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Abstract: The history of malacological exploration of Siberia, made in 1932 and 1933 by the malacologist 
Alan Mozley, then affiliated with the Smithsonian Institution, USA, is given, with a discussion of his 
contribution to the knowledge of taxonomy, biogeography and ecology of freshwater and terrestrial 
molluscs of Northern Asia. The type specimens of the Siberian species and subspecies, described as new 
by Mozley, are illustrated, with remarks on the current taxonomic status of these taxa. A social-historical 
context of Mozley’s trip to Stalin’s Russia is also provided, including its connection to the prosecution of 
Nikolay Vavilov, a key opponent of “Lysenkoism”.
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INTRODUCTION

The Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin’s rule 
(around 1929–1953) is commonly portrayed as an 
isolationist and anti-Western state, strongly suspi-
cious of people and ideas coming from the ‘bour-
geois world’. Fundamentally, this picture is true, if 
simplistic. However, the scientific contacts between 
Soviet and Western researchers were never totally 
suppressed, and sometimes students from abroad 
were able to penetrate Stalin’s Russia and conduct 
research in the midst of this huge country during a 
period of political and economic turmoil.

Alan Mozley’s 1932–1933 zoological trip to 
Siberia is one of these rare cases which contradict 
the often-expressed view of the total cultural and sci-
entific isolation of the Soviet Union from the West. 
Here I provide a brief account of Mozley and his 
Siberian travels, which may be interesting not only 
to malacologists but also to historians who are stud-
ying the Soviet-American scientific relations of the 
1930s.

ALAN MOZLEY (1904–1971): THE MALACOLOGIST’S BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

The sources for reconstructing Alan Mozley’s 
curriculum vitae and scientific career are a short bio-
graphical sketch authored by Rappaport & Somers 
(2003) as well as his own published works that of-
ten contain information on his travels, affiliations, 
awards, and research interests. The content of this 
section is derived from these sources, and from con-
temporaneous newspaper articles.

Born as a son of a clerk (“a company registrar”) 
who lived in London, Walter Alan Mozley (Figs 
1–2) later emigrated to Manitoba, Canada, with the 
rest of his family. At the age of eighteen, he was an 
amateur naturalist interested mostly in the life of 
temporary ponds in the environs of Winnipeg, with 
particular emphasis on snails. In 1928, he obtained 
his BSc degree from Wesley College (predecessor to 
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the University of Winnipeg, Manitoba). After teach-
ing for several years at prestigious US universities 
(Johns Hopkins University and University of North 
Carolina), he moved to Great Britain where, in 
1932, he entered the PhD programme at Edinburgh 
University. In 1932 and 1933, Mozley spent two field 
seasons in Siberia and Kazakhstan, which became 
the first extended expedition in his professional ca-
reer. The scientific results of this expedition earned 
him his PhD, based on the thesis “The freshwater 
and terrestrial Mollusca of Northern Asia, with notes 
on the Mollusca of Fennoscandia” (Mozley 1934a). 
This thesis was later published in the Transactions of 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh (Mozley 1935).

Subsequently, he travelled extensively throughout 
the world, studying taxonomy, ecology and distribu-
tion of snails as well as their significance for public 
health, i.e., applied malacology, specifically parasitol-
ogy. In 1940, Mozley was awarded the DSc degree 
from the University of Edinburgh; his thesis’ title 
was “The fresh-water Mollusca of the Tanganyika 
territory and Zanzibar Protectorate, and other con-
tributions to the systematics, bionomics, and distri-
bution of fresh-water and terrestrial Mollusca” (this 
thesis was actually a compilation of reprints of three 
previously published research articles).

He was a keen traveller and preferred the outdoor 
life of a lonely wanderer, which had long restrained 
him from getting a regular tenured position at a 

university. Mozley spent many years working in the 
British colonies in Africa, as well as in Iraq, Egypt, 
Australia, and other countries. After World War II 
his scientific interests shifted towards studies of 
trematodiases (diseases spread by trematode flukes) 
and molluscs as fluke vectors; in the 1940s–1960s, 
he alternated between temporary appointments in 
various universities in the USA, Great Britain and 
Canada and activity as an expert in public health 
and snail control research. His longest academic ap-
pointment was at Union College (Schenectady, New 
York), where he was quite popular with the students 
(Rappaport & Somers 2003).

His first large monograph in malacology (Mozley 
1935) was followed by a series of books devoted 
to varied aspects of ecology of freshwater snails 
(Mozley 1954), including their relationships with 
trematodes (Mozley 1944, 1951, 1957). He also 
authored about forty articles in the fields of descrip-
tive and applied malacology as well as in physical 
geography (e.g., Mozley 1937a, b) and some other 
disciplines. His last books dealt chiefly with general 
problems of ecology.

Alan Mozley retired early from Union College, in-
itially moving to western Canada where he lived with 
his sister’s family (Rappaport & Somers 2003). He 
died in August 1971, aged 66, in Washington state, 
apparently of side effects of a tropical disease.

Figs 1–2. Two portraits of Walter Alan Mozley at different age: 1 – in the 1940s. The image taken and modified from 
the David Adams (a ballet dancer, and distant relative of Mozley) memorial site (URL: http://davidadams.org/da-
vid-adams-family-1940s/; accessed 11 January 2020); 2 – Mozley as an old man. Taken and slightly modified from the 
Manitoba Historical Society site (URL: http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/mozley_wa.shtml; accessed 19 August 
2020)

http://davidadams.org/david-adams-family-1940s/
http://davidadams.org/david-adams-family-1940s/
http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/mozley_wa.shtml
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MOZLEY’ JOURNEY IN SIBERIA AND ITS SCIENTIFIC RESULTS

What was the main stimulus for Mozley to under-
take a long and by no means safe travel across Siberia, 
which was then little explored by non-Russian natu-
ralists?

In 1932, when Mozley first entered Asiatic Russia, 
the freshwater and terrestrial malacofauna of this 
country remained relatively poorly studied. Despite 
the efforts of some prominent zoologists such as 
Alexander von Middendorff, Leopold von Schrenck, 
Carl Ågardh Westerlund, Vassily Lindholm, Dybowski 
brothers (Władysław and Benedykt), whose stud-
ies of Siberian molluscs are discussed in my earli-
er publications (Vinarski 2010, 2019), many parts 
of Siberia had never been visited by a malacologist, 
and even species lists, let alone detailed data on the 
ecology and distribution of continental Mollusca 
of Northern Asia, were not available. Though at 
least six large monographic works on this topic ap-
peared before 1932 (von Middendorff 1851, von 
Schrenck 1867, Westerlund 1877, Lindholm 
1909, W. Dybowski 1912, B. Dybowski 1912), the 
geographical scope of each of these publications was 
rather restricted (except Westerlund’s; this Swedish 
author attempted to overview the malacofauna of 
entire Siberia). Before Mozley, efforts were focused 
mainly on the systematic description of the fauna 
though some authors (e.g., Lindholm; see Vinarski 
2019) tried to discuss biogeographical and ecological 
questions as well.

Though Mozley contributed to molluscan taxono-
my and faunal inventory, it seems that his major in-
terest was in ecology and distribution of continental 
gastropods and bivalves. The relationships between 
molluscs and their habitats were the chief focus of 
his research in Northern Asia, which distinguished 
his approach from that of his prominent predeces-
sors.

The Siberian trip was a part of a much broader 
research project, which was called by Mozley him-
self a “biological study of the Sub-Arctic Mollusca” 
(Mozley 1937b). He defined the Sub-Arctic region 
as the territory lying between the fiftieth parallel of 
northern latitude and the Arctic Circle. In Mozley’s 
own words (cited by Abbott 1935a: 8), “the study 
of this problem is especially important, since in the 
Sub-Arctic we have the unique opportunity of inves-
tigating a fauna in the making. The whole of this re-
gion has only recently become habitable for mollusks, 
so that we are dealing, as it were, with an experiment 
in zoogeography, and there is an absolutely unparal-
leled opportunity for studying geographic distribu-
tion without the host of unknown geologic and ge-
ographic factors which often result in speculations 

which belong more in the realm of nature study or 
natural mythology than in science”.

During this extensive study, Mozley attempted to 
address four general problems: “1. What is the con-
stitution of the Sub-Arctic mollusc fauna? 2. From 
what geographical and phylogenetic sources has it 
been derived? 3. What environmental factors govern 
the distribution of species within the region? 4. To 
what extent has the original immigrant stock been 
modified since its migration into the Sub-Arctic 
Region?” (Mozley 1937c: 149).

To accomplish this task, Mozley planned to an-
alyse and compare the data on molluscan ecology 
and distribution collected from three large Sub-Artic 
regions: Canada, Scandinavia, and Siberia. By 1932, 
Mozley had an extensive body of original observa-
tions in Canada, accumulated during 1924–1931. 
The next two field seasons would be devoted to the 
exploration of northern Asia, and he would collect 
the data on Fennoscandian molluscs in 1934.

The funds for the Siberian expedition were provid-
ed by the Smithsonian Institution (Washington, USA) 
under a grant from the Walter Rathbone Bacon trav-
elling scholarship (Abbott 1933). This scholarship 
aimed to support studies “of the fauna of countries 
other than the United States of America” (Mozley 
1934b: 1). According to the scholarship rules, all 
“collections, photographs, records, and equipment” 
obtained with its support, should become the prop-
erty of the Institution (Anonymous 1927). As a re-
sult, the malacological samples collected by Mozley 
in Siberia were deposited in the National Museum of 
Natural History (NMNH) (see below).

Most probably, Mozley was chosen by the 
Smithsonian for that expedition because he was not 
an American citizen; the US refused to recognise the 
Soviet Union until 1933. Despite the many years 
spent in the USA, Mozley for a long time retained his 
dual British/Canadian citizenship (A. Kabat, pers. 
comm.).

Unfortunately, his monograph (Mozley 1935) 
contained neither a map nor a detailed itinerary of 
the author’s route. It is possible to provide here only 
a very general outline of his travel, based on the brief 
information published in the annual reports of the 
Smithsonian Institution (Abbott 1933, 1935a, b, 
1937).

Mozley started his 1932 field season with a vis-
it in Tomsk, a large city lying in the southern part 
of western Siberia. He was able to make an excur-
sion to the mouth of the Ket’ River (north of Tomsk) 
and another one south, into the Akmolinsk Steppe 
(nowadays the territory belongs to nothern and cen-
tral Kazakhstan; Akmolinsk is now the capital of 
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Kazakhstan named Nur-Sultan). In the same year he 
managed to visit Lake Baikal, where “thanks to the 
generous assistance of the director of the limnologi-
cal station at Lake Baikal, he was able to spend near-
ly 2 months in the Baikal region, where he circum-
navigated the lake in the motor yacht of the station 
and made various land excursions” (Abbott 1935a: 
75). In these years, the Baikal limnological station 
(now Limnological Institute of the Siberian Branch 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences) was situat-
ed in Listvyanka settlement, approximately 50 km 
SE of Irkutsk. Its director, Prof. Gleb Vereshchagin 
(1889–1944), was a prominent Russian geographer 
and limnologist, one of the first explorers of Lake 
Baikal (Takhteev & Rusinek 2019). The station 
owned a small research vessel named after Benedykt 
Dybowski (Fig. 3). Most probably, it was that “motor 
yacht” mentioned in the Smithsonian annual report.

In 1933, Mozley made a three-month journey 
through the forest-steppe to the south of Omsk 
(nowadays within Kazakhstan boundaries). That year 
the scholarship was extended to cover 1934, during 
which year Mozley planned to continue his research 
in Siberia. He intended to make a trip down the Lena 

River and to explore the river and adjacent territory, 
“but for certain reasons it was not practicable for him 
to obtain the necessary permission for work in this 
territory” (Abbott 1937: 9). Having no possibility to 
reach the Lena River, Mozley spent the field season 
of 1934 in Scandinavia, where he studied continental 
molluscs of Finland and northern Sweden.

He spent the winters of 1932/1933 and 
1933/1934 in Edinburgh working on his collections 
in Edinburgh University.

The primary results of the Siberian travel were 
published in two main publications, the first of 
which was a taxonomic paper with the description 
of new species and subspecies of aquatic molluscs 
(Mozley 1934b). The second one (Mozley 1935) 
was a lengthy publication (actually a monograph), 
with an annotated check-list of Siberian freshwater 
and terrestrial Mollusca and a detailed discussion of 
their ecology and biogeography. A short faunal note 
devoted to the discovery of a land snail Zoogenetes 
harpa (Say, 1824) in Siberia (Mozley 1934c) became 
the third published outcome of the expedition.

Later, Mozley used his observations from north-
ern Asia for comparative ecological analyses (Mozley 

Fig. 3. R/V Benedykt Dybowski owned by the Baikal limnological station. Photo taken in 1931. After Takhteev & 
Rusinek (2019). Most probably, next year Mozley worked on board of this vessel
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1937c, 1938) as well as in his book on the general 
ecology of freshwater Mollusca (Mozley 1954).

I have tried to reconstruct his routes based on the 
lists of species’ occurrences given in his articles (Fig. 
4). Despite this effort, some of the localities remain 
unknown or uncertain due to either mistakes in trans-
literations of Russian and Kazakh geographic names 
made by Mozley himself (for example, “Chernoredsky” 
on the Irtysh River; possibly it is Chernoluchye, a set-
tlement near Omsk) or the subsequent renaming or 
even complete disappearance of settlements and loca-
tions visited by him almost a century ago.

Possibly, not all the mollusc localities mentioned 
in the 1935 paper were actually visited by the author 
himself. It is known that during his journey Mozley 
visited the largest university centres of Siberia, in-
cluding Irkutsk, Omsk and Tomsk, and contacted local 
experts on the freshwater fauna. Thus, in Tomsk, he 
met a young ichthyologist Bodo Johansen (Ioganzen) 
(1911–1996), who would later become the leading 
malacologist of Siberia. In Omsk, he communicated 
with Prof. Pyotr Dravert (1879–1945), a naturalist 
and poet, who was interested in many disciplines, 
from mineralogy and zoology to the study of meteor-
ites and ethnology. In the 1930s, both Johansen and 
Dravert published articles on freshwater molluscs of 
Siberia (Johansen 1934, Dravert 1935). Mozley 
(1935: 607) mentioned that he investigated the “use-
ful collection” of Johansen during his stay in Tomsk.

Nevertheless, the area covered by Mozley himself 
was enormous. He made “extensive travels about the 
lake” Baikal (Mozley 1954: 31), visited the southern 
parts of western Siberia and the dry steppes of north-
ern Kazakhstan. In the course of two seasons, Mozley 
explored some parts of what are now the Altay, Omsk, 
Novosibirsk, Tomsk and Irkutsk oblasts [regions] of 
Russia as well as the Akmola and Pavlodar oblasts 
of modern Kazakhstan (Fig. 4). The southernmost 
point of Siberia he reached was Ulala Town, today 
Gorno-Altaysk, the capital of the Altay Republic.  
From his memoirs, we know that Mozley travelled 
alone, “except for a Russian boy to tend the horses” 
(Rappaport & Somers 2003). He made use of the 
Trans-Siberian railway, but most of his way through 
the Siberian wilderness was made by horse-and-cart. 
The list of continental Mollusca taxa of Northern 
Asia, published by Mozley (1935), contained 37 
species and subspecies of aquatic gastropods, 17 spe-
cies and subspecies of terrestrial snails, and 14 spe-
cies of mussels and pea-clams. Not all of them were 
actually present in the author’s collection; some taxa 
were included in the list based on data in the prior 
literature. Mozley also had an opportunity to exam-
ine several available private and museum collections 
of Sub-Arctic molluscs, including those of the Tomsk 
State University (Siberia’s first university).

Among the taxa he found, eight were described 
by Mozley (1934b) as new. The type series of these 

Fig. 4. Map of Mozley’s fieldwork in Siberia, 1932 and 1933, based on species occurrences mentioned in Mozley (1934a, 
b, c, 1935)
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taxa are now in the Smithsonian’s NMNH and photos 
of syntypes of all these species and subspecies save 
Physa sartlandinensis Mozley, 1934 (type no longer ex-
tant) are published herein (Figs 5–12). These are:
1.	 Valvata antiquilina Mozley, 1934 (Mozley 1934b: 

1, pl. I, fig. 4; 1935: 612). Type locality – “Lake 
Khomotenoye, Aj-Bulat drainage basin, Siberia”, 
which corresponds to Lake Khomutinoye, situ-
ated in the Altay Krai of Russia, near Burla set-
tlement, approximately 53°26.6'N, 78°41.6'E (see 
Vinarski & Kantor 2016). The true identity of 
the species is uncertain; it is possibly a junior syn-
onym of the Euro-Siberian Valvata antiqua Morris, 
1838 (Vinarski & Kantor 2016). USNM 469212, 
1 syntype (Fig. 5).

2.	 Lymnaea (Galba) palustris saridalensis Mozley, 1934 
(Mozley 1934a: 2, pl. I, fig. 1; 1935: 626). Type 
locality – Northern Kazakhstan, small, brackish 
lake in the Steppe Sari Dala, 15 km southwest of 
Pavlodar. The syntypes and their taxonomic iden-
tity were discussed in my earlier paper (Vinarski 
2014). The current systematic position of this 
taxon is: Stagnicola saridalensis (Mozley, 1934), a 
valid species. USNM 469734, 10 syntypes (Fig. 6).

3.	 Lymnaea (Galba) palustris kazakensis Mozley, 1924 
(Mozley 1934b: 3, pl. I, fig. 7; 1935: 628). Type 
locality – Northern Kazakhstan, small dry lake 
bottom near the village of Novo Troetskaya (it 
proved to be impossible to locate the locus typi-
cus exactly). In current taxonomy this subspecies 
is accepted as valid; its proper name is Lymnaea 
(Kazakhlymnaea) taurica kazakensis Mozley, 1934 
(Vinarski et al. 2012, Vinarski & Kantor 2016). 
USNM 470457 (Fig. 7).

4.	 Lymnaea (Galba) palustris draverti Mozley, 1934 
(Mozley 1934b: 4, pl. I, fig. 9; 1935: 629). Type 
locality – Siberia, from the River Om near Omsk. 
It is a junior synonym of Stagnicola saridalen-
sis (Vinarski 2014, Vinarski & Kantor 2016). 
USNM 469681, 12 syntypes (Fig. 8).

5.	 Lymnaea (Galba) palustris bolotensis Mozley, 1934 
(Mozley 1934b: 5, pl. I, fig. 3; 1935: 630). Type 
locality – Northern Kazakhstan, “from flooded 
area between the Rivers Chaganak and Chederti, 
Djarla-Uli drainage basin”. This area belongs 
now to either Akmola oblast or Pavlodar oblast 
of Kazakhstan. The subspecies epithet is derived 
from Russian “boloto”, a swamp, and apparent-
ly does not indicate any particular location. The 
subspecies is currently regarded as a synonym of 
Ladislavella terebra (Westerlund, 1885) (Vinarski 
2012, Vinarski & Kantor 2016). USNM 469821, 
holotype (Fig. 9).

6.	 Lymnaea (Radix) zazurnensis Mozley, 1934 (Mozley 
1934b: 6, pl. I, fig. 2; 1935: 623). Type locality is 
given as “Lake Zazurnia, in the mountain range 
known as Khamar Daban, eastern shore of the 

Lake Baikal”. There is no lake bearing such a 
name in Eastern Siberia. According to a reason-
able hypothesis, the type series was collected 
from Lake Sobolinoye situated south of Vydrino 
station (51°17.8'N, 104°41.25'E) (see Vinarski 
& Kantor 2016). USNM470709, 1 syntype (Fig. 
10). The current taxonomic allocation of this snail 
is as a synonym of Kamtschaticana kamtschatica 
(Middendorff, 1851) (Vinarski, unpublished).

7.	 Planorbis (Spiralina) johanseni Mozley, 1934 
(Mozley 1934b: 6, pl. I, fig. 8; 1935: 637). Type 
locality – Kazakhstan, “Kotur Kulb near Borovoye” 
(an unidentifiable locality). It is a junior syno-
nym of Anisus vortex (Linnaeus, 1758) (Vinarski 
& Kantor 2016). USNM470515, 14 syntypes 
(Fig. 11).

8.	 Physa sartlandinensis Mozley, 1934 (Mozley 1934b: 
7, pl. I, fig. 6; 1935: 641). Type locality: Russia, 
Novosibirsk Region, Barabinsk Steppe, Sartlan 
Lake. The type specimens of this species were not 
found in the USNM collection (Yury Kantor, 
pers. comm.). Taylor (2003) mentioned that 
the holotype of Ph. sartlandinensis was kept in the 
USNM, but it is unclear from his text if Taylor 
himself had seen the holotype. There are two oth-
er lots of this species in the USNM, both collect-
ed by Mozley but neither from the type locality 
(NMNH 469614 & 469617). The taxonomic posi-
tion of this species remains unclear. While Taylor 
(2003) placed it in the synonymy of Physa dalmati-
na Küster, 1844, whose type locality is situated in 
the Balkan Peninsula, Russian authors regard it as 
taxon inquirendum (Vinarski & Kantor 2016). 
In August of 2005, I visited Lake Sartlan and tried 
to collect topotypes of Ph. sartlandinensis but was 
unsuccessful.
Importantly, the description of these new taxa was 

not the main focus for Mozley, whose research project 
was centred around ecology and biogeography. In his 
1935 paper, he described in detail the habitat distribu-
tion of aquatic molluscs (including those living in salt 
lakes of the Altay and Kazakh steppe). He gave a hy-
drological characteristic of the main types of aquatic 
habitats in southern Siberia in relation to the fauna of 
molluscs inhabiting them. Mozley developed a zooge-
ographic regionalisation of Northern Asia and divided 
this subcontinent into four faunal regions: the Great 
Siberian Region, the Baikal Region, the Far Eastern 
Region, and the Chukchee-Kamchatka Region. He did 
not visit the last two regions personally, and he based 
their delineation on the results of an extensive study 
of literature sources and museum collections.

To sum up, Mozley’s opus magnum (Mozley 1935) 
was the first ecological-geographical monograph on 
the continental Mollusca of Northern Asia. Albeit 
based on what is now an outdated taxonomy, in some 
respects this work has remained unmatched till the 

https://goo.gl/maps/28ApJs31cbGUKFfJ6
https://goo.gl/maps/8Vb2NmbGkn52Qrr97
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present day. Only one substantial component of the 
Siberian malacofauna – the highly endemic malaco-
fauna of Lake Baikal – was almost completely ignored 
by Mozley, even though he spent significant time at 
the limnological station on Lake Baikal and was able 
to use the station’s yacht for extended cruises along 
the shoreline (Abbott 1933). This gap was already 
addressed in 1936 when Mikhail Kozhov published 
his taxonomic monograph on the molluscs of Baikal 
(Kozhov 1936).

The general reader of the 1930s could obtain in-
formation about Mozley and his Siberian trip main-
ly from newspaper articles and interviews. The most 
unusual outcome of this, apparently unexpected by 
Mozley himself, became a story of “Siberian Snails and 
Life on Mars” which is briefly presented below (based 
mostly on personal communication of Alan Kabat).

Mozley (1935: 670–671, 686) explained that the 
Siberian snails had to be able to survive winter tem-
peratures as cold as 40 degrees below zero or even 
colder. Somehow, the science reporter for the New 
York Times picked up on this, and either Mozley him-

self, or the reporter, jumped to the conclusion that 
snails would be able to survive the temperatures on 
the planet Mars, which was then known to have ex-
tremely cold temperatures. This conclusion, which 
Mozley may have made as a joke, was picked up by 
the national press in the USA, starting with the New 
York Times in the Sunday paper on 12 January 1936. 
This article presented a sober discussion of Mozley’s 
conclusions about snails surviving the cold Siberian 
winter, which the reporter likened to “quasi-Martian 
conditions” and the reporter concluded that “all this 
makes one speculate the more about the possibilities 
of life on Mars” (Kaempffert 1936). This specula-
tion by Mozley and/or the science reporter was then 
circulated by the Associated Press (a national news-
wire service) and republished on the very next day by 
several other major newspapers, this time attributed 
directly – and incorrectly! – to Mozley.

It is enough to cite here only one example of a 
newspaper speculation on the topic. An anonymous 
commentary went on to present Mozley’s “conclu-
sions” about Martian geography: “The changes on 

Figs 5–12. Type specimens (5–11) and an example of a museum label (12) of species of Siberian snails described by Mozley 
(1934) as new to science: 5 – Valvata antiquilina, 6 – Lymnaea palustris saridalensis, 7 – L. palustris kazakensis, 8 – L. p. drav-
erti, 9 – L. p. bolotensis, 10 – L. zazurnensis, 11 – Planorbis johanseni (two views). Scale bars 2 mm (except 6 – 5 mm)
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Mars’ surface that have so puzzled [others] are now 
generally believed to be caused by annual meltings of 
ice and snow at its poles.  The water runs into shallow 
depressions, Dr. Mozley believes, and there remains 
for a month or so, long enough to bring forth the 
vegetation that shows in dark areas through the tele-
scopes and to afford opportunity for the breeding and 
feeding of a cycle of molluscs. The ponds run dry; the 
vegetation survives in seeds, the snails as adults in 
winter dormancy, awaiting the life-giving moisture of 
a new spring. It is a theory to arouse speculation. Are 
these snails, if they are such, the surviving life of an 
evolution starting hundreds of millions of years ago, 
reaching a zenith of perhaps a high order of plant and 
animal being and then literally running out for lack 
of the means of subsistence?  Or are they the height 
of evolution’s processes on Mars? If the latter guess 
is correct, it becomes obvious that a race proverbially 
slow can never rise to a station of physical or mental 
attainment comparable to man’s on earth, can never 

be capable of thinking out and setting up equipment 
to send or receive messages from any other planet in 
this or other universes. Mars will die and the snail 
will still be a snail” (Anonymous 1936a).

Remarkably, at approximately the same time, i.e. 
in the mid-thirties, Gavriil Tikhov, a Russian astron-
omer, developed a new branch of science and called 
it “astrobotany”. Tikhov (1949) tried to explain the 
observed changes in Mars surface coloration by veg-
etation cycles. As far as I know, he did not mention 
either snails or any other animals in his publications 
on astrobotany.

Needless to say that Mozley himself did discuss 
the Siberian molluscs in the “astrobiological” con-
text neither in his Siberian monograph (Mozley 
1935) nor in his other publications on the Siberian 
malacofauna. As far as is known, Mozley is the only 
malacologist whose research was discussed, however 
erroneously, in connection with the likelihood of ex-
traterrestrial life.

HUNGER AND TERROR: THE POLITICAL BACKGROUND OF MOZLEY’S TRAVEL

The years 1932 and 1933 were especially hard for 
the people of the USSR. Due to the collectivisation and 
the cessation of the “new economic policy” (known as 
NEP), a serious economic crisis had taken over the 
country (Osokina 2008). City dwellers suffered from 
a sharp deficiency of food and many consumer goods, 
whereas in the rural regions of Ukraine, South Siberia, 
and North Kazakhstan, people were actually starv-
ing to death. Mozley discussed this in his memoirs 
and even remarked on it in his scientific publications. 
For example, in his 1935 article, he discussed find-
ing large freshwater mussels of the genus Unio in the 
River Tom’. It would be a significant discovery from 
both taxonomic and biogeographical point of view 
since it was thought that the Unio mussels did not live 
in Siberia (Zhadin 1933). However, Mozley was una-
ble to add it to his collection because “the specimens 
were stolen by some hungry natives while they were 
being brought out of Tomsk” (Mozley 1935: 651).

Some strange and inexplicable things happened 
during his travel along the Trans-Siberian Railway. 
As Mozley himself recalled it, during his journey on 
the Trans-Siberian Railway his “fellow passengers 
mysteriously disappeared one by one”; in the Kazakh 
steppe, he met hungry men who “would kill for food. 
The usual method was to cut the throat” (Rappaport 
& Somers 2003: 499–500). Travelling in a rather 
dangerous country, Mozley took some precautions. 
As one Australian newspaper informed their readers, 
he “grew a flowing coal-black beard when in Siberia 
in order to look more Russian, and thus avoid awk-
ward questions about his nationality” (Anonymous 
1936b).

However, it seems that Mozley had no serious 
problems with Soviet officials and policemen dur-
ing his two-year trip. At all accounts, he could work 
safely even in the wildest places of Siberia. In a pub-
lication, he expressed his thanks to many unnamed 
Soviet “scientific men and officials” for their cordial 
assistance, and “it was through their aid that I was 
able to travel so extensively in the more remote and 
less populated parts of the country” (Mozley 1935: 
606; see also Abbott 1933: 25). Troubles arose some 
years after Mozley left the USSR. These troubles did 
not touch him personally but some of these “scien-
tific men”, who helped the American to “travel so 
extensively”.

The Academician Nikolay Vavilov (1887–1943), 
the leading Soviet geneticist of that epoch, was in the 
late 1930s one of the strongest and most prominent 
opponents of Lysenko and his so-called “Michurinist 
biology” which stemmed from a bitter hostility to-
wards the Mendelian genetics, rejected as a “bour-
geois science” in favour of Lysenko’s own theory that 
the environment alone induced heritable changes in 
plants and animals. This infamous theory became 
known as “Lysenkoism” (see Krementsov 1997, 
Pollock 2009 and references therein). Although 
Lysenko’s research is now known to be irreproduc
ible “junk science,” at the time his views were highly 
influential, being approved by Stalin and continuing 
through the Khrushchev years (Medvedev 1969, 
Dobzhansky 1980).

Vavilov was arrested in 1940 and, only three years 
later, starved to death in the Saratov prison. The sled-
stvennoe delo [investigation material] of his case was 
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published only twenty years ago (Rokityansky et 
al. 1999). As it turns out, Stalin’s investigators used 
Mozley’s visit to the USSR in 1932–1933, which was 
organised with the Academician’s support, as a corpus 
delicti against Vavilov, who was accused of espionage. 
Mozley himself, seven years after he left Russia, was 
also suspected of being a spy. According to Vavilov’s 
sledstvennoe delo, during his stay in Omsk “in con-
versation with the administration of the Grain Crops 
Institute, Mozley aroused suspicion about the va-
lidity of his scientific qualifications and the serious 
scientific goals of his trip to Siberia. While in Omsk, 
Mozley seemed interested in information on the 
number of guns and local factories that carried out 
orders of the military department” (Rokityansky et 
al. 1999: 459–460).

The absurdity of this accusation may be compared 
only to the absurdity of accusations against Vavilov 
himself. In particular, Vavilov was suspected, since 
1925, as the leader of the so-called “Labour Party of 
the Peasantry” who allegedly was actively planning 
a plot against the Soviet regime. In August of 1955, 
soon after Stalin’s death, the Supreme Court of the 
USSR dropped all charges from Vavilov’s record; he 
was found not guilty of espionage and other crimes 
ascribed to him in 1940–1941. Unfortunately, Vavilov 
had died in 1943, over a decade prior to his posthu-
mous exoneration.

The published text of Vavilov’s interrogation 
contains some hitherto unpublished details about 
Mozley’s research trip to the USSR. I provide a trans-
lation of some excerpts from Vavilov’s sledstvennoe 
delo (Rokityansky et al. 1999: 235).
	– “Question: Did you invite Mozley, the American 

zoologist, to visit the USSR?
	– Answer: No. I did not invite him.
	– Q: Are you the person who applied to 

Narkomindel to approve the Soviet visa for 
Mozley? [Narkomindel (Narodnyi Komissariat 
Inostrannykh Del) – at that time the name of the 
Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

	– A: I do not remember. Perhaps I did it.
	– Q: Were you well familiar with Mozley?
	– A: No, I saw him only once, for 15 minutes.
	– Q: Did you give him a recommendation letter ad-

dressed to land departments and agricultural in-
stitutions of the USSR?

	– A: Yes, I did.
	– Q: Why did you, not knowing this man, write the 

petition to grant him the Soviet visa, and give 
him the recommendation letter addressed to the 
Soviet institutions that were asked to support 
him during his travel through the USSR?

	– A: I behaved in such a manner because [Mozley] 
had a recommendation letter from an American 
university’s President, who asked to help Mozley 
in his research trip to the USSR.

	– Q: Which topics were studied by Mozley and 
which regions of the Union he visited?

	– A: Mozley’s speciality is zoology, and he went [to 
the USSR] to study molluscs and explore Siberian 
lakes and swamps.

	– Q: Did Mozley travel alone in Siberia or was he a 
member of some expedition?

	– A: I cannot recall it but it seems that I did write 
a petition to the Academy of Sciences in order to 
let Mozley be included in one of the expeditions 
sent to Siberia.

	– Q: But how to explain that you were especially 
caring to this man, whom you did not know per-
sonally and whose scientific work has nothing to 
do with your field of research?

	– A: I did it following the common custom [to help] 
someone who has arrived with recommendation 
letters from prominent scientists or scientific in-
stitutions of foreign countries.

	– Q: You are concealing the true motives of your 
assistance to foreigners during their stay in the 
USSR and your criminal relations with some of 
them! We demand honest testimonies!

	– A: My testimony is honest, I’m telling you all as 
it was in reality. I have never had illegal relations 
with the foreigners”.
This interrogation illustrates the mechanism 

of academic exchange between the USSR and the 
USA in those years and explains some circumstanc-
es that allowed Mozley to undertake his trip. It is 
obvious that Vavilov never had close relations with 
Mozley, and the support he provided the American 
was because of the scientific ethic and the spirit of 
collegiality between researchers of different coun-
tries. However, from the investigator’s point of view, 
Vavilov’s conduct was a deceptive camouflage, which 
hid the allegedly “true” motivation – espionage.

However unusual Mozley’s lonely travel through 
Siberia may seem, the very fact of his two-year stay 
in the Soviet Union is not all that surprising. In the 
early 1930s, the scientific exchange between the USA 
and the USSR was relatively active. With financial 
support from the Rockefeller Foundation, several 
leading Russian biologists (Vladimir Alpatov, Dmitry 
Kashkarov, and Anton Zhebrak) were doing their 
research in the USA (Krementsov 1997). Another 
biologist, who decided not to return home, became 
one of the founders of the Modern Synthesis in evo-
lutionary biology (Theodosius Dobzhansky). Yet 
another genius lost to Russia was George Gamow 
[Georgiy Gamov], the physicist, who went on to 
formulate the Big Bang theory. There was also some 
movement in the opposite direction. One of the most 
eminent American biologists who went to the USSR 
to do scientific research from 1934 to 1937, was the 
geneticist Herman Muller, who returned to the USA 
and later won the Nobel prize in 1946.
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After the December 1934 murder of Sergei Kirov, 
a popular politician, whom Stalin thought to be his 
main rival, scientific and other contacts with the West 
dwindled and eventually almost entirely ceased. Soviet 
science eventually turned into “a huge, hierarchical, 
centralized, politicized, isolated, and strictly con-
trolled system” (Krementsov 1997: 13). I am una-
ware of any foreign malacologist who conducted field-
work in the USSR between 1935 and the mid-1960s 
(although in some German zoological museums one 
can find freshwater molluscs collected during World 
War II from the territory of the USSR occupied by the 
Nazi troops; presumably these collections were made 
by soldiers with scientific background or interested 
in natural history). Thus, Mozley’s malacological trip 
through Siberia can be considered as a unique event 
in the history of Stalinist science, and one that, evi-
dently unknown to Mozley, resulted in harsh conse-
quences for Nikolai Vavilov.
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