
Sketch of a West Pointer – Tom Becher 

 

Tom’s association with golf dates to 1960, when he caddied at the 
Cranbrook Golf & Country Club, then a 9-hole course.  The ‘country’ 
part consisted of a forest of bull pine, black-jack pine and western 
yellow pine.  He surmises that we likely know them as Ponderosa Pine 
because we were probably watching Bonanza, which premiered on Sep 
12/59.    Perhaps his regular clientele appreciated that he had a very 
remunerative (for a kid aged 11) gig with the BC Forestry Services 
picking gunny sacks full of pine cones.  The golf course did not hire him 
for his golf knowledge, so maybe it was his heightened ability to 
distinguish balls from pine cones.  Ball spotting and pulling the cart – 
his entire job.  Pay was 25 cents per 9 holes. “Perhaps golf balls cost 
more than 50 cents and I was there to protect their investment.”   

Tom was saving up to buy his own clubs and supplemented the caddy work by standing out on the fairway 

shagging balls after hours, when the first hole was turned into a driving range.  A club would be in court 

today for exposing kids to that hailstorm!  Tom says that this background may help explain to members 

why he still loves to play in the trees and tends to walk under incoming shots. 

By the age of 12 Tom had realized his goal – a set of used clubs.  He refinished the varnish on the 

Persimmon woods but did not pursue the game into his teens as his summer job interfered.  He pumped 

gas 6 days a week at Abe’s Shell Service Station and Motel, where the game was different.  And yes, he 

did drive cars from age 13 – it was Cranbrook!  The motel part was important because in the fall, his 

weekend job was to wash all the blood out of the grease bays.  Abe’s was at the crossroads of the elk 

hunting world and was most accommodating because while they slept off the toasts raised to their 

trophies, hunters got to hang their carcasses on the hoists in the service bays for the perfect cool night’s 

draining.  There was much less blood running off the decks of the 1960’s Chevrolets (with the broadest 

trunks) as these carcasses continued their journey the next day, heaped, frequently, front and back.  

Visibility be damned.  Tom’s uncle was a big-game butcher so he fed him quite a few leads from Abe’s 

abattoir, while he returned the favour with wayward joints of meat.  With this background, members may 

understand why Tom hasn’t touched red meat for 40 years and eats so fast, observing that he comes from 

a rather large family of 9 kids. 

Tom always had jobs as he needed the funds to buy new skates every year, as rampant inflation meant he 

required size 13 by grade 12.  He played sports, especially rep hockey, travelling throughout the Kootenays 

during dark winter snow storms – Fernie, Kimberley, Nelson, Trail.  He lays claim to one sports record 

(despite limited published data), that of being on a game road trip on 3 occasions when the vehicle killed 

a deer.  He couldn’t count the near misses; “a guy’s gotta sleep.”  He played on all the usual high school 

teams, but only got to the dizzy heights of one Provincial Championship game, in the great sport of curling.  

It was 1967 in Kitimat; they were defeated by Victoria when their last rock came up short, losing out on a 

road trip to Newfoundland for the Nationals!  And Tom really prided himself on his sweeping.  He thinks 

of this often, when putting. 

Tom’s next interaction with golf took place about 10 years after his persimmons when he got a summer 

job at Shaughnessy G&CC as a greenskeeper in ’71.  The attraction was not the golf but that union pay 

scales were significant for a student with a limited work season.  His standard assignment was the gang 

mower.  The 5 gang mower was pulled behind a tractor to cut the rough.  Shaughnessy was still 



establishing its rough as a hazard by planting numerous coniferous saplings.  Their oversight was not to 

stake them!  The Shaughnessy rough is in fact much less hazardous than designed because, “As a 

conscientious grounds -man, I tried to manicure, i.e. pedicure, the toe of these saplings a trite light.  Quite 

a few fell under the marauding gang, as it’s very hard to judge the pivot point of a tight circle.  Once the 

chips were down, I had to make quite a number of passes to fully compost the evidence!”   

Self-financing 10 years at UBC meant a plethora of jobs; some intended to buttress him professionally 

(working as a carpenter’s apprentice) or doing urban transportation studies or a logistics study for Labatt 

Breweries.  His first union job opportunity followed the Labatt study, a big pay jump.  At age 21, he had 

no developed taste for beer.  His assignments included replacing various cellar men on vacation.  Space 

does not permit many anecdotes but he stayed sober enough to catch on to the varied tasks.  One short 

sample can provide a taste of the action – there was a euphemism over certain doors, a sign reading 

“Coffee Room”.  Inside was a counter filled with 10 ounce glasses and several beer taps.  Tom never did 

smell any coffee.  “From my vantage point on a high dais where I banged corks into the kegs barrelling 

down on me on a gravity-fed system, I observed George, the foreman in the barrel/keg filling department, 

conclusively down at least 16 ten ounce glasses that day!  That’s an Imperial gallon of beer per shift.  I 

wasn’t competitive so went with the greenskeepers union the next summer.” 

After completing his undergrad degree in design history, 1971, he entered the School of Architecture, 

studying abroad at L’Ecole Superieure Des Beaux Arts in Paris the next year.  He sold his ’60 Chevy to pay 

for a Grand Tour, to see in person all that he had vicariously studied in the UBC slide library.  He spent a 

lot of time with the federal Department of Communications on a study of the pending information age.  

This work led to his proposal to do a graduate degree in Architectural Science on paradoxes in the 

designing process.  Tom reports that grad work is inherently anal, so it must be glossed over, but he did 

begin working as an architect upon graduation in ’74 and studied by night.  This was a reversal of his 

previous pattern where he paid rent by doing shifts at an all-night service station at 41st & Granville, so he 

could study by day. 

His experience of working on the feasibility, planning and programming of large projects began as a 

consultant to the Justice Department of Dave Barrett’s NDP government, “which was a bit Don Quixotic, 

if you recall, moving through the province threatening to demolish the legacy of perennially flowering 

Socred monuments.”  His remit was transforming courthouses (fighting Arthur Ericksen over the 

theatricalities of his new Provincial Courthouse downtown), shuttering reform schools for wayward girls 

and boys, and trying to reform the prison system (demolishing Oakalla being the ultimate test of success).  

Tom says, “Now that you are hooked, refer to The Art of the Impossible:  Dave Barrett and the NDP in 

Power, 1972-75 by Geoff Meggs.” 

As Premier Barrett’s star fell out of heaven, Tom took up with a Toronto firm BEC (Built Environment 

Coordinators, Inc) which received a lot of commissions from Ottawa.  Tom executed studies for many 

types of facilities from Yellowknife to Saudi Arabia – including university buildings, research laboratories 

in the Arctic, drama theatres, health facilities and not least of all, more correctional facilities.   Most 

projects never got built as envisioned because they pushed the envelope forward too fast.  His last job for 

BEC was as lead on a team of architects in 1980 planning a Government to Government Agreement with 

Trinidad and Tobago.  These are a type of Third World Aid program, also known as ‘technology transfer’.  

Tom did enough of these projects to reject the conceits that exporting our ‘culture’ in this way is ethical.  

“You rationalize your involvement by telling yourself, ‘better you than some others’”.  The project was the 



development and construction of multiple institutions in Port of Spain:  Psychiatric Hospital, Training 

School, Remand Centre and Prison.  While he was there because of his background in co-writing a Green 

Paper for Pierre Trudeau’s government, designing ‘ultimate architecture’ for Special Handling Units (SHUs) 

for major federal prisons.  He cherished this ‘ultimate’ test of architecture – a ‘humane’ building one is 

never going to leave.  Tom was not quite prepared for the fact that Trinidad and Tobago still had capital 

punishment.  Because they insisted that the law required them to have one, he left behind a design for a 

gallows disguised as a multi-purpose room.  Tom says, “I studied a lot of environmental psychology in my 

Grad studies so science backed up the psychology of this approach.  A paradox is, in design parlance, ‘the 

opportunity for designing to take place’”.  Tom never went back to see what was actually built but asks 

members to let him know if they are aware of anyone else who has designed a gallows; he’d like to 

compare notes. 

The periods when he could do site work on distant projects became limited when he took a position on 

the Faculty of the Emily Carr University of Art and Design.  But he often forwent teaching for interesting 

projects like Expo 86.  In ’81 Tom was asked by the Chief Architect, Bruno Freschi, to assist with the Master 

Plan of the emplacement.  However, as Freschi’s star fell out of heaven, Tom’s did, too, as Expo Chairman 

Jim Pattison had rather formulaic ideas about designing compared to the average architect.  By the end 

of 1983, Tom had joined Design Group International (DGI) to win the commission and creating the Master 

Plan for the Canada Pavilion, as well as many other site furnishings, exhibits and pavilions such as the 

Telecom Pavilion and Yukon Pavilion, memorable to many of us. 

One of the exhibits Tom put into the Canada Pavilion utilized the largest flat panel display device then 

extant.  If any member remembers it, Tom will buy you a beer!  Tom recalls, “Your first large scale flat 

panel TV was plasma technology.  I designed a highly interactive station where the visitor could draw their 

version of a yacht hull to challenge for the America’s Cup, assisted by instant feedback.  Of course the 

design entailed giving the visitor a lot of help to generate a winning score, while being both informative 

and entertaining.  When Expo closed I partnered with a fellow architect who had been pursuing how to 

turn these large displays developed for the US military into an electronic drafting board.  We formed PCP 

(Plasma Computer Products), did the IPO route, and pursued for a number of years the prospect of turning 

this meter square plasma monitor into a fledgling version of what we call ambient computing today.  As a 

typical chicken and egg story, we could not get the price down to consumer level without mass production 

– but the only people buying at cost were the military, using tour devices for C3 purposes (Command, 

Control and Communications screens to basically replace the proverbial military ‘sand box’ where 

commanders simulated battle).  Not being interested in furthering the military side of what was supposed 

to be the next stage of ‘the desk top revolution’ I moved on to other projects after 4 years.  Paradoxically, 

I enjoyed working with military personnel more than any other I can think of but working for the military 

itself was the least satisfying.” 

Tom continued to pursue various initiatives in the market place, as a designer needs practical work to 

complement academic life, which filled his nights.  He started a Design Management Company, developed 

product and managed business for William Switzer Furniture Company, and consulted on all manner of 

product and service developments.  However by 1992 he began to prepare for retirement to Academia.  

He became Dean of Design at Emily Carr in ’95 and his night-owling proclivities were shut down by the 

added weight of administrative responsibilities.  He continued teaching Industrial Design and a host of 

academic design courses in the social sciences, history and humanities.  Tom found it enjoyable to take a 

design class to Italy for the month of May whenever he had the chance.  He also took sabbaticals to study 



and refresh his resources, spending a year each in Kyoto, London and Milan.  It was important to have 

their children experience schooling in Europe.  His enthusiasm for the direction of the curriculum that he 

had limited power to influence caused him to take early retirement in 2012.  He continues on Faculty as 

Professor Emeritus but gave up active teaching which had lost its vibrancy.  Today he is inspired by the 

time he has to continue his writing and research on the designing process he has been buried in for the 

last 50 years. 

Tom’s opportunity to take up the fine game of golf regularly was sharpened when Dave Thomas suggested 

he join West Point Golf Club in 2014.   He assured himself that he would finally have the chance to realize 

a hole-in-one, sadly missing from his CV.  He did pot one on Little Mountain’s par 3 course, but that didn’t 

even impress his kids.  Unfortunately, all 3 of Tom’s children (Laura, Gabriel and Julian)  left Vancouver for 

university, and never returned, which was not the design he had drawn up.  He thought they could form 

a foursome when he retired.  Tom built a cabin (and a chicken coup) on Gambier Island in ’82, as the 

family’s retreat from the world, with lots of crabbing and fishing.  The highlight was that there was no 

electrical service.  This makes all the difference in the world for designing a close family life.  Tom relates 

that it is most unfortunate not to realize the design intention for their 7 grandchildren to experience a life 

without computer screens.  Since the offspring are too far away to use it, Tom and Maureen, together for 

50 years, dispensed with the cabin and boating life, which has enabled his participation in summers of 

WPGC fixtures.  

Tom’s favourite track is Greywolf Golf Course in Panorama as it is such a terrific example of mountain golf.  

As for favourite golfer, that would be Freddy Couples, who managed to reach World #1 hitting the ball 

only with his practice swing.  

Tom’s closing words, “I have thoroughly enjoyed the transition to ‘linking’ up with all of you.” 
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