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Why toy soldiers? Psychologists 
have said that most of the 
social and intellectual skills 
people need to succeed in life 

and work are first developed in child-
hood play.

Watching TV, playing on a computer 
or hand-held device, or sitting in a car 
being shuttled around town are not 
by themselves conducive to a child’s 
growth and development. Kids need 
unstructured, open-ended play.

More than one parent has 
thought, “Whatever happened to im-
agination in play? There’s no ‘just pre-
tend’ any more. It’s all programmed 
and orchestrated.”

Toy soldiers offer a healthy alterna-

tive. They provide an imaginative and 
creative environment that stimulates 
cognitive development.

With those thoughts in mind, Sat-
urday, May 21, 2016, was a heartening 
day for me.

DINOSAUR DAY 
In 2015, I created a “Moment of 
Discovery” display of dinosaurs for 
our local Barrett Paradise Friendly 
Library in Cresco, Pa. It featured 54-
mm African safari figures made by 
Harold Pestana coming under attack 
by plastic prehistoric reptiles (please 
see TS&MF issue 207). It was an in-
stant hit, and inspired a “dino dio-
rama workshop” where children ages 

6-10 could make their own creative 
interpretation of dinosaur life.

One year the later, the excitement 
was still in the air. On May 21, the 
library hosted “Dinosaur Day,” prom-
ising fun for all ages.

The older children learned 
about dinosaurs and created diora-
mas depicting their ideas of prehis-
toric adventures. Younger children 
ages 2-5 enjoyed a “Dinosaur Play-
ground.”

In addition, everyone was invited 
to a screening of Disney/Pixar’s film 
“The Good Dinosaur.”

RAINMAKERS VISIT 
That affirmation of the attraction min-

Dinosaur Day for Kids
The Toy Soldier Museum’s James H. Hillestad recounts a fun-filled 
day that demonstrated how exposure to toy figures can spark chil-
dren’s creativity and imagination
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iatures still have for young people was reinforced 
that very same afternoon when the “Rainmakers” 
of Boy Scout Troop 5 from Milford, Pa., visited The 
Toy Soldier Museum.

The displays and dioramas drew plenty of com-
ments like “awesome,” “cool,” “neat,” and “out 
of sight!” The youngsters asked many questions 
about the colorful uniforms, ornately painted regi-
mental drums, artwork on the walls and, of 
course, the many dioramas.

The Scouts were fascinated by the idea of 
making a world in miniature. They had dozens of 
questions about what goes into a diorama, where 
the materials and ideas come from, and what the 
scenes mean.

These two events gave me a lot of personal 
satisfaction, and go a long way toward answering 
the question: “Why toy soldiers?” n

Above: “The Moment of Discovery” diorama depicts a circa 
1903 African safari stumbling across an anachronistic Juras-
sic world. Harold Pestana specially modified some of his 
figures for Jim Hillestad’s diorama.

Far left: A sign trumpets “Dinosaur Day” outside the Barrett 
Paradise Friendly Library.

ABOUT THE WRITER
James H. Hillestad is the proprietor of The 
Toy Soldier Museum in Cresco, Pa., USA.

The library’s “Dinosaur Day” plants the seeds of creativity in children.

Jim Hillestad wears a British military peaked cap while welcoming the Rainmak-
ers to The Toy Soldier Museum.

A Boy Scout tests a drum during his visit to Jim Hillestad’s museum.
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