
I
T’S A LONGSTANDING tradition 
within the Belgian Air Component 
to have an F-16 Solo Display Team 
perform during the airshow season. 
In fact, the first such team was 
inaugurated in 1979 — just a year 

after the first Belgian F-16 arrived in 
country. Once every two or three years, 
an experienced F-16 pilot is selected to 
represent the Belgian Air Component 
internationally. From 2018 onwards, Senior 
Captain (Sr Cpt) Stefan Darte, callsign 
‘Vador’, based at Florennes air base, will 
perform at airshows all over Europe with a 
freshly painted F-16AM.

The previous Solo Display Team pilot, 
Captain-commandant Tom De Moortel, 
known as ‘Gizmo’, ended his time in the 
team with a final flight on November 
10, 2017.  

Immediately after being appointed 
F-16 Solo Display Pilot by Belgian Air 
Component HQ at the end of 2017, Sr 
Cpt Darte formed a team to prepare for 
the upcoming airshow season. First on 
his mind was a jet with a completely new 
design. With the 40th anniversary of the 
aircraft in Belgium fast approaching, Sr 
Cpt Darte wanted a design inspired by 
the bird of prey that lends its name to the 

The Belgian Air Force F-16 Solo 
Display Team is ready for the 
2018 airshow season.

REPORT Nicolas Deboeck

‘Vador’ at the 
controls of 
the stunning 
FA-101 in 
its new 
markings. 
Bart Rosselle
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BELGIAN 
‘VIPER’ FORCE 
IN ACTION 
The Belgian Air Component has 54 
remaining F-16s. These have been kept 
busy since 2005, when they began to 
fly over Afghanistan during Operations 
Eastern Eagle I and II. The jets were 
initially based in the Afghan capital, 
Kabul. Belgian ‘Vipers’ began their 
longest-running deployed commitment 
in 2008, working out of Kandahar, 
Afghanistan, under Operation ‘Guardian 
Falcon’ (OGF) until October 2014.

In 2011, the F-16 force performed 
strikes against targets in Libya, operating 
from Araxos, Greece, for five months 
under Operation ‘Odyssey Dawn’. 

Meanwhile, OGF continued in parallel.
Finally, the Operation ‘Desert Falcon’ 

(ODF) task in the Middle East began in 
September 2014, when six F-16s arrived 
at Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Jordan 
as one of the first NATO detachments 
supporting Operation ‘Inherent Resolve’. 
The deployment took place in close 
co-operation with the Royal Netherlands 
Air Force (RNLAF). The Belgian Fighting 
Falcons returned home in June 2015 after 
3,552 flying hours.

On July 1, 2016, the Belgians and Dutch 
switched roles and the six RNLAF F-16s 
were replaced by six Belgian jets. The 
second Belgian deployment extended 
into Syria and was later reduced to four 
aircraft. During the second deployment 
to Jordan, the F-16s flew 6,080 hours. The 
final four Belgian F-16s assigned to ODF 
returned home to Kleine Brogel air base 
on December 26, 2017.

F-16: the falcon. With this in mind — 
combined with the characteristics of 
the F-16 and his callsign ‘Vador’ — a 
team of designers started working 
on the aircraft that was to be called 
‘Dark Falcon’.

While the pilot began working on 
his display, the designers had a clear 
mission: developing a scheme that 
would make the F-16 look even more 
dynamic than it already is. The first 
design that was presented included 
a black radome; even though the 
chances of this being approved were 
very slim, with the help of the pilot, 
the idea was maintained. When a spare 
radome was to be repainted, the team 
got lucky and convinced headquarters 
in Brussels to paint it black. With 
this, an important step toward 
realizing a truly spectacular livery was 
successfully taken.
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‘VADOR’ 
Sr Cpt Stefan Darte is a highly 
experienced pilot and has been flying 
the F-16 for some 20 years. He has 
spent most of his career flying with 
1 ‘Scottish Thistle’ Squadron, 2nd 
Tactical Wing, based at Florennes 
air base. He is currently a fighter 
weapons instructor. With nearly 
3,000 flying hours on the F-16, ‘Vador’ 
(named after Darth Vader from the 
Star Wars movies) will be able to 
demonstrate the maneuverability of 
the Fighting Falcon convincingly. Sr 
Cpt Darte will serve as the F-16 solo 
display pilot for the next two seasons, 
with the possibility to extend this for a 
third and final year.

Seven weeks 
of painting
Only black, white 
and gray shades were 
used for the design of the 
‘Dark Falcon’. In an effort to 
underline the international 
partnerships of the Belgian Air 
Component, a unique concept was 
developed: the aircraft will appear 
with a slightly different scheme in each 
country the team performs.

When flying in Belgium, the 
aircraft will sport a Belgian flag 
on both horizontal stabilizers. 
When flying abroad, the port 
horizontal stabilizer will carry 
the flag of the visiting country. Visitors 
to the Royal International Air Tattoo at 
RAF Fairford in the United Kingdom, 
for example, will see the jet fly with the 
Belgian flag on the starboard stabilizer 
and the Union Jack to port. Die-hard 
aircraft enthusiasts are sure to try and see 
the aircraft in the nine different liveries 
that are planned!

Painting the aircraft was quite a 
challenge for the team at the Florennes 
air base paint shop. Stripping the 
operational paint from the aircraft, serial 
FA-101, took roughly a week, after which 
painting could start. For the large falcon 
on either side of the tail, six large masks 
were prepared to get the effect that had 
been devised in the initial designs. In all, it 
took some seven weeks to get the aircraft 
ready for its roll-out on April 23.

Training for the new display started 
months before this, first at 3,000ft, then 
at 1,500ft and most recently at 500ft. The 
display, which takes roughly nine or 10 
minutes from take-off to landing, is very 
demanding on both aircraft and pilot, 
going from slow-speed passes to 9g turns.

A total of 15 airshows are being planned 
for the first season of the new F-16 Solo 
Display Team, three of which will be 
in the UK. 
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Sr Cpt Stefan has been flying the F-16 for 
some 20 years. Bart Rosselle
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