Ode to Sneaky Pete and Great Teachers Everywhere

By Layton Park

“You can’t call him Sneaky Pete!  That is so disrespectful.”  My mother was horrified when I said that would be the title of an article I planned to write about one of the teachers from my hometown after I heard about his failing health.  Supposed to be addressed as Mr. Feschuck, Peter taught me in several grades and I had a hard time believing it has been forty years already since I was in school.  I knew Peter was living in the area but never took the time to seek him out and tell him the things I want to now tell you now.  I don’t know why I didn’t take the time to tell him earlier, perhaps it’s because I still have some assignments that are overdue.  They were from the current affairs course when they were assigned and now are part of the Canadian history program.  Both subjects taught by Mr. Feschuck.  

Mr. Feschuck is how he was to be addressed at school but everyone knew him as Sneaky Pete because of the Hush Puppy shoes that allowed him to walk the corridors undetected.  As soon as a friend had convinced me to do something I shouldn’t, and it always was someone else’s fault Mom, there he would be.  Not that I was a bad student, but if it wasn’t for teachers like Peter Feschuck I might have become one.

Pete wasn’t one of the loud or threatening teachers his was a more intimation by quiet if you were out of line.  That may have been where the term thunderous silence came from.

 In fact as I talked to some of my friends about our school years there were three teachers that stick out in our minds.   Sneaky Pete, Battle-Axe Bert and Miserable Mike.  Battle-Axe Bert was the name for Phyllis Bert, a crusty lady who always seemed a little older although now in my adult mind, realize she must have only been about forty at the time.  Mrs. Bert loved to carry a yardstick and could slap it across the top of the desk with such force it would shatter every eardrum within fifty feet.  She would then turn an icy cold stare in your direction and no further discussion was needed as you simply froze to the spot.  Mrs. Bert ruled the library and also taught history.  Later after I left school and wrote some articles on the history of our town, I found her to be an incredible valuable resource.  Before she passed away a number of years ago now, I talked to her about how she felt being called Battle-Axe because although no one dared to call any of these teachers by the underground monikers, they not only knew what they were, I think they were proud of them.

Phyllis said she thought of it as a badge.  A badge she had earned because the students said it with a certain amount of respect.  It was tough love before the phrase was coined.  Somehow you knew that although they wouldn’t allow a student to get away with things it was not because they were mean spirited or simply rule enforcers but because they did truly care for their students.

I saw this first in Miserable Mike, my math and biology teacher.  So if you are out there reading this Mike listen up.  That a loud voice and ominous presents may have scared me for a while but I knew there was a marsh mellow underneath.   There your secret is out.  A tough persona carefully cultivated to keep students in their places.  I know that to be the case because after class he dedicated hours to coaching hockey and I got to see a different side of the man.  

What I learned was these three teachers had one thing in common, they truly cared about their students.

Today some of the rouffians that tried hard to torment these good people are now school teachers and principals themselves, others are engineers, accountants, business people, successful farmers and other pillars of their communities.  These outstanding people are what teachers like Pete Feschuk will leave as their legacy.  Teachers who looked upon their careers as a profession in which their duties were to mould and shape the generations of tomorrow but making students accountable. As I look at my peers who were taught by Peter, especially now with the advantage of hindsight, I’d have to say he did a pretty good job. 

Teachers like Peter didn’t demand respect, they earned it.  When students referred to Peter as Sneaky Pete it was done so with an air of respect like the Sergeant Majors of yesterday. A person knew there was a line you had to toe at the same time you knew that they could be counted on anytime you needed help.  I think that perhaps Phyllis Bert was right those monikers were badges of honour. So it is with the up most respect that I dedicate this column to one of the teachers that was responsible for my continuing my education, for my developing a keen interest in current affairs and a deep desire to study and now write about history.  

So excuse me Mom but I just don’t think it is disrespectful to say thanks Sneaky Pete!
Pete Feschuk taught school in Rocky Mountain House for years before retiring to Vernon where he retired with his wife Deloris.  Pete was admitted to the Vernon Jubilee hospital on December 1, 2003 and on behalf of the hundreds of the people he taught I would like to wish him and Deloris our best wishes.

