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1920-2005

Born on 8 August 1920 at Cavalese in northern Italy’s
sub-alpine Trentino Province, an area that traditionally
nurtures a keen interest in nature and wildlife, Bruno
Bonelli studied at Trento, Como and Verona. Even
keener was his religious vocation, which as he ap-
proached 20 put him on the path that led to his ordina-
tion in 1947.

He then went on to the house of the Combonians, a
missionary order, in Bologna, where he continued his
studies. It was in the park of the house that some small
insects attracted his attention, so he went to the Univer-
sity of Bologna’s Institute of Entomology, whose head
at the time was Professor Guido Grandi, one of the most
distinguished Italian entomologists. Mr. Grandi told him
the insects were Halictus malachurus: Hymenoptera,
Apidae, and encouraged him to study their natural his-
tory. Thus began a warm friendship and scientific col-
laboration that lasted until Grandi's death in December
1970. Indeed, Bonelli published his first scientific paper
on Hymenoptera in 1948 and these insects remained the
major focus of his studies to the end of his life.

He thereafter spent ten years at Sulmona in central It-
aly, where he was in charge of the students at a religious
college, a full-time commitment that left him free only
over summer vacations for entomological research. In
1960 he went back to Cavalese, where he became head
of the local orphanage and worked on other community
projects. The religious authorities were aware of the im-
portance of his entomological research and managed to
leave him some free time so he could pursue the study
of his beloved Hymenoptera.

Upon his retirement in 1975, he began to travel to
abroad, Ethiopia and Kenya in Africa and Bolivia, Bra-
zil and Mexico in Latin America. His sojourns there
were fairly extensive, lasting some 8-9 months each,
and gave him the opportunity to study a number of ex-
otic species. At this time he became a friend of Prof.
Egidio Mellini, an entomologist at Bologna who not in-
frequently invited Bonelli to his house in the Appennine
mountains where he continued to study Hymenoptera
and who soon joined him on his trips to Latin America.

Bruno Bonelli had a distinguished scientific career,
publishing 6 books and some 100 papers. He always did
field work in ethology, shunning laboratory tests. He
studied a great number of Hymenoptera, both solitary
and social, and described three new species. His collec-
tion consists of 60 entomological boxes containing more
than 4,500 specimens, mostly collected in his home area
in the Fiemme Valley but also form Africa and Latin
America.

Well, enough said about the scientist, I think, so let
me say a few words about the man.

Bruno had always been fond of sports, especially
boxing, before becoming a priest, of course, skiing,
cross-country running and ice hockey. When at the or-
phanage, he engaged a good coach and set up a hockey
team. Several players joined the local teams and the best

one, Angelo Segata, went on to star in the provincial
and then the national teams. I mention Angelo because
Bruno was very proud and very fond of him to the point
that, when Angelo got married, Bruno gave him his
house as a present, confining himself to two rooms.
They lived together as one big happy family, with
Angelo’s children calling him grand-dad.

Bruno was also a strong, and brave, man, fear never
being a part of him. When he came to Bologna in the
years just after World War II, it was not a particularly
good time for priests. One day some hooligans attacked
him on the road, but, to their surprise as well as shame,
he managed to knock the wind right out of their sails
and continue on home without further ado. Even on the
dangerous Andean roads fear had no place in his com-
pany. Death finally caught up to Bruno Bonelli at
Trento on 10 May 2005.

I am indebted to Dr. Elisabetta Demattio of the Museo
Tridentino di Scienze Naturali and Mr. Angelo Segata
of Cavalese for precious information about Bruno
Bonelli's life and activities; to Prof. Egidio Mellini of
University of Bologna for equally useful information,
especially, but not only, about their journeys to Latin
America. Without their kind and friendly collaboration I
certainly would not have been able to write this brief
biographical sketch.
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