Celebration of life

Story of Tom’s life by Wayne Boucher

Thomas Charles Boucher, my brother, was born in Bay City, Michigan, on the first of
May in 1931. As some of you may remember vividly from your own personal experience,
the next ten or fifteen years were not the best time to be a child — nor, for that matter, an
adult. By 1934, when | was born, almost half of all workers in this country were either
unemployed or underemployed. Average income had fallen by almost a third, and cash
money mattered a lot. Sixty years later, our mother could still recall her anguish on the
day she discovered that she’d lost a dime. That was a quart of milk and a loaf of bread

in those days.

By 1938, when Kate Smith began singing “God Bless America” on the radio, there was
reason to believe that the worst had passed. But the Great Depression was far from
over. lIts effects lingered almost to the end of World War Il. For instance, many children
lacked proper clothing, and they learned, as | did, the meaning of “hand-me-downs.” It
was amazing to me that somehow Tom’s clothes always fit — more or less. And many
children were hungry much of the time. If they were like Tom and me, they learned to

really hate parsnips, turnips, and rutabaga.

Nevertheless, thanks to strict enforcement by our parents of several fundamental
principles — notably, “if it's on your plate, you'll eat it,” and “if it fits well enough, you'll
wear it,” and, above all, “waste not, want not” -- we were surely better off than many
others. Indeed, | cannot remember that Tom or | ever shared a single bitter memory or
regret about those years.

In 1940 or so, our dad took the risky step of leaving Bay City for Detroit, where he knew
no one, to see if he could land a decent steady job. He succeeded, and the rest of us
moved there shortly thereafter. The course of our lives was thus really set in Detroit

during the years of World War 1.

For one thing, the war news led Tom to take a deep interest in the military. This became
a lifelong professional affair, starting with four years of ROTC in Redford High School



and then, immediately upon graduation, four or five years in the regular Army in an

intelligence unit, where he learned Russian and listened to Soviet radio traffic.

Upon being denied the chance to get a commission as an officer — thanks to a hearing
problem — he returned to civilian life. But he almost immediately joined the Air Force
Reserve, in which he served for decades, eventually reaching the exalted rank of Senior
Master Sergeant and, among other things, getting to see a good bit of the world, thanks
to summer duty-assignments overseas. His luck was such that he never experienced
combat, but his commitment was such that | know he would have gone anywhere, at any
moment, on any duty, for any length of time, whatever the hardship, if he had gotten the

call.

Solo, "On My Honor"

Even more important than the military, however, was his love of music and the serious
start of his training on the piano and organ in the early Detroit days. He was fabulously
talented and advanced quickly — no doubt because of good genes from our mother, who
played the piano quite well. And it always struck me as odd that he was denied a
commission because of a hearing problem when he had perfect pitch. | remember well
sometimes hitting a glass of water at dinner and challenging him to identify the note. He
never missed. And, to underscore the point, it wasn't long before Tom could play almost

any tune on the piano (at least any popular tune) after hearing it only once.

It was also not long before he conquered the organ as well. In part, he owed this to a
job he took during his high school years as an usher in a local movie theatre. Cleverly,
he had snooped around and discovered that this theatre had an organ that sat idle from
the old days, and he got to play it in off-hours.

His musical progress and accomplishments at Redford High were substantial,
culminating in his winning a contest to write the words and music for the school song.
That would have been in 1949 or so. | don't know if this is still Redford’s school song,
but it is the case that you can actually go to Web today and listen to a 1968 graduate
singing part of it (pretty horribly, but recognizably), and you can also find a blog entry
from 2007 in which another Redford grad quotes some of the lyrics and says that she



can still hear the melody in her mind. Tom would have been more than a little pleased to
know that his tune has had a run of more than half a century. Too bad he couldn’t have

claimed royalties!

Incidentally, though | tried unsuccessfully for years to interest Tom in jazz, | learned just
the other day from Yoko that, in the best jazz tradition, Tom based the Redford school

song on the chord changes from another well-known tune. It's called “Three Blind Mice”!

In a way, perhaps the most significant event in Tom’s early musical life, apart from the
encouragement he received from our mother, his teachers, and his first pastor in Detroit,
was his seeing the 1943 remake of the classic movie, Phantom of the Opera. With
Claude Rains in the title role, it was a decent enough horror film, but its music was far
better. The featured tune was “Lullaby of the Bells,” which was sung by the heroine, first
as a solo and then in a moving duet with one of her admirers. Tom never got over this

song. And the reasons may be clear to you when you hear it now.

Solo, “Lullaby of the Bells"

Actually, there were two strands in Tom’s musical life as a performer and as a composer.
The first was popular and secular. As | said, he never had much use for jazz, and he
was never into heavy-duty classical music, much less any of the Top 40 musical fads.
But he enjoyed the Great American Song Book (Gershwin, Porter, Kern, Berlin, and the

like) and the light classics.

A couple of years ago, | asked him who his favorite pianists were. His answer revealed
his tastes. He named three: Liberace, Jose Iturbi (the classical pianist, conductor, and
movie actor who is probably best known today for an annual international music
competition that is held in his name at UCLA), and Oscar Levant (the classical pianist,
good pal of George Gershwin, and all-around character who once said, “There is a fine
line between genius and insanity, and | have erased it”). All three were excellent
musicians, of course, but all three achieved their greatest fame by playing music of the

day and pieces like Rhapsody in Blue with a certain show-biz flamboyance.



The second strand in Tom’s musical life was much more important — to himself and no
doubt to some of you. This was his complete dedication to church music in the Lutheran
tradition, which manifested itself most visibly in nearly 60 years of service as a church
organist — something | believe he always viewed as an act of worship. For Tom was a
deeply devout Christian. He wasn’t much for theological inquiry, though he did lead the
Men’s Bible Study Group at this church for some time. And he wasn't much for
proselytizing or other forms of outreach either, though he was a member of the Lutheran
Laymen’'s League and he had a lifetime appointment to the Board of Trustees of
Concordia University. But he was entirely committed to the church and the place of

music within it.

Indeed, he played his first church service at the age of 12. Within a few years, and
regularly thereafter, he was playing for every church to which he belonged, including two
or three in Detroit, and then, after he moved to California in 1960 or so, Messiah
Lutheran in Buena Park, and, for 30 years, here at Faith Lutheran, where he was also
choir director. In recent years, he also served as organist and choir director at the
Walnut Manor Retirement Home Chapel in Anaheim.

Additionally, Tom played the organ now and then for church services in Germany,
Denmark, and other places that his travels took him. But his best memory, perhaps, was
of a trip with Yoko to New Zealand, where he got to perform on the great organ in
Christchurch.

And Tom also composed hymns and other church music. Indeed, as you will have
noticed from the program, much of the music you hear today is his.

From his first marriage, Tom had two children, Tom, Jr. and Cathy. Sadly, both died in
recent years. But both were wonderful children and, like all children, inspiring. Here, for

example, is a hymn that Tom wrote to commemorate the birth of his son.

Solo, "The Little Lord is Born This Day"
Of all Tom’s church music, his best compositions, to my mind, are the Wedding March
and Wedding Prayer, which you heard as you arrived this morning, and Festive Chimes,
which will be played as you leave. Tom wrote this beautiful music especially for his



wedding in 1975 with Yoko -- a wedding, by the way, that occurred exactly three years to

the month, day, hour, and minute that they first met. Tom was always big on details.

Though Yoko, the military, the Lutheran Church, and music were the very core of his life,

| should tell you—or remind you—that Tom also had his other sides.

For instance, | always got a kick out of seeing his somewhat impish side. He was
endlessly fascinated by novelties, and some of you may have been among the
beneficiaries. Over the years, | personally received gifts that included a hammer than
cries out in pain when you hit something, a mirror that laughs when you open the lid and

look at yourself, and a clock that runs backwards.

On the technical side, he fought stubbornly (and ultimately with success) against
learning how to use a computer. | really don’'t know why, since he spent 25 or 30 years
at Hughes Aircraft, where he rose to the position of quality assurance engineer and
worked on what | took to be awesomely complex electronic systems. In fact, looking
back, I recall that when he was in the Army, he disassembled the engine of his car, just
to see how it worked. And, yes, it worked when he put it all back together. In fact, it
worked even better than before, and there were no parts left over. But | could never get

him to write an email.

When it came to larger issues, Tom was especially happy with his membership, along
with Yoko, in the Riverside International Relations Council, where the two of them
actively supported Riverside’s “Sister City” Program with the city of Sendai in Japan.
Tom loved Japan, Yoko’s family, and the many friends he made in Sendai over the years.
And he and Yoko also greatly enjoyed their many trips to see the world — trips that took
them to some 25 countries and every continent, except South America and Antarctica.

There is more I'd like to share, including amazing stories about what an excellent bowler
he was, or what a lousy poet, or what a great shot with a rifle or pistol, or how he loved
his cats, or how he could remember every detail about every home he ever lived in, but |

must wrap this up.



Tom'’s life — and, | hope, the memories of him that we will preserve — was centered, in its
own often self-effacing way, on loyal friendships and service, all nested in a love of God,
music, the military, and his wife Yoko. Like most of us, he occasionally had some very
hard times, and he was certainly not always the best of sons, or fathers, or husbands, or
grandfathers. But | remember once when we were kids and wanted to go for a bike ride.
In those days, if there were two of you and you had only one bike, the older kid got the
seat and did the pedaling, and the younger one rode on the handlebars. So off we went.
We were tearing down the sidewalk when it suddenly occurred to me that it might be
interesting to hear what the sound would be like if | just touched the heel of my shoe
against the spokes. This proved to be a really bad idea. My shoe was instantly caught
in the wheel, the bike stopped cold, and we both were launched on a short ballistic flight
that ended with our crashing violently on the cement. | still have the scars from that
adventure, and Tom was pretty banged up too. But he forgave me, and never once

mentioned this episode afterwards. He was a heck of brother.

Even if you're one of the fortunate few who has never stuck his foot in the spokes, you

surely know someone who has, so | think you can see the moral in this story.

A life can never come down to a few words like these. But I'm glad to have been able to

share at least some memories with you.
And, finally, Yoko has asked me to tell you how deeply she appreciates your words of
sympathy and your presence here today. On behalf of other family members and myself,

| thank you as well.
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