
I N S P O R T S

Thirty years ago, a 

new RTHS graduate 

hatched a plan to 

fund his college education 

that went viral, capturing 

the imagination of people 

world-wide and garnering 

enough returns to fully 

fund his four years at the 

University of Illinois – with 

some change to spare.

MICHAEL HAYES

Today, that man is teaming up with his 

son, a new high school graduate, to 

pay back every penny, literally, to help 

others who will be a!ending college

Michael Hayes was 18 and bound for 

the University of Illinois in the summer 

of 1987. The youngest of William and 

Gwen Hayes’s five children, he had 

worked since the age of 10 in the family’s 

pharmacy business. “My brothers and 

sisters were all a lot older than me and 

my parents were approaching retirement 

age when I went to college, so the 

bo!om line, I was trying to figure out 

what I could do to not put my parents in 

any debt to help me with school,” he said.

Hayes had solid grades but there weren’t 

many scholarships available to him. 

 “I just happened to be helping my 

brother Jack, who lived in Chicago, move 

the August before I was going off to 

school,” Hayes said. “While in Chicago, I 

started thinking ‘What if I could get all of 

the people in Chicago to send me just 

one penny? It would be enough to pay 

for college and then some if I could do 

that.’ So, my brother and I started kicking 

it around, [asking] ‘How could we make 

that happen?’ and we ultimately came 

up with the idea of a cheesy video of me 

working at pharmacy,” he remembered.

They decided to pitch the plan, “Many 

Pennies for Mike,” to the NBC Nightly 

News, late-night talk show host David 

Le!erman, radio personality Paul Harvey, 

Chicago Tribune syndicated columnist 

Bob Greene, and a couple others.

The brothers purchased some VHS 

videotapes, filmed Mike’s pitch, sent 

off the tapes, and Mike went to school 

at the University of Illinois. Mike 

also purchased P.O. Box 13, “Many 

Pennies for Mike,” before he le#.
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The brothers purchased some VHS 

videotapes, filmed Mike’s pitch, sent off 

the tapes, and Mike went to school at the 

University of Illinois. Mike also purchased 

P.O. Box 13, “Many Pennies for Mike,” 

before 

he le#.

A few weeks later, he was si!ing in his 

dorm room in Sco! Hall, when he received 

a phone call from Greene. “He was the only 

one that got back to me at the time, and he 

seemed to think we could make this thing 

happen,” Hayes said. 

Greene decided the column should run 

on Labor Day weekend to take advantage 

of the heaviest amount of readership. His 

column ran in about 250 papers at the time. 

“It was pre-internet, so papers were pre!y 

popular,” Hayes noted. He said Greene 

was enthusiastic about the idea and pre!y 

confident his readership would respond.

The column ran on Sunday, September 6th. 

Monday, September 7th was Labor Day. 

On Tuesday, September 8th, the Rochelle 

post office employees, and Hayes, were in 

for a shock. “I think I got about three times 

as much mail as the entire City of Rochelle,” 

he said. 

“The Postmaster kind of laughed at the 

idea when I explained the concept to 

him, and then I’m mailing out videos to 

David Le!erman and things, so it was 

quite a shock to them that first Tuesday 

when they were completely buried in mail 

and remained buried in mail for months, 

working tons and tons of overtime to just 

sort the mail coming to me. We ended 

up needing to pick it up in big, huge 

mailboxes. They didn’t deliver it. We had to 

go to the post office for all of them.”

Hayes estimates between the costs of 

making and sending the videos and the 

P. O. box, he spent less than $100 on his 

pitch for pennies. “The videos didn’t really 

cost much, we made them ourselves 

and sent them out. It was a really low 

investment. It was really about trying to 

entice the right person to ultimately bite 

so we could get some interest in it. And 

the article was very well wri!en and really 

encouraged people to get up off the 

couch and go drop a penny in the mail,” 

he said. 

“It worked really well, and I ended up with 

close to 93,000 responses from all 50 

states and seven countries,” he stated. 

Hayes said a#er Greene’s column printed, 

other news organizations picked up 

the story and word spread around the 

world. The Hayes family even heard from 

a foreign exchange student they knew 

in Japan who had seen a television news 

story there.

For his part, Greene wrote in October that 

he contacted Postmaster Dave Hakanson 

daily a#er the column ran. Hakanson 

told Greene there was so much mail, 

employees had to measure it instead of 

count it.

Part of the idea that captured people’s 

a!ention, including Greene’s, was that it 

was such a small amount. Aside from the 

March of Dimes campaign to fight polio, 

there hadn’t really been many campaigns 

to appeal to such a 

large audience. It was two years before 

AOL would move from a gaming platform 

to a broader internet service.

“Fast forward 20-plus years, and you talk 

about real crowd funding via the internet 

and how powerful donations can be in so 

many different ways – I got an early taste 

of that and was apparently crowd funding 

over a year before the internet really 

existed,” Hayes said.
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Have you 

demonstrated a 

pay-it-forward 

kind of thing 

in the past, or 

how would you 

be paying this 

forward as you 

move on in your 

life or career?”

I N R E T R O S P E C T

ROCHELLE INVIRONMENTS MAGAZINE • AUGUST - SEPTEMBER 201738



A community spirit also helped Hayes 

manage his donations. Hayes said it was 

a team of volunteers – Jan Aubry, Maryann 

Finn, Gloria Jenkins, Lucille Schork and 

Iris Stewart – who helped him manage the 

le!ers so he could focus on his first 

year classes.

“There was a group of retired women in 

town that were working close to 40-

hour weeks just to open the mail. It was 

remarkably time-consuming to go through 

the mail. I opened a couple thousand 

personally but it was time-consuming to 

read through all the le!ers and separate 

the coins out,” he said. “One of the 

challenges we had was a lot of people 

would tape a penny to a postcard or 

something and put it in an envelope. We 

were taking the change to Rockford 

and running it through their change 

machines but the tape on the pennies 

ended up gumming up the machines.

They quickly stopped allowing it which 

made a challenge for us.”  Since he had 

received hundreds of pounds of pennies, 

“we ended up selling the pennies for the 

relative cost of copper to a collector at 

the time.”

Hayes and the volunteers ended up 

scrubbing the silver coins in buckets 

of soapy water so they could be run 

through the counting machines at the 

bank. “Above and beyond doing the le!er 

opening, these women were helping 

and were an absolute godsend. They 

were doing a ton of work to si# through 

everything so they could fund my college. 

It was pre!y remarkable what a show of 

human kindness for 93,000 people to go 

to the post office [with donations]… and 

building on that, the people from my 

hometown willing to dive in and help out.”

Hayes said at the time, the estimated 

cost for room, board, tuition and books 

at U of I was $7,000 per year, so his goal 

was $28,000 to cover his four years there. 

Compare that to today’s cost of at least 

$30,876 per year for another insight into 

how things have changed in 30 years.

When all the money was calculated he’d 

received close to $29,000. 

That money provided him with a degree 

and career field, and four 

years later it was his chance to say thank 

you – beyond the 700 form-le!ers he had 

sent to donors who’d sent self-addressed, 

stamped envelopes or the personal 

thank you notes for those who’d donated 

significant sums of money. 

“When I got done, we still had most of the 

le!ers le# that my brother Bil was holding 

onto in his basement,” he said. Since it 

was still pre-internet, they si#ed through 

the le!ers looking for candidates and 

addresses and started contacting people 

by le!er to “find somebody who might 

have a relative going to school that fall. 

When I graduated in the spring of ’91 we 

found somebody that had sent a li!le bit 

of money and her sister was going back to 

school. I borrowed $1,000 from my parents 

and sent her a check just to bring it back 

to even with what I’d asked for in the 

first place.”

Thirty years a#er his request for help, life 

has come full circle. Hayes has used his 

degree to build a successful career as a 

food scientist. He and his wife, Cheri – also 

a Rochelle native – have two children, Will 

and Kiley.

Will is starting college this year.

As his senior project for high school 

graduation, Will came up with a proposal 

for a scholarship plan – one that he and 

his father hope will again build on the 

power of community. This time, though, it 

won’t be for their family. The scholarship 

will go to students a!ending college who 

have, or hope to, pay it forward 

someday themselves.

Mike Hayes will be pu!ing 

in $28,000.

His wife admi!ed at first she was a li!le 

concerned of the timing, since Will is 

starting college and Kiley will follow in 

three years with her sights set on medical 

school. But she says she’s now behind the 

idea and hopes it takes off.

Hayes said he and Will have always 

enjoyed time together, o#en playing golf 

or walking to dinner, and they had talked 

about the idea of paying it forward before. 

The timing fell into place as Will searched 

for a senior project topic – a graduation 

requirement at his Pennsylvania 

high school. 
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Michael Hayes in 1987 and (at right) today.

Michael Hayes with his daughter Kiley.

Michael Hayes and family
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We decided this would be a really good 

senior project for him to take charge of. 

It was really interesting timing: it was 30 

years since the original idea in 1987 and 

the fact that he is going to college. He’ll 

be heading to Ohio State majoring in 

engineering. He established a charitable 

foundation; it’s called Many Pennies from 

Mike and Friends,” Hayes said. “We’re 

working together to hopefully establish 

something that can be a truly self-funded 

program in 

the future.”

“My plan is to put all the money I got back 

into a charitable account, and if that ends 

up being some scholarships in the future 

for a few years that’s fantastic, but if there’s 

a way it could grow through crowd funding, 

. . . my hope would be that we could fund 

a charity that could live on into the future 

and can be used to pay out for kids going 

to college for a long time.”

Hayes has spent a lot of time thinking 

about what the application requirements 

for the scholarship would be. He says 

that he was from a middle-class family, 

and his children have not had many 

disadvantages. While financial need is 

a consideration, Hayes would like the 

primary goal for the scholarships to focus 

beyond that.

“Have you demonstrated a pay-it-forward 

kind of thing in the past, or how would you 

be paying this forward as you move on in 

your life or career?” Hayes said. “It’s much 

less to me about the money as it is to show 

how you care about people as you move 

forward in your life.”

Will set up the proposal for his project, 

and worked with Mike’s guidance over 

the summer to continue the effort, such 

as establishing a 501c3, securing a 

website,and coming up with a social 

media plan. The charity will have a board 

of directors to oversee fund collection and 

a separate team to evaluate scholarship 

applicants.

“He truly is (and I’m obviously helping him) 

se!ing up a charity, not just raising money, 

but a charitable foundation,” Hayes 

noted proudly.

They have secured the 

manypenniesfrommikeandfriends.com 

website. He says the cost of college today 

can be burdensome. He and his family 

hope this project will help many kids. 

“Hopefully it can live into the future and 

beyond,” he said. f

OTHER FACTS:

• HE HAD DONE A LOT OF THE MAILINGS FOR HIS FAMILY BUSINESS GROWING UP, “SO I’D SPENT A LOT OF TIME IN 

THE POST OFFICE. I KNEW THE POSTMASTER PRETTY WELL."

• HAYES PAID BETWEEN $1000-$2000 IN POSTAGE DUE COSTS FOR LETTERS SENT WITH MORE WEIGHT 

THAN THE STAMP HAD COVERED.

• ACCORDING TO A QUOTE IN ONE OF BOB GREENE’S FOLLOW UP COLUMNS, THE AVERAGE DONATION FOR 

HAYES’S VENTURE WAS 34-CENTS.

• THE COST OF A POSTAGE STAMP WAS 22-CENTS IN 1987.

• THE VALUE OF A 1987 PENNY ADJUSTED FOR INFLATION IN 2017 IS 2.15-CENTS.

Michael Hayes and family
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