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It is below freezing, but Antwon Styles 

grips his daughters’ hands, joining hun-
dreds of marchers in downtown Durham 
for the Martin Luther King Jr. Day Unity 
March and Rally on Saturday, Jan. 15. 
Audrina, Antwon’s fourth-grader, holds a 
sign that says “For the Children” adorned 
with hearts and smiley faces.

Durham holds a history rooted in 
civil rights activism. King himself visited 
Durham many times. Audrina said the 
march is helping her learn about King, 
since she does not learn much about him 
in school.

“We do [the march] every year,” Antwon 
Styles says. “I bring my two daughters. 
You know, I do it for them, so they can 
know their history.”

The march began at the North Carolina 
Mutual Life building, one of the most 
influential African-American businesses in 
America, said Kimberly Williams Moore, 
vice president of marketing and external 
relations for the North Carolina Mutual 
Life Insurance Company. 

Williams Moore said this march saw 
more groups participating, since the politi-
cal climate has mobilized many activists.

“I’ve done these marches for several 
years, I ain’t gonna lie, and it ain’t never 
looked like this before!” she said. 

About 800 people marched this year, 
said DeWarren K. Langley, secretary of 
the Durham Community Martin Luther 
King Jr. Steering Committee.

Harvey Ferrell marched with the Alpha 
Phi Alpha Fraternity, Beta Theta Lambda 
Chapter, one of the first African-American 
fraternities. His fraternity, which names 
King as an alumnus, participates in the 
march every year.

“Across the country, there are events 
like this that have sort of taken place not 
just to honor Martin Luther King, but also 
inspiring people,” Ferrell said.

Before the march began with singing of 
“Amazing Grace,” the children were asked 
to move to the front. As children held up 
their handmade signs, Mike Lee, chair 
of the Durham Public Schools Board of 
Education, spoke to the crowd.

“If Dr. Martin Luther King left you with 
anything, it is the importance of our chil-
dren and the education of our children,” 
Lee said.

After weaving through the streets of 

downtown Durham, the march concluded 
at the First Presbyterian Church on East 
Main Street where participants attended a 
rally hosted by the MLK Steering Com-
mittee. The Durham Children’s Choir 
opened the rally by singing “Imagine” by 
John Lennon.

The service featured state and local poli-
ticians who spoke about King’s legacy.

Congressman David Price, whose 
congressional district includes Durham, 
called on the crowd to work together to 
advance King’s vision of progress. Price 
said America is regressing and people are 
neglecting certain groups.

“This holiday this year is not about 
nostalgia,” Price said. “It’s not about some 
vague goodwill. We’ve got to confront 
these challenges.”

Wendy Jacobs, chair of the Durham 
County Board of Commissioners, praised 
Durham for its commemoration of the day.

“We don’t have any other national holi-
day that we celebrate like we celebrate Dr. 
King’s birthday,” Jacobs said.

Echoing Price’s sentiment, Jacobs called 
on the crowd to work together. 

“We can draw strength from each other 
and inspiration, so that we can continue 
the rest of the year to try to live up to the 
dream of Martin Luther King,” Jacobs 
said.

Organizations like Bull City United are 
advocating for nonviolence in Durham, 
Jacobs said, and last year Durham saw a 
reduction in the homicide rate. The city 
needs to work until that rate reaches zero, 
she said.

Steve Schewel, the mayor of Durham, 
said King had strong ties to Durham and 
had planned to be there at the time of his 
assassination but changed his plans.

Schewel asked the community to use the 
past as motivation to change the future. He 
called for public monuments to the Con-
federacy to be removed and replaced with 
better representations of Durham.

“We need to ask ourselves, ‘Who do 
we want to celebrate? Who do we want to 
immortalize?’” Schewel said.

The crowd had clapped for the other 
speakers, but applauded thunderously 
in response to Schewel’s statements in 
particular.

Voices echoed throughout the nave in 
celebration and King’s words came alive: 
“All of God’s children, black men and 
white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants 
and Catholics,” joining hands and singing, 
pledging to overcome.
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Unity March and Rally honors MLK, unites Durham

Devon Woodard was one of dozens who held signs with pride on the 17-degree 
morning in downtown Durham. About 800 people marched this year from 
the rally in the NC Mutual Life Insurance parking lot to the service at First 
Presbyterian Church. (Staff photo by Tenley Garrett)


