Turin’s luckiest man recalls Torino aircrash
By Gideon Long
TURIN, Italy, May 4 (Reuters) - Fifty years after his friends were smashed to
death on a misty Italian hillside, Sauro Toma still regards himself as the
luckiest man in Turin.
Toma was a member of the great Torino soccer side who emerged from the
rubble of post-war Italy to win four consecutive Serie A titles from 1946-49.
He played 24 times in Torino's majestic 1947-48 season when they scored a
record 125 league goals, took the title by 16 points, won all but one of their 20
home matches and set a championship record by winning one game 10-0.
And above all, thanks to a minor knee injury, Toma was lucky enough to miss
out on the blackest day in the club's history.
On May 4, 1949, the Torino team were returning from a friendly match
against Portugal's Benfica in Lisbon.
As their plane descended through mist and drizzle to land at Turin airport, it
strayed off course and smashed into the Superga hill on the western outskirts
of the city.
All 31 people on board were killed.
They included Torino's English coach Leslie Lievesley and virtually the entire
Italian national team including inside right Enzio Loik, striker Guglielmo
Gabetto, right back Aldo Ballerin, goalkeeper Valeri Bacigalupo and Italy's
finest player of the 1940s, inside left Valentino Mazzola.

"I was supposed to make the trip to Portugal but my knee had been playing up
all season and I stayed behind," Toma recalled.
"On that day I had been down at our Filadelfia stadium for treatment. I went
home and I found 30 or 40 people waiting outside my house. One of them, a
friend, took me by the hand and told what had happened.
"It was an awful day - raining and snowing. We rushed over to Superga and
people were streaming down the hill in tears.
"As we went up we met the club president and he took me to one side and
wouldn't let me go any further. He didn't want me to see the remains of my
team mates, my friends."
Two days later the Italian Football League awarded Torino the 1949 title in
honour of the victims of Superga.
In truth though, there was little need.
At the time of the disaster Lievesley's side were four points clear at the top of
the table with four matches to play.
They fielded a youth side for their remaining games, as did their opponents
out of respect, and won all four matches to finish five points ahead of nearest
rivals Inter Milan.
A glance at the Italy team sheets from those years shows just how "Il Grande
Torino" dominated Italian soccer.
The starting XI in Italy's last international before the disaster, against Spain on
March 27, 1949, included six Torino players.
And when Italy met Hungary in May, 1947, Torino provided an
unprecedented 10 players, the entire outfield team. The odd man out was
goalkeeper Lucidio Sentimenti who played his football with city rivals
Juventus.
When Italy travelled to Brazil a full year later for the 1950 World Cup they
was still reeling from the disaster.

Vincenzo Pozzo's defending world champions refused to fly and took a ship
across the Atlantic. They lost to Sweden in their opening match and were
knocked out in the first round.
"Mazzola was the undisputed leader of our side," recalled Toma, who has
written several books about the legendary Torino team. "He had two good feet
and great vision and he was captain in all senses of the word.
"I shared a room for him for nearly a month while we were on tour in Brazil in
1948 and he always gave me advice. He knew how to do it in the most
sensitive way. He was always encouraging."
Mazzola's talent lived on in his son Sandro, who won 70 Italy caps at centre
forward and was one of the outstanding players of Inter Milan's European Cup
winning side of the 1960s.
"Almost from birth my dad took me to training sessions as a club mascot,"
said Mazzola, who was six when his father died.
"There must have been something in our chromosomes because he passed his
love for football down to me and perhaps without that I wouldn't have
achieved as much as I did as a player."
Football stadia all over Italy bear the names of the Torino players who died on
that bleak day 50 years ago this week.
The Rigamonti stadium in Brescia, Vicenza's Menti ground, Mantova's
Martelli, Varese's Ossola and Savona's Bacigalupo all testify that "Il Toro"
(the Bull) was admired the entire length of the peninsula and not just in Turin.
Sadly though, Torino has never produced a team to match Mazzola's and the
last half century has seen little but disappointment for the men in burgundy.
Ten years after the aircrash they were relegated and although they reclaimed
their Serie A status the following season they had to wait until 1976 to take
their one and only post-Superga championship title.
These days Torino are again in Serie B but look likely to clinch promotion to
the top flight this month in what would be a fitting tribute to Leivesley's men.

On Tuesday May 4, hundreds of people are expected to climb the Superga hill
for a commemorative service in the 18th century basilica which sits on its
peak.
"I haven't decided if I'll go," Sandro Mazzola said.
"I'd like to because that's what people expect. But I prefer to go up to the little
church on my own rather than on such public occasions."
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