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Her own personal Yellowstone

Author with Sidney roots writes about pioneering ancestors
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e Nov 24, 2024 Updated Nov 29, 2024

Writer Mary Anne Mercer of Seattle, Washington, formerly of Sidney, has written her second
book, Crossing the Yellowstone: The Saga of a Montana Ranch Family. The story tells the tale of
her family's history in the MonDak region.

SIDNEY — Growing up on a ranch southeast of here, Mary Anne Mercer's life was not
unsimilar from others who lived in the MonDak country.

Along that same vein, the experience of her ancestors who came to settle here is also somewhat
similar, which led to Mercer penning "Crossing the Yellowstone: The Saga of a Montana Ranch
Family," a family history narrative which tells just that.

"I think my family history is so much like that of other people in the area," Mercer said, speaking
of her motivation from her home in Seattle, Washington. "It just seems like people need to
understand where they came from, the kind of conditions that not that long ago were how people
lived. And that's what I tried to do with the book."

In this book, the characters are very much real, of whom Mercer has more than a personal
connection with. They include her grandfather, Andy Mercer and his brother, who came west
from Maryville, a small town in northwestern Missouri.



Andrew and Florence (Gardner) Mercer were married in June 1913
.Two years later, their son Russell was born, and Florrie died a month later.

And then there was Florrie Gardner, a nurse of British extraction who came to the United States
to "seek her fortune," Mercer explained.

Andy and Florrie were married and their tale living on the prairie was just like a historical
romance novel. However, this soon turned into a tragedy or a drama when Florrie died a month
after the birth of their only son, Russell — the author's father. (As noted in his obituary, he was
raised by his father and "a series of housekeepers.")

"Grandpa, when she died, he just put all her stuff in a trunk and left it," Mercer said.
Among those items were Florrie's diaries, which Mercer discovered years later, following the

trunk's discovery. "I have a lot of information about her from that — what she thought, what she
was doing."

Mary Anne Mercer, wearing her grandmother's dress, which she found
among her effects in a trunk, also pictured.



Newspapers from Missouri also helped furnish details of her grandfather's childhood, including
an anecdote of him running away from home to Minnesota.

Growing up, Mercer said she had an awareness of "the history around me." After all, she lived on
the Mercer ranch, located southeast of Sidney, along Highway 261.

"Those first 18 years of living there, and going to school in town, it was very much my home,"
she said.

Her grandfather originally settled "a little closer to Savage for a little while" before establishing
the ranch, which is located in what was then known as Skaar, in 1906 or 1908. Now, a hundred
and some years later, the ranch remains in the family as Mercer's brother lives there.

The historical bug may have been inherited as Mercer's mother, Mary Mercer, was also, "at
heart, a historian," she explained. The elder Mercer, who died in 2012, was instrumental in
developing the MonDak Heritage Center, as well as the Fort Union reconstruction and
editing Courage Enough, a book about Sidney area pioneers.

"She loved stories of the old days, and she loved documenting them," Mercer said. "She would
talk to my grandfather and ask him stories about how he ended up where he ended up, what he
did. I remember listening in to some of those conversations."

From these reminiscences, the tools available to her, and her own personal connection, Mercer
gleaned the Mercer family history, as well as the conditions of those days.

It took Mercer about three to four years, on and off, to put her book together. Instead of
writing Crossing from beginning to end, she wrote sections, which were eventually put
together — like sewing up pieces of a quilt — to form her second book.

She was already writing pieces of it as she worked on her first book, "Beyond the Next Village: A
Year of Magic and Medicine in Nepal," which details Mercer's time as a nurse who spent a

year — 1978, to be more specific — traveling on foot providing care to Nepalese villages. This
book was published in 2022.

The intersection of Mercer and her grandmother's shared career, as well as Mercer's maternal
grandmother, who served as "a community midwife," is purely coincidental, although Mercer
noted that "it did seem to be the direction I was going to go."

With her second book completed, is another book in the works down the road?

"Right now, I don't (have plans)," she said, adding that she wouldn't stop writing, but would
instead focus on shorter stories. "I had, for sure, two books in me."

And she is not interested in writing fiction, Mercer added. "I want to write about the real world."



More Information

Mary Anne Mercer will sign copies of “Crossing the Yellowstone: The Saga of a Montana
Ranch Family” at the MonDak Heritage Center (120 3rd Ave SE, Sidney) during A MonDak
Christmas on Dec. 8.



