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"Don't cry because it's over. Smile because it happened."  

                                                                                                                          - Theodor Seuss Geisel 

A life well lived 

A Special Edition in honor of 

Louis Mervis  

Editor’s Note: With the passing of Lou Mervis, one is reminded 

of his numerous achievements in many fields of endeavor 

over more than a half-century. In this article, however, his mul-

ti-faceted connections and commendable commitment to edu-

cation are examined through the lens of his life-long relation-

ship with Danville Community Consolidated School District 

No. 118. 

In the spring of 1952, Katherine Stapp, longtime Danville High 

School teacher, wrote a letter of congratulations to one of her 

students who was graduating.        

Besides relaying her appreciation and best wishes, she ex-

pressed a hope that one day he might join her in the field of 

education. The young man had enrolled in her groundbreaking 

Introduction to Teaching class whose curriculum covered the 

basics of instruction combined with a daily practicum at a local 

elementary school in which the high school student assisted a 

classroom teacher. The young man had fulfilled his practicum 

at the old Franklin School. The young man, whom Miss Stapp 

addressed as “Louie,” ultimately did not become an educator. 

But now, as one looks back upon the life of Louis Mervis, there 

is no doubt that Miss Stapp would be most proud of the singu-

lar contributions that her former stu-

dent made in the field of education, 

especially here in Danville – contribu-

tions establishing Louis Mervis as 

one of the strongest advocates of 

education that this community has 

produced.  

Gradating from Roselawn Elemen-

tary School, Mervis moved up to 

Danville High School in the fall of 

1948.  A strong  student, he was also 
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a varsity athlete who 

played on the football, 

baseball, and wrestling 

teams. He participated in A 

Cappella chorus, Boys Ath-

letic Association, The Ma-

roon & White as a sports 

writer, Dramatic Club, and 

Pep Club as boys’ presi-

dent. He was a letter winner 

in multiple sports.  A feature on Mervis as a senior was 

included in the October 26, 1951, edition of The Maroon & 

White.  The article recounts, “Adjectives descriptive of this 

person are pepperpot – stocky – with a resounding voice 

(even in seventh grade at Roselawn, Louis could really let 

himself be heard even when whispering) … his greatest 

football thrill came as a sophomore when he intercepted a 

pass from his linebacker position and went all the way for a 

touchdown. ‘Luke Stevens took three men out of the play,’ 

said Lou, ‘and that paved the way.’” Even as a senior in 

high school, giving credit to others, a trait that would char-

acterize Mervis in years to come, was evident – or as the 

high school article shared, “… the dark haired boy has a 

modest way about him.” 

After graduating from DHS in 1952, Mervis continued his 

studies at Indiana University. He 

earned his degree, then served in 

the military. He married the former 

Sybil Stern, and they raised their 

family in Danville. Their partnership 

went far beyond their family house-

hold. Working in tandem, they 

strengthened the Danville commu-

nity through their determined lead-

ership, unselfish service, and ex-

ceptional generosity through their 

significant gifts of time and financial support. Their efforts 

have positively impacted several generations of Danville 

and Tilton students. 

Elected to the Danville District No. 118 school board even 

before he was 30 in 1963, Mervis’ official involvement in 

public education came as the winds of change as well as 

difficult challenges faced the Danville schools. The school 

district was facing its most pressing financial crisis since 

its inception. The Danville School District had adminis-

tered and housed Danville Junior College since 1946.  

There was a pressing need to  successfully detach  Dan-

ville Junior College from the school district in a manner 

that would position the college to prosper and grow – and 

on a campus of its own. One of the youngest individuals 

ever to serve on the Danville school board, Mervis lost no 

time in seeking effective solutions. Mervis was instrumen-

tal in the successful detachment of the college from the 

school district. The school board authorized its attorney 

and superintendent “to initiate steps  towards discontinu-

ing our Junior College from School District No. 118 by 

which it would ultimately become a separate school dis-

trict” on May 22, 1964. Danville Junior College became 

independent in September, 1965, when it held its first 

college board meeting. The new junior college moved from 

Danville High School to leased and donated buildings at 

the Veterans Administration Hospital on East Main Street. 

Summed up in a few sentences over 50 years later, one 

cannot easily appreciate today the hard work and com-

mitment that made this result possible. Possibly, Mary 

Miller, first junior college president, described the efforts 

the best when she referred to the new Danville Junior 

College as “the  miracle on Main Street.”  Mervis’ involve-

ment in this effort was key – as well as his strong and con-

tinued support of the college since its detachment. 

Perhaps Mervis’ most valuable service to District No. 118 

Lou Mervis, member of the              

1951 DHS football team 

Lou Mervis-Class of 1952      

Danville Public School Foundation News Page 2 

Future Teachers of America, 1951-52: Standing: J. Ellis,              

L. Mervis, P. Thornton, B. Jones, B. Short, P. Shetterly,             

J. Wagner, S. Scholey, Miss Stapp.  Seated: D. Royalty,               

D. Wade, J. Cox, G. Amber, N. Butler, E. McKinney, R. Young. 



came at the time of its most serious financial crisis. For 

many years, the property tax rates in Danville had been 

low which resulted in repeated cost-cutting measures, sub-

standard wages leading to teacher staffing issues, older 

buildings, and the lack of rich curricular options. At the 

same time, enrollment was surging due to the Baby Boom. 

At the end of World War II in 1945, District No. 118 had 

6,112 students. By September, 1963, the student enroll-

ment had climbed to 9,998. Around  the time of Mervis’ 

election,  a referendum to raise the tax rate was defeated. 

Several other attempts were held, often on an annual ba-

sis, to raise the tax rate as the District was in a financial 

tailspin due to one of the lowest tax rates of an  Illinois city 

its size coupled with a burgeoning enrollment. Impressed 

by his can-do attitude, vision, and leadership, Mervis’ col-

leagues elected him president of the school board in 1967 

– the second  youngest president of a Danville school 

board. Another referendum was held on December 18, 

1967 – it failed by a close margin (3,449 to 3,105). Encour-

aged, the school board set another referendum for May 2, 

1968, with high hopes. Yet again, the effort failed by a tally 

of 4,549 to 3,961. Four days later at the school board 

meeting, the  young president demonstrated his bold lead-

ership when he responded: 

“We have had six failures in five years. We have asked the 

public for money and six times have been defeated. It is 

ridiculous to think of requesting another referendum from 

this side of the table as it would be no different …We have 

done our best to tell the truth and sell an adequate educa-

tional program. This was not accepted so (I) see no alter-

native than to have an educational program which provides 

nothing more than necessities. It seems rather important 

that we direct the superintendent and his staff to come 

back to the board, hopefully within a week, with a program 

which will show savings of $300,000 to $500.000 …We 

must face the fact that we have not yet made the citizens 

willing to bear the responsibilities that is, to pay for ade-

quate public education.” 

On May 20, 1968, the board made the deep cuts to keep 

the district running: Franklin School was closed, school 

lunch discontinued at grades 1-8, elementary students 

would attend only half-days (7:50 to 11:50 a.m. or 12:30-

4:30 p.m.), junior high students would attend a shortened 

day (7:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.), and plans to start a kinder-

garten program were canceled. These devastating cuts 

significantly reduced grades 1-8 students’ instruction time 

while substantially increasing teacher workloads. School 

board president Mervis felt that such actions, even hurtful 

in the short term, were necessary to secure the school dis-

trict’s viability in the long run. He was proven right. On 

March 1, 1969, the voters approved the referendum for an 

increased tax rate by a margin of 9,789 to 4,823. This new 

rate allowed the District to not only effectively operate, but 

to grow; there was no need to raise the rate again until 

1991. Mervis, even as a young man, demonstrated deep 

insight, mature judgment, keen leadership, and bold cour-

Danville Board of Education and administration 1964-1965:  From top clockwise: Ralph Swanson, president; Lillian           

Pearson, secretary; Arthur Fleming; Walter Glavey; Elmer Colby; Wayne Denman, acting assistant superintendent;           

David Radcliffe, superintendent; Maurice Hayes, business director; Louis Mervis; Madeline Skoog; and James Righter. 
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age in leading the District at this important juncture – char-

acteristics that he would show time and time again in var-

ied fields of en-

deavor over the 

years to come.  

Mervis left the Dan-

ville school board 

in 1969 at the end 

of his term, but his 

affinity and interest 

in the local school 

district and educa-

tion in general nev-

er wavered. Appointed by two governors to the Illinois 

State Board of Education, Mervis served for 17 years as a 

member, several as its chair; he pushed for better school 

funding, more opportunities for students to prepare for col-

lege or the workforce, and higher standards for instruction. 

He was instrumental in settling the 1977 Danville teacher 

strike. A key player in various workforce initiatives at DHS 

and Danville Area Community College over the years, his 

support for retooling public education was unqualified, in-

cluding updated vocational preparation. Mervis was instru-

mental in obtaining and supporting Danville as a Tech Prep 

Model demonstration site – one of just five in Illinois. He 

was a respected member of  the influential Illinois Business 

Roundtable’s education task force. Over the years, he was 

a contributing member of many committees and task forc-

es to improve educational outcomes in the Danville 

schools, especially at DHS. 

Lou and Sybil Mervis remained strong supporters for any 

local project that supported young people to succeed in 

school while preparing for adulthood. Their backing of the 

Danville Public Library, the Boys and Girls Club of Danville, 

and the Danville Symphony paid dividends for the many 

students affected. Financially, and in-kind, Mervis invested 

in many educational initiatives over the years in the 

schools. Whether it was a contribution for the new athletic 

complex on the north campus of DHS, assisting students in 

need, providing field trips and school equipment, or provid-

ing funding to maintain one of the state’s most successful 

after school programs at East Park in the early 1990s, 

Mervis could always be counted upon to support Dan-

ville’s students – while routinely asking for no public 

recognition of his generosity. 

An example from recent years illuminates both his sup-

port for the schools and the arts. Mervis contacted the 

Danville superintendent 

in 2014 to share an up-

date on a violin  pro-

gram that successfully 

instructed students as 

young as first grade in 

the Attica school district. 

After visiting Attica with 

a team, including  the 

director of the school 

foundation, a way was 

found to institute  a similar program at both Cannon and 

Northeast Schools in Danville. That same year, Mervis 

arranged for a renowned quartet from Indiana University, 

his alma mater, to perform at various Danville schools as 

well as community groups over a two year period to pro-

vide exposure to the arts as well as inspiration for Dan-

ville’s young people.  

It is true that Miss Stapp’s hope that Lou Mervis would 

join her on the District No. 118 faculty 

was not fulfilled. Yet, one could cer-

tainly make the case that Lou Mervis 

did join her (and many others) in the 

field of education  - as an honored lo-

cal and state school board member, a 

generous donor of countless initiatives 

that strengthened educational opportu-

nities, an insightful leader in the business world who tire-

lessly pioneered school-to-career workforce initiatives, a 

school board leader who helped establish an independent 

junior college in Danville, and an individual who worked to 

provide a superior education for each and every child. 

Yes, Miss Stapp – after reflection, your wish indeed did 

come true — and several generations of Danville and 

Tilton citizens are most fortunate that it did. 

Lou Mervis with Governor Jim Thompson 

who appointed him to the state board of 

education 

Students at Cannon School                      

playing violins - 2015. 
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D118 Superintendents Remember Lou Mervis 

Over the past fifty years, eight Danville District No. 118 superintendents had the opportunity to interact with Mr.         

Mervis.   Each of them shared their thoughts of the impact Mr. Mervis had during their tenure.   

“Mr. Mervis was an active and intelligent board member.” - Dr. David Radcliffe  - Superintendent 1964-1974   

“Both Lou and Sybil were both active in the educational system.  Lou listened very carefully.  He did not talk a lot, but when he 
did, everyone listened.”  Dr. Don Woods, Superintendent 1974-1982 

“Lou Mervis was one of the most compassionate and supportive individuals toward students and their education that I encoun-
tered during my many years as a school administrator.  Upon arrival in Danville as the new superintendent of District 118, I 
soon realized an individual by the name of Lou Mervis was a highly respected and effective leader in the community.  I called on 
him many times to get his insight on issues involving the public school system and community.  He was a knowledgeable and 
trusted adviser.  Lou and Sybil were generous in their support of the school district and students.  They would  fund special pro-
grams in the schools and provide financial assistance for students in need with the stipulation  that the donations were to be 
anonymous.  Rose Marie and I considered Lou and Sybil as supportive friends of education, District 118, and us during our years 
in Danville. I know he will be missed, but  his positive impact on the community will be felt for many years.”  Dr. Don Penning-
ton, Superintendent 1983-1991 

"During my tenure as Assistant Superintendent and Superintendent with District #118, I often called upon Lou Mervis for coun-
sel and assistance on various district improvement initiatives.  Because of his love of the district, I could always count on him for 
a positive response.  He never failed me.  He would always give generously of his time, and often resources, in assisting the 
school district.      I will be forever grateful for having known and worked with Lou Mervis.  He will be sorely missed by our State, 
County, and our local community."   Dr. David Fields,  Superintendent 1991-2001 

"Lou Mervis was the true embodiment of a selfless individual, whether giving of his time or generous financial support of worth-
while causes.  Mr. Mervis gave his time in support of District 118, as well as all school districts in the state of  Illinois.  In my 
opinion, as the chairperson of the Illinois State Board of Education, he ushered in and supported growth in the state's financial 
support of school districts and brought about a keener awareness for the need for schools to be accountable to their students, 
parents, and constituents.  Lou Mervis will certainly be missed; he was a true gentleman.”  Dr. Gary Tucker,  Superintendent 
2001-2004 

“We have lost a great advocate for public education. Lou Mervis was one of District 118’s best friends, giving generously of his 
time and financial resources. He was one of those rare individuals whose good works were driven by both his head and his 
heart. I had the opportunity to personally witness his passion and hope for all the children of our community.” Nanette (Mellen) 
Finkle, Superintendent 2004-2009 

“I appreciate and respect Lou Mervis, a man who had a big heart for young people. He always had the back of students, our 
students in particular. His support for  education was steadfast and sustained. Danville School District No. 118 was indeed fortu-
nate to have benefited from his commitment, wisdom, and generosity for over five decades.”   Mark Denman, Superintendent 
2009-2015 
 
I believe Mr. Mervis was a living testament to the concept of “Tikkun olam” (to improve the world). It has been said to me, “ The 
community has had many leaders in the past 150 years, but not many like the man we lost the other night.  His unselfish giving 
to this community, and in so many cases without anyone knowing he created jobs, brought industries to this community, 
trained leaders, educated students that would not have otherwise had such opportunities, brought state and national leaders to 
the community when needed and gave and gave and gave of his time to countless boards and projects.”  I am grateful to be 
counted amongst a fortunate group of people who received the benefits of his time, wisdom and guidance.  Please join me in 
offering a prayer for Mr. Lou Mervis, a dear friend to all in Danville. Dr. Alicia Geddis, Superintendent - 2015-Present 

  Dr. Radcliffe       Dr. Woods     Dr. Pennington        Dr. Fields             Dr. Tucker          Mrs. Finkle          Mr. Denman         Dr. Geddis 
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School Foundation establishes                   

Lou Mervis Scholarship Fund                         

at Danville High School  
In honor of Lou Mervis, the Board of the Danville Public School Foundation 

has established the Lou Mervis Scholarship Fund with an initial honorari-

um  of $1,000.  If you who would like to make a tax deductible gift to the 

Lou Mervis Scholarship Fund, please send checks made out to the          

Danville Public School Foundation and send it to 516 North Jackson 

Street, Danville, IL 61832.  Please note the check is for the scholarship 

fund.  

The Danville Public School Foundation will acknowledge all gifts, and noti-

fy the Mervis Family of all gifts received in support of the scholarship fund. 

For more information, you may call the Foundation Office at 217-444-1044 

or email us at schoolfoundation@danville118.org.  

The Danville Public School Foundation extends its thanks to retired superintendent Mark Denman for writing the article 

that appears in this issue of the Danville Public School Foundation News.  We thank the Mervis Family for providing 

many of the photographs for this article.  It has been an honor to reflect on a life so well lived.  Thank you, Mr. Mervis. 

You will not soon be forgotten.  - The Board and Staff of the Danville Public School Foundation 

Lou Mervis 


