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            INTRODUCTION: WHO WAS RUTHERFORD B. HAYES?

          

        

      

    

    
      When you hear the name Rutherford B. Hayes, it might sound like just another person from the long list of U.S. presidents. But here’s the thing: he wasn’t just a man in a suit living in the White House a long time ago. He was someone who stepped into leadership during one of the most complicated and tense moments in American history. The country had just finished fighting a brutal Civil War. People were angry, divided, and unsure of what the future would look like. Hayes became president at a time when every decision could change the direction of the nation. That’s a big deal, and that’s one of the reasons kids today should care about him.

      One reason his story matters is because he shows what leadership looks like when things feel messy and confusing. The election that brought him into office was one of the closest and most disputed in American history. Instead of throwing the country into more chaos, Hayes accepted the job of being president with a focus on calming people down and trying to bring unity. That kind of steady hand is something kids can look at and see: leadership isn’t always about being loud, famous, or dramatic. Sometimes it’s about being calm when everyone else is shouting.

      Another reason to pay attention to Hayes is that he truly believed in fairness, even if the world around him didn’t always live up to it. At the time, many people in power didn’t care about equal rights. Hayes pushed back against that, working to make sure African Americans had more opportunities after the Civil War. He didn’t succeed in everything he wanted—history is complicated, and big changes don’t happen overnight—but he tried. That effort, even when it was difficult, shows that standing up for fairness is always worth it, even if you can’t solve every problem at once.

      Kids can also learn something important from the way Hayes handled responsibility. When he was president, he promised not to run for a second term. That may not sound like a big deal now, but back then it showed that he wasn’t interested in clinging to power just for the sake of it. He wanted to do his job the best he could and then step aside for someone else. That kind of promise—and actually keeping it—teaches that leadership isn’t about holding on forever; it’s about serving others for a time and then letting someone else take their turn.

      Think about the times when you’ve seen people argue over who gets the biggest slice of pizza, or who gets to go first in a game. Hayes lived during a time when arguments like that were happening on a much bigger scale—whole groups of people fighting about who should have power, who should have rights, and who should make decisions. Instead of adding fuel to the fire, Hayes worked to calm things down, even if it meant making tough choices that not everyone agreed with. That’s something worth noticing: being a leader often means doing what you think is right, even when it isn’t popular.

      Hayes also cared deeply about honesty. In government, jobs were often handed out to friends or powerful people, not to the people who could actually do the work well. Hayes tried to change that system by pushing for reforms that focused on fairness and skill instead of favoritism. For kids, that’s a powerful reminder that honesty isn’t just about telling the truth; it’s about making sure things are done the right way, even if it’s harder.

      Another reason kids should care about Hayes is that his life didn’t stop mattering after he left the White House. He spent his later years working on projects that helped schools, libraries, and veterans. He believed that learning and education were keys to building a stronger country. That’s a lesson that still holds true today: investing in learning helps shape the future. When kids see someone who was once the most powerful person in the country turn his attention to helping schools and libraries, it sends a clear message—education matters.

      What also makes Hayes interesting is that he wasn’t flashy. He wasn’t the kind of leader who wanted attention all the time. In fact, he was often described as quiet and thoughtful. That might sound boring, but it shows that leadership doesn’t always have to be about standing in the spotlight. Some of the most important leaders are the ones who quietly get the job done, who make choices that help others, and who don’t brag about it. Kids who may not always feel like the loudest or most popular in the room can see themselves in Hayes—someone who made a difference without needing to shout about it.

      Hayes’s story is also a good reminder that history isn’t just about the most famous names. Everyone hears about Abraham Lincoln or George Washington, but Hayes’s life shows that there are presidents whose stories are less well-known but still deeply important. By learning about him, kids get to see a fuller picture of how the United States grew, stumbled, and tried to move forward after one of its hardest chapters.

      Caring about Hayes means caring about the values he stood for: honesty, fairness, responsibility, and education. These aren’t just dusty words from the past. They’re things kids deal with every day. Whether it’s being fair on the playground, being honest about homework, or stepping up to lead a group project, the lessons Hayes lived by are ones kids can practice right now. He may have lived more than a hundred years ago, but the values that guided him are still useful today.
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            GROWING UP IN OHIO

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of Rutherford Birchard Hayes begins in a small town in Ohio during a time when the United States was still young and growing. The year was 1822. The country had only been free from Britain for a few decades, and people were busy carving out their lives in places that had once been wilderness. Delaware, Ohio, where Hayes was born, wasn’t a bustling city filled with noise and tall buildings. It was a quiet, developing community where neighbors knew one another, farms stretched out for miles, and daily life required hard work and persistence.

      For a newborn like Rutherford, the world was not yet shaped by trains, electricity, or telephones. The streets were mostly dirt, and wagons pulled by horses or oxen were the main way people moved from place to place. Houses were built of wood or brick, heated by fireplaces that burned through cold Ohio winters. At night, families gathered around candlelight or oil lamps. It was a world that demanded resourcefulness. If something broke, you fixed it yourself or relied on neighbors. If you wanted to eat, you grew food or hunted. Life was simpler in some ways, but it was also filled with challenges modern kids might not expect.

      Rutherford entered this world to his mother, Sophia Hayes, but without his father. His father had died just before Rutherford was born, leaving Sophia to raise him and his older sister, Fanny, with the help of relatives. Growing up without a father was not easy in those days. Families depended on every adult for survival, and losing one meant shouldering more responsibility. Yet, despite this early loss, Hayes was surrounded by people who cared deeply for him. His mother was strong and determined, and his uncle, Sardis Birchard, stepped in to play a large role in his upbringing. It was from this uncle that Rutherford received his middle name, “Birchard,” a reminder of the family ties that would support him throughout his childhood.

      The town itself was still shaping its identity. Delaware wasn’t far from the Olentangy River, and many families lived near water because it made farming and transportation easier. Town gatherings happened in small churches or meeting halls, where neighbors came together to discuss news, trade goods, or celebrate holidays. Children like Rutherford would have spent much of their time outdoors, exploring fields, climbing trees, and helping with chores around the house. Work and play often blended together; one day might be spent hauling water or feeding animals, while the next included a game of tag with friends on the village green.

      Growing up in the 1820s meant being part of a nation that was still experimenting with what it wanted to be. Ohio was considered the western frontier when Hayes was born. People were moving there in search of land and opportunity, leaving behind older states like Virginia or Pennsylvania. That gave Delaware a mix of cultures and ideas. Hayes grew up hearing stories from neighbors who had lived through the Revolutionary War or who had moved west in search of a better future. These conversations, floating around kitchens and town squares, gave him a sense of belonging to something larger than himself: a country still trying to figure itself out.

      Even though life required constant effort, there was a strong belief in education in Hayes’s household. His mother and uncle wanted him to learn, not only for practical reasons but because they believed knowledge opened doors. Books were treasured, often passed from family to family. For a boy like Rutherford, the chance to read meant traveling to far-off places without leaving his small town. He likely spent hours bent over worn pages, discovering new ideas and building a curiosity that would never leave him. While many children of his time grew up with limited schooling, Rutherford’s family placed value on learning, a gift that helped shape his path.

      The young boy also absorbed lessons about resilience. Losing a father at birth, watching his mother shoulder responsibilities, and seeing his uncle step in to guide him taught Rutherford early that life required adaptability. These weren’t abstract lessons; they were lived every day. If a crop failed, the family found a way to manage. If illness spread through town, neighbors leaned on one another for support. Growing up in such a world meant learning quickly that community mattered and that personal strength wasn’t optional—it was necessary.

      For kids living in Delaware, friendships often formed through shared chores and the small adventures of rural life. Rutherford likely helped with farm duties, carried wood, or tended animals, yet still found joy in the natural world around him. Streams, forests, and open fields provided endless chances for exploration. Nature wasn’t a backdrop; it was part of daily survival and entertainment. These early connections to his surroundings shaped the way he saw the world—full of challenges but also full of possibilities.

      While Hayes’s childhood was shaped by ordinary life in a small town, the larger world beyond Delaware was filled with events that would eventually reach him. In the 1820s, America was still debating how to handle issues like slavery, expansion into Native American lands, and the balance between state and federal power. Even though Rutherford was too young to take part in those debates, he grew up in their shadow. Conversations about fairness, freedom, and government were part of the air he breathed. Those discussions, overheard as a boy, would later echo in the choices he made as a leader.

      His mother’s determination also left a lasting mark. Sophia Hayes believed in raising her children with strength and morality. For her, being honest and hardworking wasn’t optional; it was the foundation of character. That belief became a guiding star for Rutherford, shaping his decisions long after his childhood in Delaware was behind him. While he may not have realized it as a boy, the lessons she impressed upon him would matter when he faced the enormous challenges of adulthood.

      Raised by his mother and uncle

      Rutherford Hayes grew up in a household where the center of gravity was his mother, Sophia. She had already endured more loss than many could imagine, but she did not let it stop her from building a life for her children. Sophia’s way of raising her son was steady, practical, and guided by a quiet strength. She wasn’t wealthy, and she didn’t have the safety net of a husband to lean on, yet she made sure Rutherford had the kind of upbringing that could set him on a path toward success.

      In the 1820s and 1830s, being a single mother was even harder than it is today. Work options were limited, and social expectations were heavy. But Sophia refused to shrink under those difficulties. Instead, she poured her energy into shaping her son’s character. Rutherford saw her as a model of resilience—someone who met obstacles with determination instead of despair. She raised him with values that would stay with him for life: to be honest, to work hard, and to treat others fairly. These weren’t abstract lessons; they were woven into daily routines. If there was a job to be done, Sophia expected it to be done well. If there was a chance to show kindness, she insisted on it.

      Her influence on him wasn’t about lectures or long speeches. It was about example. Every day, Rutherford watched her balance the tasks of keeping a household running—cooking, cleaning, caring for him and his sister, and managing the small resources they had. Watching her, he learned that true strength didn’t always mean being the loudest person in the room; sometimes it meant carrying on quietly, even when things felt impossible.

      Alongside Sophia, there was another figure who played a critical role in Rutherford’s upbringing: his uncle, Sardis Birchard. Unlike Sophia, Sardis had more freedom to move in the world of business and community affairs. He became a steady presence in Rutherford’s life, offering not only material support but also guidance that broadened his view of what he could become. It was Sardis who encouraged him to pursue education and to think beyond the boundaries of his small hometown.

      For Rutherford, this created a balance. At home, his mother gave him the foundation of character—teaching him how to live with integrity and compassion. From his uncle, he absorbed lessons about ambition, opportunity, and the importance of stepping into the wider world. Having both influences shaped him in a way that was unique. He grew up understanding both responsibility and possibility.

      Daily life in their household was far from luxurious, but it was full of lessons. Rutherford likely helped his mother with chores, whether it was fetching water, carrying firewood, or helping tend to the small tasks that kept everything running. Work wasn’t just about survival; it became training in discipline. At the same time, his uncle’s involvement meant Rutherford had chances other children in similar situations might not have had. Books, opportunities for schooling, and encouragement to seek higher education all came because his family, despite their struggles, believed in his potential.

      This mix of care and expectation built in him a deep sense of gratitude. He understood, even as a boy, that the adults in his life had sacrificed for him. His mother could have given in to sorrow after losing her husband, but she chose instead to raise her children with hope. His uncle could have focused only on his own interests, but instead he invested in Rutherford’s future. These sacrifices weren’t small—they shaped the direction of his life.

      Children often grow into the example set before them. In Rutherford’s case, he grew into the mixture of strength and vision he had seen every day. From Sophia, he carried the belief that honesty and kindness were not optional but essential. From Sardis, he learned that education and hard work could open doors to possibilities larger than the ones in his immediate surroundings. Together, those lessons made him resilient, ambitious, and grounded.

      Childhood curiosity, love of books, and adventures

      From the start, Rutherford Hayes showed signs of being a boy whose mind was always in motion. Growing up in Delaware, Ohio, he wasn’t content with simply doing chores or passing time idly. He had a restless curiosity that made him ask questions, poke into corners of knowledge, and look at the world with an eagerness to understand it better. That spark, which began in his earliest years, would grow into a lifelong love of learning.

      Books were at the center of his childhood. In a small town where entertainment didn’t come from television or movies, stories bound in leather or cloth offered adventures, mysteries, and windows into faraway lands. His family may not have been wealthy, but they valued reading, and Rutherford absorbed that love like a sponge. He read history, stories of far-off explorers, and the works that were considered classics even in his own time. For a boy whose father had died before he was born, books also became silent companions, filling his imagination with voices, ideas, and examples of people who had shaped the world.

      In the quiet of the evening, after the day’s work was done, Rutherford often sat with a book in his hands while candles flickered against the walls. The world around him was small, but the words on those pages stretched it wide. He might learn about leaders from centuries past, or about new discoveries in science, or the adventures of sailors crossing oceans. These weren’t just stories to him; they were lessons. They showed him that the world was bigger than Delaware, Ohio, and that a curious mind could reach far beyond the boundaries of a town.

      But Rutherford wasn’t only a boy of books. Like many children of his time, he lived much of his life outdoors, exploring fields, creeks, and woods that lay just beyond the edges of town. With his friends, he might wade into a stream, skipping stones across the surface or hunting for frogs among the reeds. In the forests, he could follow trails, listen to the songs of birds, and let his imagination build stories out of the rustle of leaves. These adventures didn’t come with maps or instructions; they were built from curiosity, the kind that turned every hollow log or bend in the river into a discovery.

      His small-town life also offered a sense of freedom that children in crowded cities didn’t always have. The streets of Delaware weren’t choked with carriages or filled with factories at that time. They were places where a boy could run, shout, and play without much worry. Neighbors knew each other, and children were watched over not just by their families but by the community as a whole. This gave Rutherford room to grow into his adventurous side while still being tethered to the safety of a familiar environment.

      In many ways, his curiosity tied his love of books to his adventures outdoors. He didn’t just read about explorers—he practiced being one. A book might describe ancient ruins or strange animals, and the next day Rutherford would be tromping through fields, searching for arrowheads left by Native Americans or watching a hawk circle in the sky with the same fascination he’d read about. For him, learning and living were not separate; they blended into each other, making the world both classroom and playground.





