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DR. UGO ZOPPI (1965–2016): IN MEMORIAM

Michael Hotchkis* • David Fink • Quan Hua • Andrew Smith

Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organization (ANSTO), Kirrawee DC, New SouthWales 2232, Australia

Dr Ugo Zoppi grew up in Switzerland in the Italian-speaking Canton of Ticino and achieved
recognition for excellence in AMS radiocarbon research in the fields of biomedicine and
archaeology. Ugo’s career started at Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule (ETH) in
Zürich, where he studied for his PhD under the supervision of Professor Martin Suter. At
ETH he developed his AMS expertise with the commissioning of a purpose-built gas-filled

Ugo, ready as always for an adventure (credit: Mary Zoppi).
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magnet detection system and applied it to the separation of 32Si and 36Cl from their respective
sulphur isobars.

Following his PhD, Ugo made his first inter-continental move to take up a post-doctoral
position at the University of Tokyo. With the new location came a new scientific direction:
studying extra-terrestrial materials. He used AMS to investigate radioisotope
concentrations in cosmic spherules extracted from deep-sea ocean sediments. Whilst in
Tokyo he met Mary Kondrat and they were married in 1997.

Later that year Ugo made his second inter-continental move, to Sydney, Australia, to work
with us at ANSTO. Ugo pursued a wide variety of work at ANSTO, including development
of software for statistical analysis of our AMS data, still in use today. He focussed on using
AMS for radiocarbon analysis, pursuing studies in archaeology, for which he had a great
interest, as well as in climate science. He pioneered studies at ANSTO using bomb-pulse
radiocarbon dating for forensic analysis of illicit drugs and for authentication of wine
vintages, somewhat paradoxical for a man of moderation!

Ugo and Mary’s daughter Grace was born in 2000, when they were living in Engadine—the
suburb of Sydney—not the better-known Swiss valley! 2000 was a big year for Sydney as host
of the Olympic Games and, as Ugo loved a spectacle, he did not miss the opportunity to attend
the opening ceremony and other events.

When I returned from the AMS-10 Conference in Berkeley, California, in 2005, Ugo surprised
me by saying he had obtained a Green Card and that he would be leaving us to start a new life
with his family in Washington state, where his wife Mary grew up and had family. “There’s a
new start-up company in Seattle, getting an AMS system for biomedical applications—I heard
about it at the conference,” I told him. “Are they advertising a job?” Ugo asked. “Don’t wait,
just get in touch with them,” I suggested. So, Ugo’s career took another turn with a third inter-
continental move. In 2006 Ugo joined Accium Biosciences as its first Director of the AMS
facility, and he managed their operations, this time in an entrepreneurial environment, still
able to find opportunities to pursue his interest in archaeology from time to time. At
Accium he pioneered protocols that allowed archeological and “hot” spiked biomedical
samples to be prepared and measured at the one AMS facility. He enjoyed family trips
near and far, not least into the Cascade Mountains on his doorstep, until his untimely
death in March 2016.
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