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Alexandria’s proximity to 
Washington, D.C. means that 
presidents have come to our 
city regularly. George Wash-
ington and Gerald Ford lived 
in Alexandria before and after 
being sworn into our nation’s 
highest office. Today, we high-
light the day that a grandstand 
collapsed on a sitting presi-
dent, Rutherford B. Hayes. 

The Feb. 22, 1881, Balti-
more Sun described the event: 

“The Birthday of Washing-
ton was celebrated here by the 
city authorities, the civic and 
military associations. … The 
President of the United States 
and a number of visiting corps 
from abroad were the town’s 
guests. … Only one untoward 
incident occurred, which was 
the falling of the platform on 
which President Hayes and one 
or two hundred persons sat.” 

The Alexandria Gazette 
chronicled “nobody was even 
severely bruised, and only a few 
received slight scratches.”  The 
local paper then commended 
Hayes, who was on a farewell 
tour, for a speech that was 
both “short, and full of com-
mon sense.” The Sun claimed 
that Hayes joked that the col-
lapse must have been punish-
ment for past imperfections on 
his part. 

Other papers, includ-
ing Hayes’ hometown paper, 
the Cleveland Plain Dealer, 
focused more on the plat-
form collapse rather than 
the speech, with the head-

line “Hayes Tumbles.”  Truth, a 
New York City paper, ran with 
“President Hayes’ Narrow Es-
cape.” It noted that while 
Hayes escaped injury, Virginia 
Sen. Robert E. Withers was in-
jured and had to be moved to 
his home without participating 
in the rest of the celebration of 
Washington’s Birthday. 

The next month, Hayes, 
who had not run for re-elec-
tion, peacefully transferred   
power to his successor, the ill-
fated James Garfield. Perhaps 
because of his role in end-
ing Reconstruction, the local 
press was remarkably com-
plimentary towards Hayes, 
despite his political party af-

filiation and his reputation 
gained as a Union officer. 
More recent visits to our city 
by American presidents have 
not put their physical safety 
in danger. 
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A President’s Day collapse 
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 PHOTO/MATHEW BENJAMIN BRADY VIA WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 
A grandstand collapsed on then-President Rutherford B. Hayes during Alexandria’s 1881 Washington’s 
Birthday celebration. 
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