Some biographic notes about  Padre Furreddu

By Antonio Fruttu

Though Padre Furreddu died in 1991,  his memory is still well alive in all Sardinian spelaeologists. Considering the great deal of research and studies that he carried on in the field of spaeleology, he can be really considered the founder and the pioneer of this discipline in Sardinia.   

Padre Antonio Frurreddu was born at Nulvi, a small town not far from Sassari, on July the 5th 1914 from a wealthy family of ancient nobility and he carried on his academic   studies in Earth Sciences and Theology far from Sardinia, in northern Italy.  Here he came in touch with mountain-climbing,  a discipline, still unknown in Sardinia,  which would become fundamental for his future interests in spelaeology.   After finishing his studies he came back to Sardinia  in 1952 and settled at Cuglieri, a small town with a famous Seminario Pontificio for the formation of young priests. Here he started to work as  teacher of Physics and Mathematics.        

In the same year, not far from Cuglieri, a group of young people leaded by  engineer Dino Giacobbe founded the Gruppo Grotte Nuorese .an association with the aim of exploring the natural cavities present in the Nuoro district  and starting a cataloguing. 

Furreddu joined the group with great enthusiasm and soon involved his young students of the Seminario in surveys and explorations, but the group of people around him grew up so quickly,   that  only two years later it  became autonomous, leaving the Gruppo Grotte Nuoree.s
In these years  Padre Furreddu was also very active with local Authorities to get financial support for his research projects. Thanks to him,  the first Sardinian Geophysical Observatory  was built in Cuglieri in 1953 to study variations of the magnetic fields on the Earth’s crust and  to help in localisation of  earthquakes. 

Thanks the padre Furreddu’s interests in Geophysics and Earth’s Sciences,  the VII Annual Meeting of Speleology was held in Sardinian in 1955,  proudly inaugurated  in the Aula Magna of the University of Cagliari by the Italian Government Official Representative in Sardinia,  Onorevole Mannironi. 

Very few speakers at that meeting were Sardinian: most scholars came from abroad or from other parts of Italy: however many people were strongly impressed by that young  priest,  teacher of physics and mathematics at the Pontificio Seminario in Cuglieri,  who presented  explorations made with his students in the caves of central Sardinia .  Also his contributions at the meeting surprised many people: he was able to speak of a lot of subjects:  from rock magnetism and the possibility of using their thermo-magnetism as dating technique to climate and climate variations into caves. He also spoke of seismology, and of the necessity of protecting the monk seal, a rare kind of Mediterranean seal living in some submarine caves of the Sardinian coast, thus anticipating the main themes of his researches in the next years.      

At the end of 1955 Padre Furreddu  gave an official name to his group of students and alumni,  dedicating it to the memory of Pope Pio XI. This group would be active and fully engaged in cave exploring for the next thirty five years,  till Padre Furreddu’s death in 1991.      

On August 16th 1956 the first official project aimed to the cataloguing of the Sardinian cavities started. sponsored by the local Regione Sardegna Authority for Education.

A first spelaeological survey had already started in 1936 under the direction of professor Carmelo Maxia, chairman of the Institute of Geology at the University of Cagliari, but the research had not been updated and the number of cavities includes was little.  The 1956 campaign brought to the exploration, description and survey of twenty-two unknown natural caves in Mount Albo area. 

In 1957 Padre Furreddu took part, with his friends of the Gruppo Grotte Nuorese, to the exploration and survey of the Golgo abyss in territory of Baunei. This abyss,  with  vertical walls of almost three hundred meters,  is the deepest in Sardinia and one of the deepest in Italy.  

The exploration of the cave had been performed with pioneering equipment and techniques, great efforts and great risks. Ropes and rope-ladders, at that time much heavier and more voluminous than today, had been carried with a two-wheel cart drawn by an ox up to the edge of the great abyss. 

In September 1958 Padre Furreddu and his team were again engaged to prepare the exploration of another abyss. This time the aim of the research was the recovery of some human skeletal remains observed on the bottom of another abyss, called Tiscali abyss, under request of the local State Attorney dr. Fodde . Spelaeologists from the Gruppo Grotte Nuorese, the Pio XI group, the Attorney himself , the coroner professor Camba , fire men and personnel from the local Police department  took part to the retrieval, but only few of them, including Padre Furreddu and the coroner  with a few spelaeologists and fire men went down in the dark of the Tiscali abyss one hundred and ten metres deep.    

The human remains  belonged to four mail individuals thrown into the abyss when they were still alive, hands and feet tied and  eyes  bandaged, about then two hundred years before, almost surely in the context of some cruel vengeance among local sheep farmers.  A detailed report with the  title “Relazione di Perizia Speleologica all’ Autorità Giudiziaria” was submitted a few days later  by Padre Furreddu to the office of the Attorney in Nuoro.  The formal appointment by the State Authority for the retrieval of the human remains  is meaningful  of the special esteem gained by the young priest also in the local Courts. 

Twenty three years  later Padre Furreddu integrally published that “Relazione” on the issues 33 and 34 of his quarterly “Speleologia Sarda” .

In the next years explorations of pits, caves and  abysses went on actively all around the island, and the results were published for the first time in a book which is still a milestone in the history of Sardinian speleology “ Le Grotte della Sardegna: Guida al mondo carsico dell’ Isola” ( Sardinian Caves. A Guide to the Carsic World in the Island) printed by Fossataro in 1964.  The book, written in co-operation with his friend Carlo Maxia , professor of Anthropology at the University of Cagliari, surveyed and described more than three hundred caves. 

In 1970 Cuglieri geophysical Observatory and his seismographs were moved to Cagliari,  in the large underground rooms of an ancient building in via La Marmora and  Padre Furreddu, in his role of director of the Observatory, became the indispensable point of reference for everybody interested to study Sardinian geology or subsoil.

In the same year he started his study on the little colonies of monk seals in Orosei gulf. This study would last five years and would bring him to follow these animals in their migrations through the Mediterranean sea  from Sardinia to North Africa and Greece.  At the beginning the financial support for the research came from the Regione Sardegna, but in the following years international agencies and foundations sponsored the research.

His studies about monk seals, aimed to discover habits and behaviours of these animals living  in submarine caves, increased Padre Furreddu’s reputation. Hundreds of films, slides and photos were taken during the campaigns,  showing these friendly and sociable animals happy to be caressed  by the scuba-divers. Slides and films were often presented by Furreddu himself in  meetings, congresses or university lectures.  

At the beginning of the seventies  Padre Furreddu became the editor of a quarterly bulletin with the title Speleologia Sarda, which would be regularly published for nineteen years.   The magazine had not an editorial staff, but was totally cured by Furreddu himself. It welcomed contributions from the spelaeological associations all over Sardinia, but also included scientific articles about archaeology,  biology, anthropology and other sciences. Among the authors there were well-known university teachers and  scholars, such as Giovanni Lilliu or Renzo Stefani. The bulletin also published the studies and the researches done by Padre Furreddu and his group. Among his most interesting scientific contributions we must remember his studies on the hydrographic aspects of the mountain area near Iglesias, where he put in evidence the large amount of underground water present in the ground layers which was not exploited.  Another important geological study published in Speleologia Sarda  concerned the small island of Tavolara near Olbia.  Other articles concerned the history of earthquakes in Sardinia. 

In 1971 the first edition of the huge Atlante della Sardegna was published, which included the seismic chart and the magnetic chart of Sardinia, both drawn up by Padre Furreddu. 

In 1979 the old seismographic laboratory of via La Marmora moved to Punta Serpeddi, on the top of a mountain not far from Cagliari, the old pen-nin seismographs were replaced by high precision new instruments,  and Padre Furreddu kept his appointment of director of the geophysical laboratory. In November of the next year an heavy earthquake caused victims and heavy damages  in south of Italy, bringing the government to  appoint a special commission, called  Commissione Nazionale Grandi Rischi  (National Committee for the Great Risks) , in charge of elaborating  plans for people protection in case of natural disasters. And Padre Furreddu was included in the Commission, which held his regular meetings in Rome.           

In those years ( 1979-1985) he had also started  research in a new branch of spelaeology, called spaeleoclimatology, concerning the study of all those climate  variations  and temperature changes detectable inside a cave in the various seasons of the year.  He had set up a small laboratory into a cavern near Villasalto, and for five years he  recorded variations in temperature, humidity, pressure and air composition. At the same time  the large rooms in via La Marmora, now without the bulky seismographs,  had become the  meeting place of all groups and associations fond of spelaeology, and contained a rich archive of books and magazines, published all over the world, at disposal of people interested. 

Then, at the beginning of 1991, a sudden and serious disease came up: a tumour, successfully treated many years before,  appeared again. At that time Padre Furreddu was seventy-six years old, but up till the moment he had enjoyed good physical conditions and sometimes still took part in cave explorations and surveys.  

With courage and serenity he went through all the medical and surgical therapies to defeat the desease, but the efforts were vain and after a few months , on May 11 1991, he died. 

For all the Sardinian spelaeologists his death rreally epresented not only the missing of a friend, but the disappearance of the person who had opened the road of  spelaeology in Sardinia.

.
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Appendix: main works by  Padre Furreddu in chronological order

A) Books or parts of books

· Guida al mondo carsico dell’ Isola, (in co-operation with Carlo Maxia) Cagliari, Edizioni Fossataro, 1964 

· Magnetismo e Sismicità, Tavola II  in  AA.VV,  Atlante della Sardegna, a cura di A. Pracchi e A Terrosu Asole, Cagliari 1971.

B) Articles (mainly  in “Speleologia Sarda”)

· La foca monaca nel golfo di Orosei. Campagne di studio 1970 -71-72. Prima fase di ricerca 1970, Speleologia Sarda, 3, 1972, pp. 3-12. 

· La foca monaca nel golfo di Orosei. Campagne di studio 1970 -71-72, Seconda fase di ricerca 1971,  Speleologia Sarda, 4, 1972, pp. 3-12. 

· La datazione con Radiocarbonio C14, Speleologia Sarda, 5, 1973, pp. 23-30.

· La foca monaca nel golfo di Orosei. Campagne di studio 1970 -71-72, Terza fase di ricerca 1972,  Speleologia Sarda, 6,1973, pp. 15-27. 

· Cala Gonone. La grotta del Bue Marino visitata con uno speleologo ,  Speleologia Sarda, 6, 1973, pp. 28-32. 

· Cala Gonone. La grotta del Bue Marino visitata con uno speleologo, parte II,  Speleologia Sarda, 7, 1973, pp. 15-21.

· La foca monaca in Sardegna, Parte IV, Cause della diminuzione. Speleologia Sarda, 8, 1973, pp. 24-27. 

· La foca monaca nel Dodecanneso, Speleologia Sarda, 11, 1974, pp. 23-30.

· La foca monaca in Tunisia, Speleologia Sarda, 13, 1975, pp. 26-30.

· Il punto sulla Federazione Gruppi Speleologici Sardi e Catasto Speleologico  Sardo, Speleologia Sarda, 15, 1975, pp. 3-5.

· La Sardegna sotterranea e le acque carsiche, Speleologia Sarda, 15, 1975, pp. 3-5.

· Recensione : 10 Anni sottoterra,  Speleologia Sarda, 15, 1975, p. 30

· Capo Caccia, Alghero: Accesso e Viabilità nella grotta di Nettuno e Grotta Verde. Speleologia Sarda, 16, 1975, pp. 10-24.

· Sardegna Archeologica, Speleologia Sarda, 17, 1976, p. 19.

· Recensione, Speleologia Sarda, 17, 1976, p. 22. 

· Sardegna Archeologica II: I primi abitatori della Sardegna,  Speleologia Sarda, 18, 1976, pp. 1-3.

· Aspetti geoidrologici del bacino minerario iglesiente dedotti da esplorazioni speleologiche, Speleologia sarda, 19, 1976, pp. 19-26.

· Aspetti geoidrologici del bacino minerario iglesiente dedotti da esplorazioni speleologiche, Parte II ( in collaborazione con Centro Iglesiente Studi Speleo-Archeologici),  Speleologia sarda, 20, 1976, pp. 7-26.

· Aspetti geoidrologici del bacino minerario iglesiente dedotti da esplorazioni speleologiche, Parte III, Speleologia sarda, 22, 1977, pp. 1-3.

· Il Sismografo: un occhio per vedere sottoterra, Speleologia Sarda, 23, 1977, pp. 3-21.

· L’ Isola di Tavolara: dati geologici e descrittivi, Speleologia Sarda, 24, 1977, pp. 28-31.

· L’ Isola di Tavolara II – La ricerca delle grotte, Speleologia Sarda, 26, 1978, pp. 29-32.

· Aspetti geoidrologici del bacino minerario iglesiente dedotti da esplorazioni speleologiche, Parte IV, Speleologia sarda, 28, 1978, pp. 10-11

· A ritroso nei secoli con il radiocarbonio, Speleologia sarda, 29, 1979, pp. 1-11..

· Voragine di Tiscali. Relazione di perizia speleologica all’autorità giudiziaria, Speleologia Sarda, 33, 1980, pp. 17-21.

· Voragine di Tiscali. Relazione di perizia speleologica all’autorità giudiziaria, Parte II,  Speleologia Sarda, 34, 1980, pp. 1-7.

· L’ Isola di Tavolara III – La ricerca delle grotte, Speleologia Sarda, 37, 1981, pp. 1-6

· Elementi della flora sarda, Speleologia Sarda, 50, 1984, pp. 12-13.

· Il clima nella provincia di Cagliari, Speleologia Sarda, 53, 1985, pp.1-6.

· Speleo anni cinquanta, Speleologia Sarda, 54, 1985, pp. 1-6.

· Pericolo sismico in Sardegna, Speleologia sarda, 56, 1985, pp. 23-25.

· Risveglio di interessi per la foca monaca, Speleologia Sarda, 64, 1987, pp. 4-6
· Gruppo Speleologico Pio XI. Le ragioni di questo nome, Speleologia sarda, 68, 1988, pp. 1-4.

· Commissione scuole. Corso di perfezionamento culturale per lo studio organico e sistematico del fenomeno carsico in una zona.  Speleologia sarda, 71, 1989, pp. 19-23. 
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