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LIFE FRAGMENTS 
FROM THE CAVING WORLD

ABSTRACT
Aspects of the life of some illustrious Italian speleologists are here reported. They are: Beppo Occhialini, 
speleologist in Antro di Corchia and Gouffre de la Pierre Saint Martin, who was one of the most impor-
tant physicist of the last century; Giulio Racah who, together with Occhialini explored some caves and 
later became an eminent physicist in Israel and the Institute of Physics of Jerusalem University was de-
dicated to him; Giulio Natta, speleologist in Lombardy, chemist engaged in the development of synthetic 
rubber and Nobel Prize for chemistry; Franco Rasetti, expert of cave flora and trilobites, who was one of 
the colleagues of Enrico Fermi; Ardito Desio, speleologist in North Italy and leader of the Italian expedi-
tion to K2 as well as geologist in many parts of the world; Ezio Tongiorgi, a person with a great number 
of interests, from caves to nuclear geology;  Carlo Maviglia,  prehistorian and a luxury knitwear dealer, 
Ottavio Cornaggia Castiglioni, heir of a noble family with a great interest in paleethnology and Tullio 
Regge, one of the most eminent theoretical physicists of our time. Such aspects come both from different 
contribution and mainly from directs acquaintance with them.
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Carlo Maviglia, Ottavio Cornaggia Castiglioni, Tullio Regge.

RIASSUNTO
Vengono qui riportati alcuni aspetti della vita di eminenti speleologi italiani. Si tratta di: Beppo Occhiali-
ni, esploratore dell’Antrodi Corchia e del Gouffre de la Pierre Saint Martin, che fu uno dei più importanti 
fisici italiani dell’ultimo secolo; Giulio Racah che, insieme ad Occhialini esplorava diverse grotte e diven-
ne un grande fisico in Israeletanto che l’Istituto di Fisica dell’Università di Gerusalemme gli fu dedicata; 
Giulio Natta, speleologo in Lombardia, e chimico occupato nello sviluppo della gomma sintetica e pre-
mio Nobel per la chimica; Franco Rasetti, esperto nella flora delle grotte nei trilobiti, collega di Enrico 
Fermi e Ardito Desio, altro speleologo nell’Italia settentrionale e organizzatore della spedizione italiana 
al K2 nonché geologo in varie parti del mondo. Questi aspetti della loro vita derivano da diverse fonti e 
soprattutto da rapporti personali con gli interessati.

Parole chiave: speleologi, Beppo Occhialini, Giulio Racah, Giulio Natta, Franco Rasetti Ardito Desio.

INTRODUCTION
During my life I had the chance to meet speleologists and some of them became also good friends. 
Now it is not my task to write their biographies but only to recall here some stories about them.
Some years ago, together with Giovanni Badino (2009) we published a paper in “Speleologia” 
concerning Giulio Natta, Nobel prize for chemistry in 1963, who was an active caver in the first half 
of last century. In 2008, with Francesco De Sio (2007), we delivered a detailed paper concerning 
Beppo Occhialini at the XX National Congress of Speleology, but here some additional “life 
fragments” may be reported on the basis of a direct knowledge.
Before listing such details on the life of these speleologists I would point out a curious coincidence, 
i.e. the relatively high number of physicists who are also cavers. People concerned with physics 
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and with caves belong to a small number of persons and apparently such groups should have little 
in common. But, on the contrary, such common interests are not unusual.  Max Cosyns, Jacques 
Labeyrie, Felix Trombe, Beppo Occhialini, Giulio Racah excelled in both fields; in Italy three 
presidents of the Italian Speleological Society, among 11 from 1950 to present, were physicist: 
Vittorio Castellani, Giovanni Badino and myself.
A famous British explorer Apsley Cherry-Garrard (1886-1959) who participated to the expedition 
Terra Nova of Robert Falcon Scott in Antarctic, declared that “Exploration is the physical 
expression of the intellectual passion” and Beppo quoted sometimes this phrase.  Perhaps this 
could be an explanation of such an unforeseen connection, because physicist have an important 
wish to go deeper in understanding what is around them and caves are often an unexplored 
environment rather close to them.

BEPPO OCCHIALINI (Fossombrone 1907 – Paris 1993)
His official name was Giuseppe Paolo Stanislao but he was usually called Beppo by his friends. 
In 1952 he was appointed as professor in the Institute of Physics of the Milan University. For 
two times he was close to the Nobel Prize without success, so that another physicist, Bruno 
Pontecorvo, when Powell received the prize made a toast “I drink to the health of you all, Beppo’s 
friends and students, and I wish you to cooperate with him: it is surely the best way for you to 
get the Nobel Prize”. 
When, as a student, I told him about my interest for caves I started to share a friendship for the 
rest of my life. In 1955 we visited Antro di Corchia in the Apuane Alps and explored a deep well, 
the Pozzo Bertarelli, and surveyed the bottom at 120m from the top.
He was a rather special caver because two caves only were the object of his interest, the Antro di 
Corchia, quoted above, and the Cave of la Pierre Saint Martin in the Pyrenees.

His language was a direct Italianisation of English and students could understand him only if 
they had a perfect knowledge both of physics and English. Therefore, Beppo’s assistant, Alberto 
Bonetti, organized a special speech before the few lessons delivered by Beppo in order to give to 
the students the special vocabulary to understand Beppo.  

During his life in Italy, he received the visit of Franck Oppenheimer, physicist and younger brother 
of Robert Oppenheimer the well-known director of Project Manhattan where the atomic bomb 
was built. He arrived with a distinct blue dress and Beppo drove him immediately into a cave 
with obvious consequences. Indeed, Beppo never care about his attire: once, during carnival 
time, he found in the Physics Institute in Milan a mock hammer made with foam rubber and 
moved around hammering around with it. At a certain time, he met a visitor asking where he 
could meet Professor Occhialini, Beppo answered “It’s me” and it was a bit difficult to convince 
the visitor that he was not teased. 
Of course, students were excited to find such an important person so similar to them.

When in a cave, one of his habits was to have always a couple of knots at the end of any rope 
because, when he was young, he led a girl in Antro di Corchia and, after having lowered her, 
in turn he descended but, having undone the knots, the rope had slipped from his hands and 
he fell fortunately without consequences because the blow on the back had been muffled by 
the rucksack. From that moment a couple of knots at the end on any rope used in caves was 
mandatory. 
During a trip in Antro di Corchia we were waiting to load on the cable car trolley a mountain of 
materials and he warned: “Don’t forget the strings and other things”. For him ropes and strings 
were the essential part of the equipment.
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During cave exploration he wore a woolen cap that his mother had made for him, similar to the 
caps used in the Andes and decided that the sleeping bag should be left partially open in order 
that temperature inside would not be too high for a better sleep. 

When he retired, he moved in in an old cottage near Florence with his wife Constance Dilworth 
(Conny). While our wives were talking in the garden, he told me: “Look, we ate the garlic 
together”. Since I was unable to understand the meaning he added: “If someone eats the garlic 
alone, other people cannot stand nearby; us two, instead, ate the “garlic” of speleology and so 
stay together and understand each other”. 

The discovery of the cave “Gouffre de la Pierre St. Martin” was made in 1950 while Georges 
Lepineux and Beppo were close to a doline after a day spent searching for caves. Lepineux asked 
the typical question: “What you bet that I hit that hole at the first shot?” Beppo answered that 
he would not accept the bet because he was sure that his friend would have surely hit. When 
it happened, a crow disturbed by the stone went out in flight and both friends realized that 
the crow’s nest should have been at the top of a well since crows put their nests above empty 
spaces. After a check by throwing some stones the top entrance to the gouffre was found. In 1952 
the first descent into the abyss was organized and a depth of 505 metres was achieved without 
having reached the bottom.

In 1952 another expedition was organised and Beppo, just arrived from Brazil, joined other 
members of the team. When they decided to go back, while Haroun Tazieff would have filmed the 
ascent, a winch lifted Marcel Loubens and while he tried to light a magnesium torch, suddenly 
fell from a height of 10 metres because the rope had slipped off from the winch.

Beppo, Labeyrie and Tazieff moved gently Loubens, who was without knowledge, in a safer place 
while they tried to communicate with the team outside. A medical doctor André Mairey could 
reach the injured but after 36 hours after the accident Loubens died by having the dorsal spin 
broken.  Beppo asked catholic Casteret 
what he could do from a religious point of 
view and since the answer was a prayer 
only, then Beppo recited poems by Garcia 
Lorca while writing with the smoke of a 
carbide lamp: Ici Marcel Loubens lived 
the last days of his brave life close to the 
grave prepared by the friends. Loubens 
body was recovered a couple of years later 
for a final burial.

At the end of this tragic explorations, 
while Tazieff was lifted, the pulley 
jammed when he was at 70 metres from 
the bottom under a water cascade. In 
order to fix the pulley, the cable should 
be lifted and Beppo solved the situation 
by lifting the cable with a thin but strong 
electric cable knotted with “Prusik knots” 
and the pulley could be fixed. Later Beppo 
explained that such knots are used by 
Pyrenees shepherds to raise the sheeps.

The first burial of Marcel Loubens



54

SOPRA E SOTTO IL CARSO 2025 PROCEEDINGS OF THE ALCADI 2020
Gorizia (Italy) sept. 3-4-5, 2021

Concerning religion, Beppo once quoted the Pascal’s bet (in French: Le pari de Pascal): “if if you 
believe in God and there is no God you lose a little, if you don’t believe and instead God exists 
you lose a lot”. He objected that the first part of the sentence was not correct because if someo-
ne attends the church and God does not exist, he loses a lot because he wasted his time. While 
Beppo’s bibliography is very great, he never published a line concerning caves. Other details in 
Cigna & De Sio (2008).

GIULIO RACAH (Florence 1909 – Florence 1965)
He was born in Florence in 1909 where he got his physic degree. He joined the Florentine 
Speleological Group and participated actively to many important and difficult caves exploration 
in Tuscany. Reports of this activity are published in the bulletin of the group. 
At that time, he was named “Tadino”. While most of his friends had an unkempt appearance, he 
had a look very correct. After an important expedition, the descent of “Abisso Revel” (vertical 
unique shaft 316 m deep) he proposed the Florentine Speleological Group for the award of the 
“Rostro d’Oro” (golden beak) a special prize delivered by the Fascist government for important 
sporting enterprises, while other colleagues (Rasetti and Occhialini, among them) disagree. In 
any case the prize was not granted.

Racah worked very actively with the group coordinated by Enrico Fermi in Roma
On account of the law against Hebrew he was forced to leave the university where he was 
appointed professor and moved to Israel where he developed very successfully his career.  Now 
the Institute of Physics of the Jerusalem University is dedicated to him.

During a return to Italy in 1965, he died by carbon monoxide poisoning released by a defective 
heating system in his house.

From left: Giulio Racah, Enrico Barbieri, Renzo Barbieri, Aldo Berzi, 
in Antro di Corchia, 1934

The stamp issued by the Israel Mail
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Beppo Occhialini would have wanted to put a plaque in Antro di Corchia as a memory of his 
old friend. Then in 2012 such a plaque, prepared by his friends, was placed by Giovanni Badino 
when another plate was placed in memory of Beppo. 

GIULIO NATTA (Porto Maurizio 1903 – Bergamo 1979)
During the ’20s of the last century explored the karst 
area between Liguria and Piedmont. When in 1923 the 
Speleological Section of S.U.C.A.I. in Milano was founded, 
he became the president until 1926. He published a couple 
of papers in the journal of SUCAI concerning speleological 
explorations (Natta, Gianoli & De Giacomi, 1924; 
Natta,1925). He was a chemist and in 1963 he got the Nobel 
Prize for chemistry. 

In 1945, just few days before the end of the war, I visited 
him in his laboratory in Politecnico of Milano where he 
carried on researches on buna (synthetic rubber). Some 
droplets of mercury were on a table due to the rupture of 
some instruments during an air raid the day before. As any 
boy, I tried to crush a droplet but he warned me not to do 
so because mercury is poisonous and could enter my body 
through a small wound. More details in Cigna & Badino 
(2009).

This cave opened among fractured rocks and boulders in the vicinity of Capanna Rosalba, a retreat 
in Grigna mountain (Lecco, Italy). It was explored and surveyed by Natta and friends in 1923. 
In 1948 was still visited but in 1955 the entrance was no longer found, probably covered during 
the reconstruction of the retreat. Therefore, such a description is interesting, notwithstanding 
the depth of the survey given above is not reported. Anyway, the depth should be around 35 m.
Other caves were explored in the region of Marguareis in the Ligurian Alps, when Natta and his 
friends moved outside Lombardy, i.e. the region around Milano.

The stamp issued by the Italian Mail.

His son, Eli Racah, 10 June 2012 shows the plaque just before 
to be placed in a passage of the cave “Antro di Corchia”
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FRANCO RASETTI (Pozzuolo Umbro 1919 – Waremme 2001)
In his youth he was already interested in natural phenomena and frequently explored caves and 
collected insects (Rasetti, 1946). He was one of the members of the so called “Panisperna street 
boys” under the guidance of Enrico Fermi. He was a physicist with a great interest in nature. He 

was against the military use of nuclear energy and refused 
to join the Manhattan Project to produce the atomic bomb. 
After the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki he left physics 
being interested in natural sciences only. Successively 
he was engaged in different American universities and, 
in particular, became a worldwide specialist of trilobites 
(Rasetti, 1965) as well as Alps’ flora (Rasetti, 1996).

In the ‘70s he moved to Roma and had a position at the 
university. One evening I received a call and when he 
introduced himself “I am Rasetti…”  I was very surprised 
and asked: “Do you mean Rasetti of the Fermi’s group?” 
He confirmed and I was kneeling when talking to such an 
important person! He was looking for finding some caves in 
the area around Trieste for researches on some coleopters. 
At that time, I was the president of the Italian Speleological 
Society and so he asked some help. Immediately I put him 
in contact with Carlo Finocchiaro,”” of the“ Commissione 
Grotte”. 

In that time period I was delivering a free course on 
Radioecology at the same university where I could meet 
him many times and we remained in touch. In 1992 for the 

Gola delle Fascette, in Marguareis (Natta, 1925)

Grotte Sucai, later named Grotta del 
Bitter or Grotta della Capanna Rosalba 
(Natta, Gianoli & De Giacomi, 1924)

From left: Oscar D’Agostino, Emilio 
Segrè, Edoardo Amaldi, Franco Rasetti 
and Enrico Fermi
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50° anniversary of the first chain reaction some celebration occurred Pisa and Roma. During a 
lunch in Pisa I was at the same table of Bruno Pontecorvo and I gave him some news on Beppo 
Occhialini and Rasetti, so that Pontecorvo wrote a short letter and asked me to to deliver it to 
them, which I did. Then Beppo called by telephone Rasetti and it took some time to realize that 
Beppo was really “such a good boy” of an old time. Later they started to recite an obscene song 
of the old time which was very popular: Fermi also was an expert and knew by heart such a 
ballad and the “Panisperna street boys” used to proclaim it during their runs in the laboratory to 
measure the irradiated samples, an activity which resolved into a Nobel Prize.

ARDITO DESIO (Palmanova 1897 – Roma 2001)
He started very young his activity 
as a caver in the ranks of the 
prestigious “Circolo Spelologico e 
Idrologico Friulano” (Spelological 
and Hydrological Friulian Circle). 
When in the ‘20s of the XX century 
he moved to Milan’s University he 
joined the Gruppo Grotte Milano.  
In the meantime, he developed 
his activity as a geologist and an 
explorer in different parts of the 
wold. As a professor in the Milano 
University he led many excursions 
with his students in Lombardy.

In 1954 he was the leader of the Italian expedition to K2 
the highest mountain after Mount Everest. During the 
preparation of expedition many people were involved in 
the Geological Institute of the University. At that time 
the communication in remote parts of the world was 
somewhat scarcely reliable. I organized a kind of web of 
radio amateurs to exchange messages. One day I received 
a call from one of them: “The team of professor Desio has 
just reached successfully the summit of K2” and I was able 
to call by telephone his wife before official messages could 
reach her.

Since the time of such a famous expedition, I was in 
touch with Ardito Desio for many years and I owe 
him many teachings, from the best way to organize 
an activity far from the usual life of everyday to some 
behavior rules. E.g. he never put his title with his 
name because he claimed that if some one knows 
him it is useless to add that he is “professor” and if 
he is unknown to the reader it is not worthwhile to 
tell him. 

Excursion in the cave “Buco del Piombo”, 1942

The stamp issued by the Pakistan Mail 
in 1954

The stamps issued by the Pakistan (2004) 
and Italian Mail in (2008)
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When in a congress, if someone delivered a paper with wrong conclusions, he told me that the 
best way for a rebuttal is to intervene in the questions time by quoting a specific paper with its 
bibliographical coordinates, though slightly wrong…In general such peoples are not cultured 
enough to point out the mistake.

EZIO TONGIORGI (Milan 1912 - Pisa 1987)

He studied in Pisa where he got a degree in natural 
sciences. Moving from botany, he occupied a 
number of other fields becoming professor of 
nuclear geology. As a speleologist he played an 
important role in the revival of speleology in 
Italy after the 2nd World War. 

He was interested in an extremely wide range 
of arguments both in science and history. He 
founded a number of Institutes: of anthropology, 
nuclear geology, geothermal researches and was 
very active in any of these fields. Already since 
1946 he coordinated paleontological excavations 
in different Italian areas.   

CARLO MAVIGLIA (Tivoli 1898 - Milano 1956)
Moving from his family activity, they had a first-class knitwear shop in Milan, he developed a 
deep interest in palaeontology and paleethnology and firstly described prehistoric stone tool in 
the cave Buco del Piombo (Lombardy). Later carried out 
researches in many Italian cave and prehistoric places. 
He became largely interested in this kind of arguments 
and became an instrumental leader for a great number 
of people. He got the “libera docenza” for palaeontology 
(the equivalent of PhD) at the Milan University. His 
experience and competence were incredible and could 
identify just at a first glance.  

Once I went into his study with a phalanx in my hand 
and, before I could say anything, he told “It is a cave 
lion! Where have you found it?” It was really a cave lion 
phalanx, found in Grotta delle Tre Crocette near Varese, 
and it was the first cave lion found in Lombardy. 

OTTAVIO CORNAGGIA CASTIGLIONI (Milan 1907 – Milan 1979)
Since very young he was attracted by natural science as a kind of inheritance from past members 
of his family. A tour in Sahara was the starting point of his interest in prehistory when he found 
some prehistoric samples. From then on, close to his caving experience, he became an expert of 
paleethnology.

Italian Speleological Congress, Como 1956



59

SOPRA E SOTTO IL CARSO 2025 PROCEEDINGS OF THE ALCADI 2020
Gorizia (Italy) sept. 3-4-5, 2021

Thanks to a good manual ability, e.g. he was also an expert 
bookbinder, when, some decades later he developed a good 
experience in the processing methods of stone tools. As a member 
of the Milan caving group he carried on excavations in caves of 
some Italian areas, and acquired a good paleontological and 
paletnological experience under the guidance of Carlo Maviglia. 
As for his Master, without an academical career he obtained the 
“Libera docenza” of paleethnology and later he coordinated this 
department in Milan Museum of Natural History. 

TULLIO REGGE (Borgo d’Ale, Vercelli 1931 – Orbassano, Torino 2014)
In this case he is remembered here as a physicist with some interest in caves. He got a degree 
of Physics at the University of Turin and a PhD at the Rochester University. He was one of the 
most eminent theoretical physicist of the last century awarded with the Einstein Prize and his 

inclusion in this paper is due to the fact that his curiosity 
led him to become interested in many fields, caves among 
others.  
He was affected by muscular dystrophy that over the years 
became increasingly invalidating but he always took ad-
vantage of work trips to deepen his competence in the dif-
ferent fields of interest. Anyway, his physical problem was 
never an obstacle to face his wish. Friends do not forget 
when in 1966 he entered the Grotta dei Pini near Trieste 
cheerful and lively, but at the time of going out he lay down 
on the ground, declaring quiet that he no longer moved. 
The friends took a couple of hours to push him out of the 

cave at the cost of scratches and cuts. Anyway, he stated that curiosity always had the upper hand 
over prudence (Regge, 2012). 

CONCLUSION
Such fragments of the every-day life of some illustrious speleologists show a strict connection 
between their interest in exploration of different aspect of nature ranging both from micro to 
macrocosm.

Caves are the environment close to us which is often still somewhat unknown and anyway easily 
reachable. The friends of ours, who have been depicted now, are an example of this kind of 
persons who reached quite high levels in their life. I owe them a lot for what they taught me.
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