
AUTUMN BOOKS 

was passed by his family to Spencer to 
develop and publish. Spencer has not only 
done this but also set it within the whole 
Piltdown saga. He clearly shares the same 
verdict of guilt as Langham. But their case 
is not only circumstantial, as it is almost 
bound to be, but also, in my opinion, very 
thin. It largely rests on Keith apparently 
knowing a little more about the circum­
stances of the find than might initially 
have been expected - and some of this 
assertion depends on a judgement of what 
might have been conveyed in an hour's 
conversation between Smith-Woodward 
and Keith. There is also a suggestion that 
Dawson and Keith may have known each 
other rather better around the time of the 
discoveries than they publicly acknow­
ledged. 

I have to say I am quite unconvinced by 
this evidence. I am, however, privileged 
to know J. S. Weiner's views on Keith's 
reaction to the fraud's exposure. I was in 
effect acting as a research assistant to 
Weiner at this time, and accompanied him 
on many occasions during his investiga­
tion. Unfortunately, I was not present 
when he interviewed Keith, but I remem­
ber his account the following day. He said 
that Keith appeared utterly taken aback 
and dismayed by the idea that Piltdown 
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JAN Sapp has reviewed the life and times 
of Franz Mocwus. and discussed implica­
tions of his scientific publications. If you 
have heard of Moewus ( 1908 -59) you will 
certainly want to read Sapp's review; if 
you have not, I urge you to do so anyway. 
The Moewus saga ( a saga is a story, not 
always completely truthful) is wider in 
scope, in time and in moral implications 
than those of Piltdown Man or Kammer­
er's black-toed toads. Was his work a 
tissue woven largely of lies, or a set of 
insightful if irreproducible experiments? 
Was Moewus a fraud or a prophet, or a bit 
of both? He was certainly bright - but 
then, an embezzler has to be bright if he is 
to succeed in beating the system. 

The Moewus story began in Germany, 
interluded in Australia, and ended in the 
United States. Most of his publications 
dealt with a hitherto obscure little alga, 
Chlamydomonas, but they had implica­
tions for our understanding of microbial 
sexuality, physiology, biochemistry and 
genetics. Indeed, in 1940 many considered 
that Moewus' work was at the forefront of 
microbial biochemical genetics (if not 
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was fraudulent. He had no doubt at all 
that Keith was not involved. 

In the second edition of The Antiquity 
of Man published in 1925, Keith devotes 
248 out of 734 pages to Piltdown. By this 
time he had received a knighthood and 
was a Fellow of the Royal Society. Would 
he by then have spent so much time and 
effort and identified himself so closely 
with something that he knew was false? 
Why did he have so much difficulty recon­
structing the cranium if he had been party 
to the construction of the fake? For me the 
accusation just does not ring true. I do, 
however, applaud Spencer's book as a 
whole, which is well researched and 
attractively written. With the accompany­
ing volume of collected papers and letters 
it provides the definitive history of Pilt­
down: the 'discovery', the exposure and 
the long search for the culprit. Spencer 
also documents not only how damaging 
this fraud was to science, but also to the 
reputations of those who were unfortun­
ate enough to be in any way associated 
with it. D 
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actually of molecular biology, which I 
think started somewhat later). He was 
backed by powerful scientific figures: M. 
Hartmann and R. Kuhn in Germany, and 
later Sonneborn in the United States, 
although almost everything he reported 
was at best irreproducible, and at worst 
downright fishy. His final scientific demise 
(as Sapp puts it) was in a denouement at 
the Marine Biological Laboratory, Woods 
Hole in 1954. 

Should he be dismissed simply as a 
charlatan? Sapp, a science historian and 
philosopher, thinks not, for at least two 
reasons. Moewus, he contends, saw the 
light and pointed the way to microbial 
genetics as soon as, if not sooner than, the 
Nobel laureates G. Beadle, E. Tatum and 
J. Lederberg. If he fabricated or fiddled 
his data - and there is irrefutable evid­
ence for this - his peccadillos could be 
partly excused by the political and social 
systems in which he worked. All scientists 
do a little fiddling, Sapp avers; indeed, 
some fiddling is almost expected of all of 
us, and in Nazi Germany this was more 
true than elsewhere. 

I have read Sapp's book twice, and I 
cannot fully agree with his premises. He 
reiterates that there is more truth in fiction 
than in fact - but is there? Most scientists 
I know plod along, year by year, grant by 
grant, finding out little items about the 
nature of things and reporting them 
reasonably objectively (that is, truthfully). 
Few of us (I can certainly speak for us 
biologists) espouse doctrines so enthu­
siastically that we adjust our data to fit 

them. (Admittedly there was the nasty 
aberration of lysenkoism, but surely that 
was a historic exception.) Few of us 
belong to specific schools of dogmatic 
thought, as Sapp would have us believe, 
publishing our results as adversarian treat­
ises, as protagonists of this doctrine or 
antagonists of that. (This may be true 
among clergymen, philosophers, and per­
haps to lesser degrees among linguists or 
economists, but not us biologists.) If Sapp 
had been a scientist himself, I think he 
would have agreed with me. But he is not, 
and he argues forcefully and repetitiously 
that truth is mostly in the mind of the 
scientist, as is beauty in the eye of the 
beholder. 

Sapp has done an extensive piece of 
archival research. This book deals with 
some 70 publications by Moewus and 
some 40 more by his coauthors, his 
reviewers and his detractors. ( Certain 
relevant publications by L. Wiese, K. 
Thimann and M. Hagen-Seyffert have 
received less attention than they merit in 
this connection.) It is also based on 
extensive interviews with various people 
who knew Moewus and who have ideas 
about his publications - including Mrs 
Kobb, Moewus' widow - and on almost 
90 items of correspondence and other 
peripheral literature. (A contemporary 
and compatriot of Moewus' to whom I 
showed Kobb's paragraphs dismissed 
much of her pleading as "pathetic non­
sense", and suggested that Sapp might 
have been more critical.) Some 50 of the 
latter items were from the extensive files 
of the late T. M. Sonneborn, initially 
Moewus' strongest supporter in America 
and, later, one of his most disillusioned 
correspondents. Sapp has also added 
chapters embodying his own ideas about 
truth in science and the way it is eluci­
dated, about the work of Gregor Mendel 
( some of whose data were also statistically 
questionable, though the orders of mag­
nitude of the respective improbabilities 
were considerably different), and about 
the general origins of microbial genetics. 
The relevance of some of this is peri­
pheral, but it is certainly of educational 
value. 

1 think all kinds of scientists would 
profit by reading this book. But I hope it 
does not fall into the hands of scientifically 
illiterate pundits in law or politics; they 
might get wrong ideas about the integrity 
and veracity of scientists in general. After 
all, truth will out in the long run. If you 
question this, then look into the latest 
compilation of scientific information 
about Chlamydomonas, edited by Libby 
Harris in 1989, and see how little credence 
has eventually been placed in the publica­
tion of Moewus. D 
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