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Unity resounds in Dixie County; MLK Jr. Day 
celebration rocks Cross City; Bronson holds 
second consecutive annual MLK Jr. Day  
 

Deep-Frying 
Fish 

 
Dixie County Superintendent 
of Schools Mike Thomas deep 
fries some of the 250 fish 
filets that he and the School 
Board gave away on Monday 
(Jan. 16) in Cross City. For 
more on the 12th Annual 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day 
Parade and festivities there 
(and the second annual MLK 
Day in Bronson) -- including 
several more photos, a 
relatively well-written story 
and two videos, please visit 
the LIFE PAGE. 
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Story, Photos and Video By Jeff M. Hardison © Jan. 17, 2017 at 4:07 p.m. 
     CROSS CITY – A marching band, singers, dancers and all things musical brought 
life to a parade and then to a stationary celebration of the late Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. on Monday (Jan. 16) in Cross City at its 12th annual event. 
     A smaller parade and gathering happened in Bronson on Monday as well as the 
people in Levy County honored the memory of that outstanding clergyman who helped 
in the efforts to help people receive equal treatment in America, during its second 
consecutive year of this event. 
 

    Dixie County’s keynote 
speaker Bob Leichner of 
Dixie Music Center 
delivered a poignant and 
well-crafted speech in 
Cross City. 
     One of the founders of 
the celebration of Martin 
Luther King Jr. Day in 
Dixie County was active 
once again. 
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Angela Carter (left), event organizer, is seen as Wilmonteen Smith starts 
the program. 
 
     This year’s program in Cross City may have been even more special to Willmonteen T. 
Smith, a retired Dixie County educator who taught children for 35 years before retiring. 
This year’s Martin Luther King Day event happened while she is an octogenarian – 80 
years old. 
     Turning 80 is one of her more recent milestones. Further back in time, Smith was 
still a leader – even as a student. 
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Order of the Eastern Star Chapter #71 Worthy Matron Willmonteen T. 
Smith, Treasurer Dorothy Smith holds a candy apple that was among those 
for sale by the group she serves. 
 
     She was one of the first two black students to have graduated from Prince B. Oliver 
Sr. High School in the Class of 1958 in Dixie County. 
     As for the celebration in Cross City to honor Dr. King, the late Felita Carter, Teva 
Tyson and Smith started this annual celebration in Dixie County more than 30 years 
ago. 
     The event on Monday, though, was the 12th Annual Martin Luther King Day Parade 
in Cross City, because it was the 12th consecutive year for this official event to occur in 
that city. 
     Angela Carter organized the parade again this year, and she is the coordinator who 
has carried it forward each year. 
     She was among the people at the celebration again this year. 
     Heddie B. Johnson, who has served as the emcee for the event for many years, invited 
members of the Dixie County Chamber of Commerce to the gathering when that 
Chamber met recently at the Dixie County Library in Cross City. 
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(from left) School Board Member Paul Gainey, Superintendent of Schools 
Mike Thomas and School Board Chairman Tim Alexander are seen near the 
hot, boiling oil as delicious, fresh fish is being deep fried. 
 
     Johnson, however, went to a funeral that was at the same time as this event this year. 
     And while Johnson’s absence was a sad first, there was a significant first for this 
celebration that made some diners happy – free fried fish! 
     Dixie County Superintendent of Schools Mike Thomas, and Dixie County School 
Board Chairman Tim Alexander and School Board Member Paul Gainey, and others in 
that mix of today’s educators and leaders in the school system, gave away 250 fried fish 
filets. 
     Superintendent Thomas was hard at work over the boiling hot oil, putting in the 
breaded filets and bringing out that basket of delicious wonder to be shared with anyone 
who wanted it. 
     There was fried fish -- mullet, redfish, bream, Spanish Mackerel, red bellies (not the 
belly-flop kind for a festival, but the fish), and other great fish filets. All of that was free 
from Superintendent Thomas and the Dixie County School Board. 
     One delicacy appreciated by some fish-eating individuals on Monday was fried mullet 
roe – heavily covered in a cornbread type of flour. 
     There were other astounding cooks and dishes at the event this year too. And some of 
them were obviously not new to the scene. 
     The Mildred A. Smith Order of the Eastern Star Chapter #71 had members actively 
selling delicious candy apples and boiled peanuts. 
     Order of the Eastern Star Chapter #71 Worthy Matron Willmonteen T. Smith, 
Treasurer Dorothy Smith, and Conductor Carolyn Kirkland were among that group’s 
representatives at this fundraising event. 
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Buddy Walker cooks as Minister Joseph Burnett assists. The ribs and 
chicken seen here are great works of barbecue. 
 
     The Royal Temple Church of God In Jesus Christ of Cross City, also known as the 
Royal Temple Church, sent Buddy Walker to serve as its chef of barbecue ribs and 
chicken for its fundraiser. Royal Temple Church Minister Joseph Burnett was by 
Walker’s side to help on occasion during the day. 
     The aroma of those ribs and chicken wafted across the parking lot and drew 
participants in this aspect of the afternoon. 
 

 
The DCHS Recoat Regiment marches in the parade. 
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THE PARADE 
     Among the many significant parts of the afternoon in Cross City was the parade, 
which led into the gathering in and around the parking lot across from the county 
courthouse. 
     Sirens helped motorists know there was something going on as the parade went 
through town – starting promptly at noon from the Dixie County High School campus. 
Upon hearing the sirens, many children in the parking near the courthouse shouted “It 
started! Here they come!” 
 

 
Cross City Police Inv. Stant Bradley drives the first vehicle in the parade. 
 
     The Dixie County Sheriff’s Office’s volunteers – Citizens On Patrol – kept traffic clear 
from in front of the courthouse as well as along the parade route. 
     From DCHS campus, the DCHS Marching Redcoat Regiment Band, floats, golf carts, 
pickup trucks and other vehicles and marchers meandered to the southeast to end the 
magnificent procession at the courthouse. 
     There were a few clouds in the sky as a warm and gentle breeze kept everyone 
relatively comfortable, with a temperature near 75 degrees Fahrenheit by noon in 
downtown Cross City. Yes, it did seem a bit warm for Jan. 16. 
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     At the front of the parade was Cross City Police Department Inv. Stant Bradley. A 
Dixie County ambulance and fire truck were near the lead to represent those aspects of 
first responders from Dixie County Emergency Services. 
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Members of the DIxie County Board of County Commissioners throw candy 
to children. To see candy in mid-air, look at the truck's sideview mirror and 
then go up. 
 

 
The city of Cross City participates in the parade. Several children 
participating in the parade found opportunities to greet their colleagues on 
the sides of the roads as the ither chidlren watched. 
 
     The Dixie County Board of County Commissioners rode in the parade in a pickup 
truck. Like some of the other units in the parade, the County Commission members 
threw candy to children along the route. 
     Cross City Rehabilitation and Health Care Center had an impressive float in the 
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parade again this year. 
     Another float included children wearing masks and the theme appeared to be “Mardi 
Gras.” 
     Some churches and other organizations created floats. 
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Some of the many members of the Dixie County Sheriff's Office's Citizens 
On Patrol volunteer group work to keep people safe. The gentlemen are 
among the COP members at the end of the parade. 
 
     The Royal Church of God In Jesus Christ Temple Dancers performed in the parade, 
as did the Triumph Church Praise Dancers. 
     A former Dixie County High School football player had a car marked in the parade. 
     Duke Dawson played for the Florida Gators this past season, and there was a car 
named honor this man. 
     Dawson has several sports awards including being named to the Florida High School 
Athletic Association Class 1A First-Team All-State defense some years ago. Dawson had 
helped the DCHS Bears to a 10-1 record during his senior season, before continuing his 
education and football games at the University of Florida. 
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     Carnegie Funeral Services had a couple of Cadillacs in the parade. One was a 
limousine and one a hearse. 
     There were a few other commercial vehicles in the parade as well. 
     The Dixie County Anti-Drug Coalition had a presence in the parade, too, as did the 
retired educators of Dixie County. 
     And there were other floats and individuals – including Robert L. Robinson, a 
member of the More Than Freemasons Blue Lodge #897 – marching in the parade. 
THE PROGRAM 
     The program opened with a prayer of thanks to God, and a song of worship to God. 
     Cynthia Dawson sang the solo as she led people to praise God with a song to start the 
program. 
     In place of Heddie B. Johnson, Wilmonteen Smith served as the emcee on the 
courthouse steps of the Dixie County Courthouse this year. Smith mentioned there was a 
time in Dixie County when this celebration could not happen on those very steps. 
     Smith reminded listeners that the late Felita Carter and Teva Tyson started this 
annual celebration with her in Dixie County more than 30 years ago. 
     This 12th Annual Martin Luther King Day Parade in Cross City, though, was the event 
of the day in Dixie County. 
     It is the family, friends and others who have helped this celebration continue in Dixie 
County, Smith said. 
     Smith said it is thanks to God, who is good all of the time, that Felita Carter’s dream 
came to fruition – to celebrate and honor the life of Dr. King. 
BOB LEICHNER’S SPEECH 
     The six-minute speech captured several harsh realities. 
     And while today’s happy ending, with a show of unity, peace, love, joy and fellowship 
happening in Cross City, some stories’ happy endings include horror and terror at points 
before they reach that pleasant resolution. 
     Leichner spoke about the life of the civil rights leader and preacher. 
     Dr. King was shot to death – assassinated – by James Earl Ray at the Lorraine Motel 
in Memphis on April 4, 1968. 
     Even before that fateful end, the clergyman who preached to change the world 
through nonviolent means faced other attacks. He was arrested more than two dozen 
times for his peaceful protests. 
     When he died, King was on a mission to help the working poor of America in 1968, 
Leichner said. King had come to Memphis in support of sanitation workers getting 
better wages. 
     Leichner thanked the audience at the beginning and end of his speech for coming to 
the program. 
     “We gather today to honor the memory of a great man,” Leichner said as he started 
his speech, “a man of learning, a man of service, a man of God, a man of peace.” 
     Dr. King dedicated his life’s work to the betterment of the quality of life for all 
Americans, and for equality for all Americans, Leichner said. 
     During his time, King became known for -- and is remembered today for -- trying to 
right the injustices in American culture then, Leichner said. 
     “And he pursued all of this by means of nonviolent activism,” Leichner said. 
     Dr. King was awarded the Noble Peace Price in 1964 for battling racial inequality. 
     Before that honor was bestowed upon him, he started early in life showing his 
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intelligence. King skipped the ninth grade and the twelfth grade in school, because he 
was brilliant, Leichner said. 
     He was a college senior at the age of 18, Leichner said. 
     To answer his “inner urge to serve humanity,” Dr. King entered the Christian 
ministry, Leichner said. 
     In 1951, King graduated from The Crozer Theological Seminary. This graduate school 
was a multi-denominational religious institution located in Upland, Pennsylvania. 
     In 1955, King earned his Ph.D. (Doctorate of Philosophy in Systematic Theology) 
from Boston College at the age of 25, Leichner said. 
     In 1957, Dr. King, Ralph D. Abernathy and others founded the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference. Dr. King was the first president of the SCLC. 
     The SCLC worked with black churches in the goal of civil rights reform from the late 
1950s. The SCLC still exists today. 
     Despite his choice against violence, or perhaps in part because of that choice for 
peaceful activism, Dr. King was jailed 29 times, Leichner said. 
     During his incarceration in Birmingham, Ala., in April of 1963, King penned his essay 
“Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Leichner said, which contained the line “Injustice 
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 
     The March on Washington, which was one of the largest rallies for civil rights in 
American history, is another event that led to make Dr. King well-known in American 
households. That included more than 250,000 people during the summer of 1963 in 
front of the Lincoln Memorial. 
     Leichner spoke about the Selma to Montgomery marches of 1965. The first of those 
marches became known as “Bloody Sunday,” he said, after Alabama state troopers and 
local county posse men used tear gas and Billy-clubs on the unarmed, nonviolent 
marchers. 
     Racial discrimination and segregation were then seen as wrong as people watched 
these attacks on peaceful demonstrators on television news, Leichner said 
     “And that the laws, customs and traditions abetting such attitudes,” Leichner said, 
“had to be changed.” 
     Dr. King will always be remembered and revered for his untiring efforts for fairness 
for all, Leichner said, and this is rightly so. 
     “His contribution to the civil rights movement of this nation in the 20th Century is 
immeasurable,” Leichner said. “But his work was so much more -- and not just in 
church.” 
     Dr. King’s involvement in 1967 to end America’s presence in Vietnam brought a lot of 
criticism on him, Leichner said. 
     That stance was seen by some as being counterproductive to the politics of President 
Lyndon B. Johnson, who was a strong supporter of improving civil right for blacks in 
America. 
     In early 1968, King and other members of the SCLC organized to address issues of 
economic injustice, Leichner said, “… with the poor people’s campaign.” 
     In the spring of 1968, it was this type of activism that brought him to Memphis, 
Leichner said. King was supporting the black sanitation workers of Memphis who had 
been on strike for two weeks as they sought better treatment and higher wages. 
     On April 3, 1968, at Mason Temple – which is the world headquarters the Church of 
God in Christ – Dr. King delivered his “I have been to the mountaintop” address, 
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Leichner said. 
     The next day, he was assassinated. 
     Dr. King had been threatened his entire adult life, due to his disruption of the status 
quo, Leichner said, with his activism for civil rights. 
     He had been beaten. His family had been intimidated. He had been thrown in jail. He 
had his home bombed. 
     “But it was his work in supporting the working poor,” Leichner said, “that was the 
focus of his works when he was assassinated. 
     “No one should forget this fact,”Leichner said. “Although Dr. King forever will be 
revered for his efforts and his success in advancing civil rights for black Americans, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. died supporting the working poor – the discriminated against 
city employees asking for a fair deal.” 
     Leichner shared a thought. 
     “I can’t help but wonder what Dr. King would think of this country’s shrinking middle 
class,” he said, “and the growing of the poverty class that seems to be growing these 
days. Wall Street is setting record numbers, but those profits are not seeming to trickle 
down. I bet he would have a lot to say about this situation.” 
 

 
Katrina Goss 
VanAernam, a leader 
in the Rotary Club of 
Dixie County as well as 
being involved in the 
Dixie County Chamber 
of Commerce and 
leading the Dixie 
County Anti-Drug 
Coalition, reminds 
listeners that the 
dream for a safe, 
healthy and happy 
community can 
become a reality. She 
urges people to stay 
away from illicit drugs. 
 
SAY ‘NO’ TO DRUGS 
     Katrina Gross 
VanAernam of the Dixie 
County Anti-Drug 
Coaoltion was another 
speaker that afternoon. 
     She said the coalition 

has a dream for a safe, healthy and happy community. 
     This is not an unachievable goal, VanAernam said. It can come to be from everyone 
taking action to make it happen. 
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     The way this community can become a safe, healthy and happy community, 
VanAernam said, is by the unified effort of everyone to believe in this dream. 
     VanAernam said she feels that Dr. King would say today “Don’t allow drugs to kill 
your dream.” 
     BRONSON -- People celebrated the life of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on 
Monday (Jan. 16) in Bronson in a similar manner as they did in Cross City. 
     Likewise, there were celebrations all across the nation as well. 
 

 
Some of the first people to sing together at the event in Bronson are seen 
here Monday morning. 
 
BRONSON 
     The festivities began in the morning in Bronson near the gazebo across the street 
from the Florida Department of Health, Levy County unit, on Martin Luther King Street 
(Main Street) in Bronson. 
     Katherine Manuel led the community effort in Bronson, which included live music, 
dancing, and fellowship. 
     Many other volunteers, including some young people, also assisted in Bronson on this 
day set aside to honor and memorialize the late Dr. King. 
     Bronson Mayor Bruce Greenlee was among the first city leaders on the scene Monday 
morning. The mayor acknowledged that this was the second consecutive year for the 
event in front of the Health Department. He foresees it to be even more successful next 
year. 

 


