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MUSEUM WIDE OPEN
Western Heritage Center reopens 
after remodeling   ENJOY PAGE E1 

STATE C GIRLS
Savage, Scobey cruise 
to opening wins   SPORTS PAGE C1 
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 Hardin’s troubled coal-fi red 
power plant has found a buyer.

The Federal Energy and Regula-
tory Commission approved plans 
by Rocky Mountain Power to sell 
the 107 megawatt power plant to 
Big Horn Datapower Holdings 
LLC. Little is known about Big 
Horn, which isn’t registered as 
a corporation in Montana. The 
sales price was not disclosed.

The new owner’s name sug-

gests it’s among the cryptocur-
rency businesses that were inter-
ested in buying the power plant. 
In December, Hardin Mayor Joe 
Purcel told the City Council that 
he had met with Big Horn County 
commissioners, a representative 
from Rocky Mountain Power and 
a server company. According to 
City Council minutes Purcell said 
50 to 60 jobs could be created in 
the process.

As recently as last year, the 
power plant was at risk of shut-
ting down for lack of customers. 
Montana’s Public Service Com-
mission had suggested Hardin 
Generating Station might be of 
use to NorthWestern Energy, the 
state’s largest monopoly utility. 

But NorthWestern passed on the 
opportunity.

By May 2018, Rocky Mountain 
began off ering tours of the power 
plant to cryptocurrency compa-
nies engaged in blockchain min-
ing. Blockchain mining requires 
high-powered computers to 
maintain the digital ledgers and 
verify transactions. Miners of 
the bitcoin blockchain, for exam-
ple, can be rewarded with newly 
minted bitcoin, which drew in-
vestors and businesses to build 
massive computing centers amid 
a spike in the currency’s value.

The industry’s daily electricity 
usage has been compared to that 
of smaller countries, leading to 
questions about the sustain-

ability of blockchain mining’s 
growth. The value of crypto-
currency is highly volatile, too 
much so for the currency to last, 
say critics.

A downturn in the demand for 
coal energy hit the plant hard — 
so hard its losses led to it owing 
millions in back taxes and later 
announcing potential closure by 
mid-2018 in the absence of a new 
owner.

Attorney’s for Rocky Moun-
tain Power told The Gazette in 
2018 that the Hardin plant would 
need up to $15 million in improve-
ments to serve a data center, in-
cluding transformers that would 
reduce the voltage coming from 
the plant.

MARY CLARE JALONICK, ERIC TUCKER 

AND MICHAEL R. SISAK

Associated Press 

 WASHINGTON — After three 
days of grilling Michael Co-
hen, President Donald Trump’s 
former lawyer, Democrats are 
quickly using his words as a 
roadmap to open 
new lines of in-
vestigation into 
the president’s 
ties to Russia and 
summon addi-
tional witnesses.

Cohen com-
pleted a third day 
of testimony on 
Capitol Hill Thursday, one day 
after publicly branding his for-
mer boss a racist and a con man 
who lied about business deal-
ings in Russia and directed him 
to conceal extramarital relation-
ships. He was interviewed be-
hind closed doors by the House 
Intelligence Committee for more 
than eight hours.

As he left the House intel-
ligence interview, Cohen said 
he would be returning to Capi-
tol Hill on March 6 for another 
round of questioning with that 
panel.

The weeklong gauntlet of in-
terviews with Cohen launched 
what is expected to be months 
of investigations of Trump and 
those connected to him. Multiple 
Democrat-led House commit-
tees are pledging to investigate 

Cohen gives 
Dems new 
avenues to 
investigate
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 The city of Billings has settled 
a lawsuit with the family of a man 
killed by a Billings police offi  cer in 
2014. 

The family of Richard Ramirez, 
who was shot dead by Billings po-
lice offi  cer Grant Morrison during 
a traffi  c stop, fi led suit against 
Morrison, the City of Billings, and 
Police Chief Rich St. John in 2016, 

arguing that Ramirez’ rights were 
violated. 

The case was scheduled for a 
jury trial beginning March 4. But 
the parties met for a settlement 
conference on Friday and then fi led 
documents notifying the court of 
the settlement Monday. 

An order fi led in U.S. District 
Court on Jan. 30 shut down cer-
tain claims, but allowed the suit 
against Morrison and the city to 
move forward. 

“(State law) leaves the City of 
Billings on the hook for Morrison’s 
conduct,” District Judge Donald W. 
Molloy wrote in that judgement. 

Morrison shot Ramirez during 
a traffi  c stop in an alley off  Fifth 
Avenue South and State Avenue. 
Ramirez was a passenger in the 
back seat and a suspect in a robbery 
and shooting the previous night. 
Ramirez, who was unarmed, did 
not comply with Morrison’s orders 
to put up his hands. Morrison tes-
tifi ed he feared for his life.

The lawsuit sought unspecifi ed 
damages. The Ramirez estate is 
being represented by J.R. Casillas 
of the Datsopoulos, MacDonald 
and Lind law fi rm in Missoula. 
The city is being represented by 
Gerry Fagan and Adam Warren of 

the Moulton Bellingham law fi rm 
in Billings.

A coroner’s jury in 2015 cleared 
Morrison of wrongdoing and ruled 
the shooting to be justifi ed.

However, Ramirez family mem-
bers accused the police depart-
ment of not following procedure.

Julio Ramirez, the father of Rich-
ard Ramirez, said in 2015, “They 
treated my son like an animal, not 
like a human.”

In a separate case, in August 2013 
a coroner’s jury determined Mor-
rison was justifi ed when he fatally 
shot Jason James Shaw the pre-
vious February. In that incident, 

Shaw was outside the vehicle and 
ignored Morrison’s commands and 
reached for what was later found 
to be a BB gun replica of a Walther 
P99 handgun.

The Montana Supreme Court 
ruled in February 2016 that Mor-
rison acted correctly in a 2013 drug 
arrest as part of an appeal of a con-
viction in the case. 

Morrison was reprimanded in 
2015 for obtaining criminal jus-
tice information for his own use. 
He was also investigated for ille-
gally keeping animals, including 
pot-bellied pigs and a fawn, on his 
residential property.  

Ramirez family settles suit

LARRY MAYER, BILLINGS GAZETTE 

The Hardin Generating Station is seen running on Dec. 11, 2018.
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 Creditors are asking a judge 
to clear the way for the sale of a 
roughly $11 million unoccupied 
mansion on Billings’ West End, 
which they say they’re losing 
money on. 

The empty 26,000-square 
foot castle costs $3,000 a month 
just to heat, according to Randy 
Nelson.

“The electricity goes off , the 

fl oors are ruined, and there’s 
a million-and-a-half dollars 
worth of wood fl oors in there,” 
Nelson said.

Nelson is representing Wy-
oming-based company Three 
Blind Mice, which is seeking to 
sell the property. 

On Thursday he told Yellow-
stone County District Court 
Judge Rod Souza that his clients 
are losing $100,000 a month as 
a result of former coal executive 
Larry Price Jr.’s failure to repay a 
$7.5 million loan. 

Price was to pay $11 million in 
principal and interest by Jan. 31, 
2018, for a loan to carry out a coal 
mine upgrade in Pennsylvania 

that never happened. 
He didn’t pay, and the note 

defaulted. 
Price is a former vice president 

with Signal Peak Energy. He has 
pleaded guilty to federal charges 
of wire fraud, money laundering 
and lying to federal investigators, 
after he staged his own abduc-
tion in Virginia last spring.

He’s currently in Virginia, re-
leased on his own recognizance, 
and set to be sentenced in U.S. 
District Court in Billings in Oc-
tober.

Nelson noted the mansion, 
which has a 3-stop elevator, 15 

Mansion’s fate up to courts
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Larry Price’s mansion is shown near Ironwood subdivision on May 15, 2018.
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