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Unquestionably, Joe Foss

was one of the most out-
standing Americans of the
20th Century. During WWII
in the Pacific theatre, he
achieved lasting fame as a
Marine aviator. Before the
war and after his father’s
untimely death, Joe worked
his way through college and enlisted in the Marine
Corps. At Guadalcanal, Captain Joe’s “Flying Circus”
squadron achieved top-ranked status in the Corps.
His personal record of kills surpassed the record set
during WWI by Eddie Rickenbacker. He became
America’s top fighter pilot with 26 confirmed kills,
earning the Congressional Medal of Honor in the
process. His issue sidearm throughout that fracas
was the Smith & Wesson Victory Model revolver. 

Upon his return home from the war, Joe went on
to become South Dakota’s youngest governor, serv-
ing two full terms. In the 1960s, Joe became the first
commissioner of the American Football League, help-
ing to establish the AFL’s original eight teams, and
he was instrumental in creating the Super Bowl.

Joe was also the founder and host of two hit tele-
vision shows, “The American Sportsman” and

“The Outdoorsman: Joe Foss.”
But all of those achievements were just

a start for this outstanding American. Joe
became President of the National Rifle

Association, and was Founding
Chairman of the American Patriot

Fund. He also was member of the
White House Conference on

Handicapped Individuals,
donating generously of his
time to that cause.

He was the subject of a
flap in the news media,
also. Joe routinely carried
his Medal of Honor with
him on trips, where on
formal occasions, he
wore it proudly. Upon
attempting to board
an airline, the TSA
officials told him
they would have to

confiscate the Medal,
as it was considered

sharp enough to be used
as a weapon. BIG mistake.

You just didn’t even think of
talking that way to Joe Foss.

Needless to say, Joe boarded the aircraft with the
Medal in his possession. Imagine!

I had the honor to personally talk with Joe on
several occasions. He was a humble and gracious
man. Sadly, Joe is no longer with us, having passed
on January 1, 2003. He is sorely missed.
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The U.S. Navy contracted directly for 65,000
Victory Models. Most of these have the coveted
“U.S. Navy” stamping on the topstrap. Although
the Navy was the biggest user of the Victory
Models, records show many were purchased for
Army, Army Air Corps and the OSS.

Since WWII, thousands of Victory models were
still being used by the U.S. and many other
nations. Many went to Japan to provide weapons
for newly established police departments.

The Victory Models soldiered on through
Korea and Vietnam, with many being over-

hauled in the
process.
Many con-

tinued to be
issued to pilots,

as only one
hand

was need-
ed to operate

the gun; the .45
1911A1 required two

hands to charge it from the
standard full magazine/empty chamber
condition. I have a picture of one of my
high school buddies, Army Lt. Edward
Cribb, wearing a Victory Model in a
shoulder holster during the Vietnam War.
Ed was a Mohawk aircraft pilot, and
sadly, perished due to enemy ground fire
in 1963. Such rebuilt revolvers also saw
service with the Australian and Indian
armies on into the 1980s.

While roughly finished, the S&W Victory
Models were strong and serviceable
revolvers, well suited to their role as defensive
handguns. Over 350,000 were purchased dur-
ing the war. Often found on the collector’s mar-
ket today, prices for good specimens continue to
escalate. The ones marked “U.S. Navy” on the
topstrap are considered particularly valuable.
They are truly classic handguns.
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