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Veteran PT Boaters get 658 going again
The group has spent 13 years restoring a patrol torpedo boat, which is on display with the Rose fleet

By JOHN FOYSTON

THE OREGONIAN


There’s a photo album on board PT658 showing the veterans who restored the patrol torpedo boat as young men in World War II. On Monday the spirit, if not the youth, of those young sailors returned as the veterans drove the boat up the Williamette River for its dedication ceremony after 13 years of hard work.


“This has been a real thrill for me,” said Bob Hostetter, 85, who skippered the boat from the Naval Reserve station at Swan Island to a crowd of more than 100 on a dock near the east end of the Hawthorne Bridge. 

“We moved to Beaverton in 1963, and I had this fantasy that it’d be fun to take a PT boat up the Williamette River. Forty-two years later I’m doing exactly that,” Hofstetter said.


This boat puts the “motor” in motorboat. Looking at the helm – where Hostetter stood, gripping a small wooden wheel- you can see an array of throttles, shift levers and tachometers, all in threes, because the 658 boat’s rumble comes from three supercharged, 1-1/2 ton Packard V-12 engines buried in its belly. (Although they use just two for short trips.)

“At full speed of 40 knots, these things made a wake bigger than the Queen Mary’s, “ said Frank Lesage, who served on PT boats in the Mediterranean. “The problem was that the enemy knew that- it was a dead giveaway to enemy planes.”

PT658 was built near the end of WWII for lend-lease to the Russians. So it faced neither Japanese nor German forces, but a far more implacable foe-time- in the form of 50 years of neglect that wreaked upon a 48-ton wooden boat. Between 1945 and Monday, there were two sinkings; one gale warning, an electrical fire, when the boat was almost destroyed; and innumerable other obstacles in the way of Save the PT boat Inc. (www.savetheptboatinc.com), a nonprofit that restored the 658. 


Several of the veterans didn’t live to see the boat in the water again. 


“We knew when we began that this task would take more time than some of us had,” Lesage told the crowd during the ceremony. “People told us it was impossible, that she’ll never float again, let alone run on her own power- but you never tell a bunch of old PT boaters that it can’t be done.”


Molly McReady carried on in the can-do spirit of her late father, PT boater Al McReady, by busting a bottle of champagne on her first swing at the 658’s bullnose.


On the river behind the 658, Portland fireboat Campbell erupted into a 15,000-gallon-a-minute fountain of red-white-and-blue water as high as the Hawthorne Bridge. Taps floated over the water, and the crowd cheered the lethal-looking, shark gray boat. 


What veterans and volunteers have done is create the world’s only fully restored and operational PT boat. It bristles with a nearly full complement of restored (and demilitarized) cannon, depth charges, machine guns and Mk. XIII torpedoes, one of which was found on eBay. 


In the living quarters, the bunks seem barely bigger than overhead luggage bins, the galley has scarcely enough room to open a can of Spam, and the head is about half the size of a phone booth. With no door. (The officers had a door on their bathroom, but also got to spend meditative moments flanked by 750-gallon tanks of aviation gas.)


And almost everything is made of gray plywood with all the bullet-stopping power that implies. Yet the veterans seemed ready to turn time back 60-odd years.


“There were some tears when those engines fired up,” said Pam Nissen, wife of  veteran Ken Nissen. 


“One more trip, that’s all I ask,” Bob Hostetter said this morning,” volunteer Tom Cates said. “One more trip, that’s what this project is about.”
 

PT658 will be moored on the Williamette River wall near the Burnside Bridge from Thursday to June 13.
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