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 Toddlers and preschoolers 
roved unfettered across a room 
sprinkled with toys, fl itting be-
tween blocks and baby dolls, 
homemade play dough and puz-
zles.

While their movements ap-
peared random, play time is no 
trivial pursuit. It’s an integral part 
of early childhood development.

The Billings Community 
Playgroup, which meets twice a 
week in the Zimmerman Center 
on the west side of Pioneer Park, 
gives children a chance to prac-
tice the social and behavioral 
skills they’ll need to be ready for 
school. The program, a partner-
ship between the Parks and Rec-

reation Department and United 
Way of Yellowstone County, is 
free and open to families with 
children under the age of 5.

Through play, they learn how 
to share, cooperate and interact 
with other children their own 
age.

For the playgroup’s fi rst hour, 
the children play with toys or 
join a craft activity. The last half-
hour includes snacks, stories and 
songs.

The majority of the children 
are 2- and 3-year-olds, said the 
playgroup’s leader, Heather Hitt. 

Parents or caregivers can drop in 
to any of the Tuesday and Thurs-
day morning sessions without 
committing to a set schedule.

“It’s come when you can and 
stay for as long as you can,” said 
Hitt, who has a degree in elemen-
tary education.

For Emilyn Moe, age 2-1/2, 
playgroup is an eagerly antici-
pated event.

“If I say in the morning that 
it’s playgroup day, then she’s 
just completely excited,” said her 
mother, Nicole.

After playing at the craft table 
with cookie cutters and home-
made play dough, Emilyn was 
drawn toward a baby doll, which 
she deposited into a purple and 

Play, sing, share
Community Playgroup fosters tots’ social skills

CASEY PAGE/Gazette Sta! 

Playgroup leader Heather Hitt talks to parents as children use cookie cutters on homemade play dough at the Billings Community Playgroup in the 
Zimmerman Center at Pioneer Park.

If you go
The Billings Community Playgroup meets Tuesday and Thursday 

mornings from 9:30 a.m. to 11 a.m. at the Zimmerman Center, 1801 Vir-
ginia Lane. The group is open to families with children from birth to age 
5. There is no charge to participate. Parents bring a small, healthy snack 
and drink for their own child or children.

The fall schedule, including special events, can be found on the Billings 
Parks and Recreation website: www.prpl.info. From the home page, click 
on the fall activity directory and then look for the community playgroup 
listed under youth enrichment. 
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 BILLINGS — A federal judge has 
ordered settlement talks in a multi-
million-dollar dispute over bone 
castings from three famed tyranno-
saurus rex specimens.

Attorneys say the case is the first 
of its kind involving a copyright fight 
over dinosaur castings — fossil rep-
licas often used in museum displays. 
It pits a South Dakota research com-
pany against a Montana nonprofit 
that allegedly made unauthorized 
copies of castings from two t-rexes, 
dubbed Stan and Sue.

The Black Hills Institute of Geo-
logical Research claims Fort Peck 
Paleontology, Inc. of eastern Mon-
tana used the castings to fill out in-
complete portions of a third tyran-

nosaurus rex, known as Peck’s Rex, 
and then profited from sales of rep-
licas.

Through a copyright infringe-
ment lawsuit filed in federal court in 
Montana, Black Hills is seeking $7.4 
million in damages — a figure that 
could be tripled to more than $22 
million under federal copyright law, 
said the South Dakota company’s at-
torney, Luke Santangelo.

But Antoinette Tease, a Billings 
attorney representing Fort Peck 
Paleontology, says her client made 
“negligible profits” off the castings 
and offered to return them but was 
turned down.

U.S. District Judge Sam Haddon 
in Great Falls last week sent the case 
to settlement talks at the request 
of the two parties. The talks will be 
overseen by U.S. Magistrate Judge 

Keith Strong and are expected to 
convene in January, attorneys said.

Both sides indicated they were 
hopeful a deal could be reached to 
resolve the case. Yet they offered 
sharply different interpretations on 
whether copyright restrictions were 
broken and how much damage was 
done.

“The total number of bones 
we’re talking about, it’s an absolute 
minuscule percentage of the entire 
t-rex skeleton,” Tease said. “They 
want $22 million for not even the real 
bones but casts of the bones that are 
inside the skull.”

Replicas of Peck’s Rex are in mu-
seums including the Carnegie Muse-
um of Natural History in Pittsburgh, 
the Wyoming Dinosaur Center and 
the Maryland Science Center, ac-
cording to court documents.

Santangelo said Fort Peck Pale-
ontology had taken actions that were 
“blatantly wrong” and should be 
held accountable.

“They’re not going to get a com-
plete free pass,” he said. “They basi-
cally just copied Stan. We don’t own 
a copyright to the t-rex, but we own 
a copyright to Stan because we cre-
ated that. They just used it and tried 
to hide that fact.”

The original Sue is a perma-
nent feature at the Field Museum of 
Natural History in Chicago, which 
bought the specimen at auction for 
almost $8.4 million. The sale came 
after an ownership dispute in which 
the federal government took the di-
nosaur from the Black Hills Institute 
following its 1990 discovery, saying 
it had been taken from Indian land 
held under federal trust.

Tease says that as a result of los-
ing ownership of Sue, Black Hills had 
no right to file for a copyright on the 
castings it made from the specimen. 
As for the other castings in question, 
from the t-rex Stan, Tease says those 
were given by Black Hills to a paleon-
tologist who worked with — but not 
for — Fort Peck Paleontology.

Tease said the employee who used 
the casts to mold the head of Peck’s 
Rex did so at the direction of that 
outside paleontologist. Subsequent 
profits off Peck’s Rex totaled “five 
figures, max,” Tease said, adding her 
client remained willing to give up the 
casts still in its possession.

John Rabenberg, an eastern Mon-
tana wheat and barley farmer and 
chairman of Fort Peck Paleontology, 
said the organization has been shut 
down until the lawsuit is resolved.

Judge orders talks in Montana dinosaur dispute
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LIVINGSTON — Sheets of ply-
wood were laid over the stairs to 
ease removal of artifacts. Tables 
stacked with cans of paint crowd-
ed the hallways. Exhibits were 
covered with drop cloths.

The disarray at the Yellowstone 
Gateway Museum last week sug-
gested that sta!  and volunteers 
have a lot of work to do before the 
facility’s grand re-opening on Oct. 
29. But that’s not necessarily true.

“We don’t need to have the 
whole thing up and running,” said 
Bob Ebinger, president of the mu-
seum’s board of directors. “We just 
want to give people an idea of what 
we’ve been doing.”

After being closed to the public 
for a year, the county museum has 
seen $182,000 in improvements to 

the old 1910 concrete schoolhouse 
in an out-of-the-way neighbor-
hood north of the railroad tracks.

“It was a major makeover of the 

whole museum,” said Paul Shea, 
museum director.

Ebinger said the changes have 
allowed the museum to broaden 

its scope.
“Now we can direct people’s 

attention to certain aspects of 
the history, so we don’t have to 
put out everything,” Ebinger 
said. “A lot of our material hasn’t 
been seen by people, or it was so 
crammed in that there was no in-
terpretation.”

Warmer, cooler now
The museum was closed for 

the summer while the interior 
was insulated, new walls were 
erected and insulation was add-
ed to the attic. As exhibits were 
removed, artifacts were pho-

Livingston museum renovated; grand reopening Oct. 29

The Yellowstone Gateway Museum in 
Livingston is a remodeled 1910 concrete 
schoolhouse.

Paul Shea, director of the Yellowstone Gateway Museum in Livingston, 
stands on a Northern Pacifi c caboose that rests on the lawn. The facility has 
undergone a $182,000 renovation and will reopen to the public on Oct. 29.

To see a video of the 
Yellowstone Gateway 

Museum’s director Paul Shea, click 
on the link in this story online. 
Museum’s director Paul Shea, click 

Please see Museum, C5

Associated Press

HAMILTON — A possible 
pneumonia outbreak in bighorn 
sheep in the Skalkaho area in west-
ern Montana is delaying a plan by 
wildlife biologists to bolster the 
herd with additional sheep.

Craig Jourdonnais of Montana 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks told the 
Ravalli Republic that six bighorns 
in the Skalkaho herd have been 
discovered dead.

 “We’ve decided it’s not pru-
dent to bring sheep into the Warm 
Springs drainage right now,” said 
Jourdonnais. “Right now, there 
are just too many things we don’t 
know.”

He said biologists haven’t 
confi rmed the sheep died due to 
pneumonia, but there have been 
numerous reports by people who 
have observed bighorns coughing 
or showing other signs of illness.

State o"  cials had been consid-
ering moving sheep as early as this 
winter into the area. The trans-
planted sheep would likely have 
come from the Upper Madison or 
Wild Horse Island.

“It’s a huge drainage with some 
great sheep habitat,” Jourdonnais 
said. 

“For whatever reason, there 
hasn’t been an established sheep 
population there.”

He said the illness in sheep in 
the Skalkaho area has been at a low 
level so far, though sheep face ad-
ditional challenges as winter ap-
proaches.

“We haven’t hit winter or other 
stresses that typically come later 
in the season, such as the rut,” he 
said. “While the whole behavioral 
thing during the rut is fascinating 
to watch, it is the Achilles’ heel in 
the disease issue in bighorns.”

Jourdonnais said wildlife of-
fi cials recently attempted to dart 
some sheep to get samples, but the 
sheep stayed out of range.

“For whatever reason, they 
were very uncooperative,” Jour-
donnais said. 

“That was kind of odd. There 
are usually sheep along the road 
and they are often forgiving to hu-
man presence.”

Bighorn 
plan on 
hold after 
deaths


