill was silent. Kids still play 
in the school yard,but the little store on Main Street is 
closed up tight as a drum.

Watching a town lose its population is not easy. 
As larger agribusinesses take over family farms and 
consolidate mills and elevators, the smaller towns 
on the railroad spur slowly wither away, until the last 
residents move to the old folks home and the kids 
move to the big city.  

As Frank Gohlke noted in his work, “Measure of 
Emptiness”, your eyes find real distance in the long 
landscapes of the West. Looking back over my father’s 
images of elevators, I can easily draw similarities 
between Dad’s view and mine, separated only by forty 
years of neglect and disuse. 

“Feeding the Birds” [next page] illustrates my 
earliest memories of riding to town with Dad, and buy-
ing winter feed for the horses on our ranch in Palmer 
Gulch. The contrast between the modern truck and 
the sheet metal in “Kennebec” reflects the heat of that 
August day, and the reality of the corporate aggrega-
tion of more modern milling and storage operations. 

Just Restin’ Oelrichs, SD 2008



Feeding the Birds Trisco Feed Mill, Rapid City, SD  2006



Hot Summer’s Day, Kennebec Kennebec, SD 2005



The work continued to evolve, as I traveled further afield. Images 
from Highway 287 (which stretches from Port Arthur Texas, to Choteau, 
Montana); Nebraska; and Arizona started to enlarge the view I held of 
the Great Plains. I spent time in Tucson and Las Cruces and out on I-40 
between Santa Rosa and Albuquerque. I drove across the Sand Hills of 
Nebraska in search of the elusive farmstead. 

“Moved On” was one such photograph. It came about purely by 
accident. I was once asked what the secret to successful photography 
was, to which I replied, “Always listen to your inner voice.” On the road 
between Chadron and Alliance, I stopped to shoot an abandoned 
schoolhouse. Completely empty inside, the exterior was more 
interesting than the interior, but the light was harsh. I remembered 
that voice telling me about some sunflowers in bloom just up the road, 
so I turned the truck around and drove back up the highway to a side 
road, where I found several wonderful fields. The light was still harsh. 
Across the road, there was an old farmhouse, and several old barns. I 
spent a couple of hours walking around the property, and went inside 
to shoot some interiors. This image was the one I saw first, and became 
the image that best represented the emotions I felt that hot August 
afternoon.

Criss-crossing the country between art shows in Florida , Texas and 
Arizona, I often found time to spend with my aunt in Las Cruces, New 
Mexico. We would take off in the car together on wild adventures to 

explore historical sites, like the Gila Wilderness, or Silver City. It was 
on one of these trips that we discovered the defunct windmill near the 
Organ Mountains that became the “Watering Hole”.  An enterprising 
rancher, finding his well dry, laid out two large tractor tires, and lined 
them to hold water for his cattle. My aunt had never been down this 
road before, and we would have missed the scene entirely, had it not 
been that the road up into the Organ Mountains closed its gate at 5.

“Corralled” was shot at an unused cattle sorting pen near Apache 
Junction, early one Monday morning. There is a wonderful road 
between Apache Junction and Fish Creek that my friends Marc & 
Wendy and I had discovered a few days before. We drove up it in the 
last fading rays of daylight, and probably a good thing, too. The dirt 
road is very narrow, and climbs the side of a thousand foot cliff. I went 
back to make pictures of it, only to find I did not have the stomach to 
traverse it in broad daylight in my truck. Instead, I turned around and 
found the corral up the valley from Fish Creek.

These pictures are not made by accident. They are part of a larger 
fabric woven by the hands of generations. The themes are simple. A 
barn. A field and a scratch of a fence. An open doorway. They represent 
not only the past, but also the future. As our society marches towards 
our technologically enhanced destiny, let’s not forget the hard work 
and toil that our ancestors invested, for the freedom to stand on the 
prairie with the wind in the grass, to watch the sun go down.



Moved On Alliance, NE 2010



Watering Hole Las Cruces, NM 2010



Corralled Apache Junction, AZ 2009



Doorway to the Past Vulture City, AZ 2009

The Southwest was home to many communities of 
hard-scrabble miners, ranchers and farmers who settled 
when the wagon trains came south, from Santa Fe on 
the road to California. The town of Vulture City, Arizona 
was one such place, founded by Henry Wickenburg on 
the site of a very rich gold deposit. The mine has had 
a checkered history reaching well into the twentieth 
century, including three separate ore processing 
facilities. 

“Doorway to the Past” illuminates the golden 
hopes of the miners, and offers a look at one of the 
boarding houses constructed of native sandstone. I 
spent a lot of time wandering the streets and paths 
here. Several years ago, I heard that the mine had once 
again changed hands, and the new owners were only 
allowing limited access to it. There is still valuable ore 
reputed to lie beneath the surface of the mine.

“Doodle Dum” was originally constructed by Austin 
Crawford, in the silver town of Chloride, New Mexico, 
who feared that hail might destroy his abode. He built 
the roof with a severe pitch to ward off the anticipated 
wrath of God. The building was later used by Cassie 
Hobbs, another talented resident of Chloride, who used 
it as a workshop. The four original rooms had no inner 
connecting doors: one had to go outside in order to 
enter another room. Chloride is still inhabited today, by 
Don and Dona Winston, who are happy to show visitors 
around, and give them the grand tour of the general 
store and other historical buildings.



Doodle Dum Chloride, NM  2010



In the Texas Panhandle, there are many small 
farming towns along Highway 287. While not as well-
known as Highway 66, this road is the main artery for 
commerce in this part of the country. Between Dallas 
and Amarillo, every town has its elevator and its silos. 
Many are quiet; some of the mills are empty now. The 
town of Vernon is still thriving, due in part to Bolton’s 
Crown Quality Feed. Bolton’s runs two mills, one in 
Vernon, and one down the road in Empress, and has a 
small switcher locomotive that moves grain between 
the two locations. But inexplicably across the street, the 
feed store is defunct. Two old concentrators sit inside 
the shed rusting away, and bars on the windows keep 
the ghosts away.

The first time I was there in April, the bluebonnets 
were making a comeback in front of the old store. The 
logo had faded some, but the wildflowers still reflected 
nature in all her majesty. And down the road, the 
Vernon Compressor plant’s clerestory windows echo 
the rhythm of the sea, in waves of corrugated steel 
against a slate gray sky. These are the pictures that 
stick in my mind. Images of rejuvenation and growth 
against a backdrop of fading glory.

Gone to Seed Vernon, TX 2007



Vernon Compressor Plant Vernon, TX 2007



Often, The Distance Oglala National Grassland, NE 2007



Field Day  2006



Ardmore, South Dakota. Two miles from the Nebraska border and 
the Oglala National Grassland. A town given up and left for dead, with 
the exception of a few remarkable residents who watch over the last 
remaining homes. I’ve gone back to Ardmore many times, and made 
many wonderful photographs there. 

Just south of town I discovered miles of prairie grassland in 
the Oglala National Grassland, given over to grazing by special use 
permits. Bits of fence dot the roadside, and access roads drift off over 
the horizon. “Often, the Distance” [previous page] captures the essence 
of this quiet place, with the August clouds slowing building to an 
afternoon climax, and the two-track curving over the hill to meet the 
sky. I’ve driven this two-lane many times, and never seen it the same 
way twice. When I captured this image, it was my first impression of 
this space on the prairie. First impressions are often the key, and this 
time was no different.

Our family friend, Gordon Bryan, was a gentleman farmer, entre-
preneur, and general all-round nice guy. He collected a barn full of old 
tractors -- rusty red Allis Chalmers (AC) workhorses, a brute of a John 
Deere built for heavy pulling, an old Ford. But his pride and joy was the 
Field Marshall, made in Great Britain some time in the ‘30’s. 

The Field Marshall was started by inserting a specially crafted 12 
gauge shotgun shell into a chamber, setting the throttle and the choke, 

and smacking a firing pin with a hammer, while a cohort spun the 
flywheel at the front of the tractor. It was usually luck that got the tractor 
started on the first try. “Field Day” portrays this beast against the sky, 
ready for work in the hay, or on the road. 

“Headin’ Home”. Magic words that signal the end of a hard day 
working the fields, or running somebody else’s hay baler. This pho-
tograph was made late in the year, late in the day, on a long road not 
far from Rapid City. Eight miles down the road, Cabela’s graces the junc-
tion of Elk Vale and I-90, but when this shot was made, the big store 
had yet to be built. Change comes quickly to the big towns and little 
towns alike, but home never changes. I was lucky to capture the last 
rays of light casting shadows across the borrow ditches, and to catch 
the old Dodge truck right on the crest of the hill. Patches of snow in the 
shadows up on the hill are the only clue that this photograph was shot 
late in December. And I was lucky, because snow usually covers the 
ground by then in Western South Dakota. 

I’ve stood on this hill many times since, and watched mini-vans, 
dump trucks and electric cars drive by in both directions, but I’ve never 
seen another Dodge truck crest the rise before dipping into the creek 
bottom to climb the hill on the other side. Timing is everything, and 
time changes everything. There is poetry in the fields & fences, stories 
to be told in our disappearing agrarian landscape. And hope in every 
rising sun.



Headin’ Home Elk Vale Road, SD 2004



Dedicated to my father, Watson Parker,  who gave me a camera when I was seven,  
showed me how to use it, and never criticized the pictures I made with it. And to my mother, Olga Parker,  

who taught me the meaning of family. 
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Wise Guy Folsom Road, SD 2004





 

As the son of a Western historian, James W. Parker grew up around ghost towns and old mines. His father 
gave him a camera early on and taught him the basics. Some of his earliest recollections are of road trips 
to find an old stagecoach trail or Indian petroglyphs scratched on a canyon wall. At the same time, he 
learned to love the backcountry of his native Black Hills of South Dakota. Hiking, climbing and backpack-
ing in the mountains, or exploring the back roads of the West, he looks for ways to visualize history and 
bring the story of the land to life. “Many of the towns and mines that we used to visit when I was younger 
are gone now,” Parker explains. “For years, I’ve been drawn to documenting rural life on the prairie and in 
the towns that grew the West.” 

After earning a degree in Visual Communication from the University of Wisconsin, Parker spent thirty 
years developing design skills as an advertising creative director, but never stopped making photographs. 
His love for the outdoors is evident in his carefully composed images, and he says, “Years of reading the 
light and the weather tells me where to go and when to go. I tend to be an opportunist -- an explorer -- and 
that’s a good thing. Seeing a place for the first time gives you a fresh perspective that’s totally different 
from shooting near home. It’s knowing how to line up the shot and what to leave out of the composition 
that makes the difference, not the equipment.” 

His approach is journalistic, taking advantages of photographic opportunities that present themselves 
in the moment. After twelve years of road trips, fine art festivals and hundreds of miles of bad coffee, this 
is his first book.



Fall Fields Spring Creek Road, SD
 


