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It was a winter's day in 1954 when Gus Ohberg headed to a bog on his property off 

Highlands Lake Road looking to dredge the wetland into a much larger pond. 

That pond in Vernon today carries the name Mastodon Lake, to honor what happened that 

Feb. 19 as a dragline -- a large bucket used for dredging -- dragged up what Ohberg at first 

thought was just a tree trunk. The dragline operator said it wasn't a tree trunk because 

"trees don't have teeth." 

The story of the Ohberg Mastadon, also called "Matilda," is among the stories recounted in 

a new report from the New Jersey Geological and Water Survey about the fossils of 

mastodons found in the state. 

The full report can be found here: njgeology.org/pricelst/gsreport/gsr43.pdf . 

Scientists aren't sure just how prevalent mastodons were as the last ice age came and went 

but do know they apparently were found along what is now the eastern portion of North 

America. 

Their cousins, the much larger woolly mammoths, lived on the western half of the 

continent, and apparently coexisted with early human inhabitants. 

According to the report, Native Americans who inhabited the East had no lore about 

mammoths, and it wasn't until 1705 that the ancient relative of modern elephants was 

known to exist. That came when a tooth of a mastodon was found in Columbia County, 

N.Y., just south of Albany. 

Then, in 1851, Timothy Cook was burning a bog in Green Township when he found what 

was later determined to be the skull of a mastodon. Recovery of several other bones, 

including tusks and legs, showed the animal to be about 15 feet tall. 
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It was the first of what have been confirmed as parts of at least seven mastodons found in 

what is now Sussex County. 

There have been eight recoveries of mastodon bones in Warren County, according to the 

report. 

Matilda, however, caused the most excitement, and over the next week, Ohberg's farm was 

overrun by as many as 2,000 spectators a day as teams of experts pulled more parts and 

pieces of a mastodon from the bog. 

In fact, when all the pieces were finally put together, geologists, paleontologists and other 

experts said there were fossil remains of at least one other mastodon in the lake. 

Matilda, which also goes by the more formal name of the Ohberg Mastodon, was 

reassembled, with missing bones replaced by plaster replicas, and stood in the New Jersey 

State Museum from 1954-2004. It was disassembled and put in storage because the 

skeleton was showing signs of deterioration. 

Parts of another Sussex County mastodon, "Moe," now reside at the Sussex County 

Historical Society Museum at 82 Main St., Newton. 

Moe was discovered in 1962 off Old Swartswood Road in Hampton at what is now Camp 

Auxilium. 

As with other finds, the bones were discovered as a bog was being dug out to create a small 

lake. 

Several other bones were also recovered, but work was stopped after a few days because of 

the lack of funds for a full excavation. 

The discovery of mastodon fossils in bogs is a byproduct of the animals' natural habits and 

the preservation factor of being immersed in wet, oxygen-free muck. 

Mastodons not only fed on the cold-weather evergreens, but also waded into bogs to feed 

on aquatic plants. 

The report notes some of the animals would get stuck in swamps, sinking to their deaths 

and preservation. 

Sussex County Historian Wayne McCabe said Moe is probably one of the more popular 

exhibits at the museum, which is open in the winter on Fridays from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. 

He estimated the museum has 30-40 percent of Moe's complete skeleton. 



McCabe said that he doesn't expect more mastodon fossils are likely to be found since 

most of the remaining bogs in New Jersey are protected under the state's wetland 

preservation laws. 

"There could be more down there, but the chances of finding them is slim," he said. 

In addition to the mastodon fossils on display at the Newton museum, there are also 

displays at the Rutgers Museum and Newark Museum. 
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