The Boccadifalco Air Field

Palermo, Sicily in WW II
by Robert E. Callahan

(a World War II veteran living in San Antonio, Texas in 2012)

Boccadifalco air field at Palermo, on the northern coast of Sicily, was not one of the easiest air fields to reach. Ringed on three sides by mountains, Monte Pellegrino being the most imposing, the air field was nestled in among the mountains adjacent to the city. The bay formed the fourth side. The air field was added in the early 1900s.


To land at Palermo, it was necessary to approach the field from the north while landing up hill to the south. A deep rift separated Monte Pellegrino from lower mountainous terrain to the west. Landing here required flying down between Monte Pellegrino on one side and lower mountains on the other side. Although landings here represented no difficulty for pilots, it was an air field that required them to make steeper descents than usual as they descended for touch down.


Of all the hundreds and hundreds of airports at which my aircraft landed during WW II, none was more unusual than the airport at Palermo. The runway sloped down from south to north by about (I am guessing) five degrees. Also, at the upper south end was an eight-foot high masonry wall. Before landing at this airport, pilots were given careful instructions to always and forever land from north to south, or up hill. If he attempted a landing over that masonry wall on the south he might come into contact with that wall, leading to his instant death. Additionally, he would be attempting to slow a loaded airplane moving rapidly down hill, requiring full flaps and all of the plane's braking power. It was not a pleasant thought. Our pilots heard these instructions loud and clear. 

The normal landing at Palermo required a steeper descent to reach the touch down point than was usually the case. That was not a difficult problem for any of our pilots to face, but one they had to take into consideration in landing here. There was one other reason for landing from the north at this airport: avoiding that masonry wall at the upper south end. Again, a fact that bore in heavily convincing pilots never to attempt it from the south.

On one occasion my aircraft was heavily loaded and my pilots decided upon an alternate method for landing. It could be done another way. That method required descending to sea level and flying low up the rift between the mountains to reach the airport. They executed their landing this time by flying up the rift with mountain tops stretching well above the airplane. No more than a half mile from touch down, they banked the plane to the left to skirt around a mountain immediately ahead, and shortly banked back to the right. As the plane skirted the mountain and the wings returned to level, they were very near to the touch down point. Because they had landed here several times earlier, they were familiar with the terrain and knew the rising slope of the runway. With that knowledge they were better able to flare out the plane for a perfect landing with its heavy load than if they had attempted to land in a steep descent in the more traditional manner. 

(On July 23, 1943, Lieutenant Gene E. Hill and Co-Pilot Lieutenant Edward J. Rejba, pilots in a 50th Troop Carrier Squadron,  arrived over Palermo to make their first landing at the city airport. The following account is an excerpt from book material, "WW II Memories of 1st Lt. Gene E. Hill,"  used by special permission.)


"Palermo, Sicily was taken by General George S. Patton's forces and immediately we were landing at the air field. The first time I landed there we didn't know the control tower was working. The navigator usually supplies the pilot with a list of radio frequencies and call signs. Lt. Kelly didn't give me the list this time, so I thought the control tower radio was out of order.


"When there is no radio, or if you don't know the call sign, you follow accepted procedures for landing. You fire a flare of the recognition color of the day from the flare gun built into the roof of the plane above the navigator's head. That lets those below know you are friendly. Then you go on and land on the runway if it is clear. If they don't want you to land, they fire a red flare back at you.


"I asked the navigator to fire the flare gun. We could see our flare burning so now we watched for a response. When no red flare appeared, I landed the plane from north to south. I taxied to a place to park and was about to shut the engines off when I saw  a man running up to the front of the plane. He was waving his arms and shouting so loudly I could hear him in the cockpit over the engines.


"The man was a major, he was red faced, furious, and swearing accordingly. Yelling, he was assigning to us some pretty choice names for not having contacted the tower to get radio clearance before landing. He finished shouting up at me then turned and left. When I got out of the plane the major was no where in sight. I never saw him again."










--Gene E. Hill






  



   Chico, Calfornia


The runway rising from north to south may have been the reason why a Spitfire pilot crashed his plane on this runway one day. Ed Rejba recalls the incident when Lieutenant Merrill E. Smith, Flight Officer Loy C. Grimes, Robert G. Bramble and Gerald Kindy were the crew on a 50th Squadron C-47 waiting at the south end, or the upper end, of the runway for take off down hill to the north. The tower came on the radio with these instructions:

"C-47, hold your position until the Spitfire on the final approach for landing has cleared the runway."

The Spitfire came in, hit hard, bounced high, came down, and bounced again. Upon the third attempt the landing gear buckled. The plane skidded from one side of the runway to the other until finally coming to a stop off to one side in a cloud of sparks, dirt and dust. The tower calmly came on the radio with these words:


"C-47, the Spitfire has cleared the runway, you are cleared for take off." 

The Spitfire pilot may have failed to realize too late that the runway was not level. He may have misjudged how to flare out his Spitfire for touch down on a runway that sloped upward.


Palermo had been devastated by the bombing that had taken place as Allied forces overran the island. Being an important shipping center, it received extensive bombing by both Allied and Axis air forces. In one bombing attack, an ammunition ship was hit in the bay, blowing up with such force that the tidal created by the explosion deposited two 125-foot ships out of the water onto land 10 feet above sea level.


One day during war my C-47 arrived at the air field with a load of war materials. Being ordered to remain for a few hours while a load was assembled to fly out, the crew visited the Catholic Cathedral near the airport, as well as a visit to the Capuchins' Catacombs of Palermo. Upon entering the cathedral, the guide pointed to a round hole in the roof, some 65 feet above our heads. The hole appeared to be about three or four feet in diameter as one would look at it from the floor. The guide then pointed to a hole of equal size through the main floor just ahead of where we were walking.


At this point the guide explained that as the war in Sicily progressed, a bomb had pierced the roof. It had passed on through the terrazzo-like main floor level and had lodged in the basement, without exploding. The sightseers didn't ask, nor did the guide offer an opinion, as to whether this was an Axis forces bomb or an Allied forces bomb. Nor did he explain whether the bomb was still there or had been removed. Again, we did not ask.

This beautiful and ornate cathedral had been spared from total destruction as if by a miracle of God.

The visit of the crewmen to the Capuchins' Catacombs of Palermo is set out in a separate, and companion story, entitled, "The Catacombs of Palermo." 
