TENNESSEE’S  PREHISTORIC  ELEPHANTS


Just this past summer paleontologists from the Pink Palace Museum confirmed the identification of a Mastodon skull found in a Tipton County gravel pit near Burlison, Tennessee.  This large elephantine creature was estimated to have died somewhere between 15-25,000 years ago.  Back then, Tennessee was a much different place, much different.  With a glacial wall of ice just a few hundred miles north of here, the climate was much colder and the plants and animals more akin to those of Alaska than the present day south. 

About a month later, Discovery Channel announced the discovery of a completely intact frozen Woolly Mammoth in northern Siberia, Russia.  The carcass was extracted in a block of permafrost using jackhammers, then airlifted via helicopter to Khatanga, Russia for further examination. Named Zharkov for the man that discovered him, the large adult male was around 47 years old at the time of death.  Frozen Mammoth’s have been found before, but this find stirred quite a bit of excitement because of the advances in cloning technology. If they can get an intact cell nucleus, they may try to clone the mammoth using an elephant egg and an elephant as a surrogate mother. Or they might use frozen sperm, if they can get any, to try to create an elephant-mammoth hybrid.


For the first time in history, biologists may be able to revive an extinct species.  Anybody want to buy shares in my new company “Pleistocene Park?”  Though I’m sure commercial exploitation is the least of worries for the scientists involved, I am excited by the prospect of getting to see a real live beast from the past.  Because Paleontology (study of fossils) is one of my weakest subjects, I was forced to look up Tennessee’s ancient elephants using Vertebrate Fossils of Tennessee by James X. Corgan.  Here is what I learned.


There were two types of elephantines native to Tennessee, the Woolly Mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius) and the Mastodon (Mammut americanum).  Though both species bore trunks and tusks of ivory, their habits and appearances were different.

Mammoths were taller at the shoulders, more hairy, bore one pair of massive outwardly curved tusks, and had teeth of a typical grazing animal (e.g. like a horse).  Mastodons were about 3 feet shorter, but with bulkier legs and shoulders, bore two pairs of smaller tusks, and had dentition indicative of a more omnivorous diet (piglike).  


It appears that Mastodons were the predominate elephant in Tennessee as there have been fossils found in 22 counties all across the state including Shelby, Tipton, Lauderdale, and Haywood counties here in our area.  Only 5 Mammoth fossils have been found and none of these in our area or west of the Tennessee river.  Take your pick, both animals were very impressive and probably roamed our state in large migratory herds like the present day elephants of Africa and India.  They were so common, in fact, that if you find a vertebrate fossil from the Pleistocene in Tennessee, the odds are greater than 50/50 that it’s an elephant.


We can never know what it was really like back then, but maybe, if we’re lucky, we may get the chance to see, hear, smell, even touch a real, live Woolly Mammoth.  

