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Mammoth Tooth Found at Transbay Dig

By MicHAEL CABANATUAN

SAN FRANCISCO — A seem-
ingly ordinary day at the
Transbay Transit Center con-
struction site became a mam-
moth day of discovery Mon-
day when a mild-mannered
crane operator reached deep
into the earth and pulled out a
tooth.

This was no ordinary tooth.
The 10-inch-long brown,
black and beige chomper,
broken in two and missing
a chunk, once belonged to a
woolly mammoth, an elephan-
tine creature that roamed the
grassy valley that’s now San
Francisco Bay 10 to 15 thou-
sand years ago in the Pleisto-
cene epoch.

Other woolly mammoth fos-
sils have been found in the
Bay Area, including in San
Francisco about 2 miles away
on Columbus Avenue, near
Twin Peaks and in Hunters
Point, said Jim Allen, a pale-
ontologist and geologist for
the project. The tooth, he said,
is in remarkable condition

Two pieces of a 10-inch-long woolly mammoth tooth sit with a gold nugget found earlier in the excavation.

with the enamel still intact,
and has not deteriorated to the
point of most fossils.

“It’s a significant find,” he
said Wednesday. “It’s unique
to find something right smack
in downtown San Francisco.”

A sharp-eyed crane operator,
Brandon Valasik, made the
discovery while excavating
a 200-foot deep hole inside a
steel casing for one of the 181

Crane operator Brandon Valasik poses on Wednesday, September 12, 2012, in San
Francisco, Calif., at the site of the Transbay Terminal where he unearthed parts of the

remains of a wooly mammoth.

pilings that will form a but-
tress wall for the massive tran-
sit center. Digging through a
layer of dark sand about 110
feet down, he plucked out a
scoop of soil and dumped it on
the ground. He noticed some-
thing that looked like a rock
but had an unusual shape and
color.

“It looked too perfect to be a
rock,” he said.

Valasik stopped digging and
examined his discovery. He
called over a boss who took
pictures and sent them to Al-
len. Later in the day, Valasik
said, he was told that what he
found once sat in the mouth of
a woolly mammoth.

“I’ve been to Washington,
D.C., to the Smithsonian,”
where he saw a woolly mam-

Geologist Jim Allen speaks to the media on Wednesday, September 12, 2012, display-

ing wooly mammoth remains after construction crews digging on the site of the

Transbay Terminal in San Francisco, Calif., have unearthed the remains.
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Crane operator Brandon Valasik (not shown) un-
earthed parts of the remains of a wooly mammoth with
his crane (lower center) seen in the work area Wednes-
day, September 12, 2012, in San Francisco, Calif., at
the site of the new Transbay Terminal.

moth skeleton, he said, “but I never ex-
pected to find part of one.”

Co-workers have since taken to calling
him “Manny,” an animated mammoth in
the “Ice Age” movies.

Excavation work in the area was halt-
ed while the find was examined, but Al-
len said that because of the depth of the
discovery, it’s unsafe and unrealistic to
send someone down to inspect the site, so
digging was allowed to continue. But Al-
len and construction crews are keeping an
eye on the diggings. Transbay officials say
they also believe they may have discov-
ered a jaw.

“This behooves us to continue digging,”
he said. “We might find more.”

While he hasn’t had time to do much re-
search on the tooth, Allen said it appears
to be from a Columbian mammoth, a rela-
tive to the modern elephant. Woolly mam-
moths were common in the Bay Area dur-
ing the Ice Age, he said, a time in which
there was no bay and the Pacific Ocean
was far away. He likened it to Africa to-
day.

“It was a zoo here,” he said. “Mam-
moths, mastodons, short-faced bears, sa-
ber-toothed cats, they were all hanging
out. ... If you could go back to the Bay
Area 10, 15 thousand years ago, it would
be a pretty wild scene.”

Allen said the tooth, from the same age
as specimens found in the La Brea Tar Pits
in downtown Los Angeles, will aid scien-
tists in the study not only of evolution and
extinct species but of geology and tecton-
ic forces that cause earthquakes. The tooth
will probably be donated to the California
Academy of Sciences, though the Trans-
bay Transit Center may put it on display.

Construction crews have made other
finds while excavating the foundations for
the Transbay Transit Center. A couple of
years ago, they unearthed artifacts from
working-class Irish neighborhoods that
filled the area in the 1800s, along with a
small gold nugget.

“We’re not only building the future,”
said Maria Ayerdi-Kaplan, executive di-
rector of the Transbay project. “We’re pre-
serving the past.”




