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By Aaron Williams

It’s a brilliant 
fall weekend 
afternoon and 
John Duckett is 
leg deep in World 
War II.

S p e c i f i c a l l y, 
the Shasta Lake
City Manager is fabricating a solution for 
the driver’s seat in his latest restoration 
project – a Dodge WC 26, a 1940s-era 
vehicle used to transport men and 
equipment.

The near-pristine machine sits in 
his shop at his Cottonwood home – a 
massive three-bay, 2,000-square-foot 
space with roll-up doors that was built 
to resemble an English motor pool – as 
Duckett works on the seat problem.

“The average World War II soldier 
was 5-foot-8, about 150 pounds. I’m 6-2 
and can’t even get my legs in there to 
push the clutch,” he said.

Taking off  his Dayton Flyers 
sweatshirt, Duckett leans into the 
driver’s side door and talks about 
welding a modifi cation that allows the 
seat to sit farther back in the cab.

“I’ve made this move back to here 

and the seat still sits at 71 degrees,” he 
said.

Then in the next breath, he talks 
about maybe learning to sew.

After all, Duckett does nearly 100 
percent of the restoration work himself, 
save for engine work and, apparently, 
sewing. However, he found a guy who 
could sew the seats and said he could 
have it done by November.

“I said ‘it’s already November,’ and 
he told me ‘next November,’ ” Duckett 
said, explaining that COVID-19 has a lot 
of things backed up. “For the money it 
was going to take and that (amount of) 
time, I think I can learn to sew.”

And it would be crazy to think he 
wouldn’t learn to sew. He’s had to 
“create” parts and pieces in various 
restorations after being unable to fi nd a 
part.

“I just fi nd a picture of what I’m 
looking for online and go from there,” he 
said.

A North State product – his parents 
grew up in the Government Camp in 
Toyon, his grandfathers worked on 
Shasta Dam and his mother’s side of the 
family came to Cottonwood in the 1880s 

– Duckett has spent his weekdays since 
2012 running the business of the city 
where he grew up.

But on the weekends, he spends 
time with his wife, Dawn, and their 
three Vizsla dogs tinkering while tooling 
around on one World War II project after 
another.

Honoring ‘The Greatest Generation’

Shasta Lake’s city manager turned his admiration for the men
and women of the World War II era into a vast home museum
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John Duckett

“We had a retirement 
community come one time
and this elderly lady asked
me if I worked here. I told 

her, ‘No, I live here.’”
- Dawn Duckett 

Duckett’s large museum includes items honoring a pair of relatives 
who fought in World War II: Bill Sobiski and Bob Kelley.

John and Dawn Duckett with one of their Vizsla dogs, Ralph, in a 1943 WWII 
Ford GPW Jeep. Other restored vehicles in Duckett’s collection are a 1943 WWII 

Dodge WC52 Weapons Carrier (back left), a 1941 Pre-war Dodge WC16 Radio 
Command Car (center) and a 1941 Pre-war Dodge WC26 Carry-All (back right).
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Duckett’s English motor pool is 
chock full of World War II artifacts, parts, 
pictures and uniforms. Even the music 
that fi lls the air is of the 1940s era.

The Dodge restorations can take 
upwards of two years, he said. He’s 
done three full restorations in the past 
10 years.

“I told him there’s a narrow line 
between collecting and hoarding,” joked 
Dawn Duckett, herself a fan of the music 
and USO artifacts. “I told him that when 
he starts dressing up that’s too much.”

His place is, in short, a World War II 
museum. In addition to the latest Dodge 
being restored, there is a Dodge WC 16, 
a radio command car used by offi  cers, 
sitting fi nished next to the carry-all 
project. In front of the radio command 
car sit three engines waiting for their 
vehicle.

Various parts – carburetors and 
coils – sit in display cases alongside 
drawings , pictures and other assorted 
memorabilia. Duckett even has what he 
calls “the largest collection of World War 
II-era screws and fasteners.”

Duckett is known throughout the 
world by fellow World War II enthusiasts. 
He has two Facebook pages - one for 
the Dodge WC Command Cars and the 
other for the Dodge WC Carryalls - that 
have 1,500 members. His restoration of 
a 1942 World War II Ford Jeep in 2011 
prompted one man in England to hound 
him until he agreed to sell the vehicle.

“He pursued me for eight years and 
kept raising the price,” Duckett said. “He 
fi nally talked me out of it last year.”

Inside the Duckett’s house, two 
bedrooms are dedicated to memorabilia, 
including framed photos (Duckett made 
the frames and cut the glass), uniforms, 
patches, pins and helmets. A giant Red 
Cross fl ag covers one wall and below 
it sits an oxygen canister used by B-17 
crew members once they reached 
10,000 feet in altitude.

The Ducketts often have individuals 
and groups tour their “home museum,” 
which can provide for an unintentional 
humorous moment.

“We had a retirement community 
come one time and this elderly lady asks 
me if I worked here,” Dawn Duckett said. 
“I told her ‘No, I live here.’”

John Duckett describes himself as 
a big history buff  and was “probably the 
only 9-year-old to subscribe to World 
War II magazines.”

“I’ve always just loved that era,” he 
said.

Part of that love grew from his cousin 
and her husband, Iris and Bill Sobiski, 
and Iris’s brother-in-law, Bob Kelley.

Bill enlisted in the Army at 17 and 
found himself in the 101st Airborne, 
while Kelley was pilot of My Baby, part 
of a B-17 crew in the 91st Bombardment 
Group – the same unit that fl ew the 
famed Memphis Belle.

“I got to meet Kelley when I was a kid 
and hearing him tell the story of being 
shot down over Germany was amazing,” 
Duckett said. “I was always intrigued 
with history and meeting a veteran with 
real experiences got me hooked.”

In addition to Kelley’s tales of being 
shot down behind enemy lines, Duckett 
recalls Bill Sobiski’s exploits as part of 
the famed 101st. The Ducketts even 
traveled to Europe last year, doing 
the “Band of Brothers” tour, visiting 
the places that Sobiski lived through 
from Normandy through the Siege of 
Bastogne.

“It was important to see what he 
went through in the war,” Duckett said of 
Sobiski, who died in 1981.

Shasta Lake’s City Manager said 
Kelley used to love attending the various 
Veteran’s Day parades – the one in 
Shasta Lake as well as memorials in 
Los Molinos and Corning. Sadly, Duckett 
said, coronavirus has aff ected this year’s 
parade.

“There’s not a lot of these guys left,” 
he said of the 1940s “GI Generation” or 
what journalist Tom Brokaw called “The 
Greatest Generation” in his 1998 book. 
“That’s my main thrust, keeping alive 
their memory.

“It’s impressive what they did, the 
sacrifi ces that generation made in 
the 1940s. It’s important to preserve 
that history…and my work has just 
snowballed from that.”

“It’s impressive what they did, 
the sacrifi ces that generation 

made in the 1940s. It’s 
important to preserve that 

history…and my work has just 
snowballed from that.”

- John Duckett 

Duckett in his most recent World War II vehicle restoration, a 1941 Pre-
war Dodge WC26 Carry-All.


