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DESCRIBE THE PnESENTAND ORIGINAL ( IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Thornton Fanlily Cemetery i s  loca ted  i n  t h e  southernmost s e c t i o n  of Cumberl.and 
S t a t e  Fores t  o f f  Oak H i l l  Road, a  secondary road off Route 629 i n  Cumberland Coanty. 
The cemetery i s  s i t u a t e d  approximately 200 f e e t  t o  t h e  e a s t  of Oak H i l l ,  t h e  former 
homestead of t h e  Thornton fami ly .  The s i t e  con ta ins  a  number of mid-19th century  
marble graves tones  and is  surrounded by g i a n t  boxwood and covered by per iwinkle .  

Of p r i n c i p a l  i n t e r e s t  i.s t h e  Charles  I r v i n g  Thornton marble headstone which 
has  a  r ec t angu la r  body wi th  rounded shoulders  and a semic i r cu la r  top.  The s t o n e  b e a r s  
t h e  fol lowing carved i n s c r i p t i o n  w r i t t e n  by Charles  Dickens: 

THIS I S  TItE GRAVE of a  l i t t l e  Child whom God 
i n  h i s  goodness c a l l e d  t o  a  Bright: E t e r n i t y  when 
he was ve ry  young. Hard a s  i t '  is  For Human Affec t ion  
To r e c o n c i l e  i t s e l f  To Death I n  any shape (and most 
of a l l ,  perhaps a t  F i r s t  I n  t h i s )  HIS PARENTS c a n  
even now b e l e i v e  ( s i c )  That it w i l l  be  a Consolat ion t o  
thcm Throu6:hout t h e i r  l i v e s  and when they s h a l l  have 
grown old  and grey  always t o  t h i n k  of him a s  a  Child 
I N  HEAVEN And J e s u s  Called a  l i t t l e  Child unto  him, 
and s e t  him i n  t h e  midst  of them. He was t h e  son of 
AIJTRONY and M . I .  THORNTON Called CHARLES I R V I N G .  He 
was born on t h e  20th day of January 1841, and he died 
on t h e  1 2 t h  day of March 1842. Having l i v e d  only 
1 3  months and 1 9  days. . , ,  ' .;: 

A t  t h i s  w r i t i n g ,  t h e  s tone  has  brokec from its base  and is scheduled t o  be r e p a i r e d  
i n  t h e  immediate f u t u r e .  

RCC 

BOUNDARY -. JVmUIFICATION: 

The Charles  I r v i n g  Thornton Tombstone i s  contained i n  t h e  Thornton Fami ly  C m ~ c t e r y .  
The nominated proper ty  of one a c r e  is drawn t o  inc lude  t h e  tombstone w i t h i n  t h e  f ami ly  
cemetery which provides  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  s e t t i n g .  The cemetery s i t e  i s  def ined  by over-  
grown boxwood wi th in  an open f i e l d  n f a r  t h e  old Thornton homestead. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Char les  I r v i n g  Thornton Tombstone i n  t h e  Thornton Family Cemetery, Cumberland 
County, i s  t h e  only  t a n g i b l e  reminder of Charles  Djckens' v i s i t  t o  t h e  Commonr.~ealth 
duri.ng h i s  United S t a t e s  t o u r  of 1842. Already regarded a s  a major l i t e r a r y  f i g u r e ,  
t h e  au thor  penned t h e  s t o n e ' s  inscrLpt ion  t o  commemorate t h e  dea th  of t h e  Thornton in -  
f a n t  i n  1842. Only one o t h e r  Dickens ep i t aph  i s  known, t h a t  of h i s  s i s t e r - in - - l aw,  
making t h e  Thornton example unique among h i s  American w r i t i n g s .  

The Richmond Whig of March 18 ,  1.842 repor ted  two seemingly u n r e l a t e d  i n c i d e n t s :  
t h e  f i r s t < - - i n  t h e  form of a  n o t i c e ,  s t a t e d ,  " M r .  Dickens ( t h e  c e l e b r a t e d  Boz) and 
h i s  l ady  a r r i v e d  i n  t h e  C i t y  l a s t  evening,  and took lodging a t  t h e  ~ x c h a n g e . " ~  The 
second inc iden t  was r epor t ed  a s  an ob i tua ry :  "On Saturday morning, t h e  12 th  i n s t a n t ,  
Charles  I r v i n g ,  son of M r .  Anthony I r v i n g ,  of t h i s  c i t y ,  aged 1 2   month^."^ The 
i n c i d e n t s  became l inked  when t h e  c h i l d ' s  a t t end ing  phys ic ian ,  D r .  F r a n c i s  Henry Deane, 
asked t h e  English au thor  t o  w r i t e  an ep i t aph  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ' s  grave.  Deane was a  n a t i v e  
of Cumberland County, and was undoubtedly very  c l o s e  t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  p a r e n t s .  Dickens 
responded by m a i l  from Cinc inna t i ,  Ohio on A p r i l  4 wi th  t h e  hope t h a t ,  "my good f r i e n d s  
( f o r  whose C h r i s t i a n  names I have l e f t  blan'rs i n  t h e  Epitaph) may l i k e  what I have 
w r i t t e n ;  and t h a t  they  w i l l  t a k e  comfort,  and, be  happy again."3 Dickens'  o r i g i n a l  
t e x t  read a s  f o l l o ~ + s :  

This  is t h e  Grave of a  l i t t l e  c h i l d ,  whom God i n  h i s  
goodness c a l l e d  t o  a  Br ight  E t e r n i t y ,  when he  was ve ry  
young. Hard a s  i t  i s  For Human a f f e c t i o n  To r e c o n c i l e  
i t s e l f  To Death, I n  any shape; (and most of a l l ,  perhaps ,  
a t  F i r s t ,  I n  Th i s )  H i s  P a r e n t s  can even now b e l i e v e  That 
i t  w i l l  be a  consola t ion  t o  them, Throughout t h e i r  l i v e s ,  
and when they  s h a l l  have g r o m  old  and g rey ,  always t o  
t h i n k  of him a s  a  c h i l d .  I n  Heaven. "and J e s u s  c a l l e d  a 
l i t t l e  c h i l d  unto  him, and s e t  him i n  t h e  mids t  of t l~em." 
Ile was t h e  son of A and M Thornton. c h r i s t e n e d  
Char les  I r v i n g  20th - - - - He was born on t h e  
tweneieek day of January 1841, and lie d ied  on t h e  1 2 t h  
day of March 1842 ,hav ing  l i v e d  only Th i r t een  Months, and 
n ine  days. 

I n  an a r t i c l e  appearing i n  t h e  Virgi.nia Cavalcade i n  t h e  summer of 1971, Randolplr 
W. Churcl~ specul.ates on Dickens'  mot iva t ion  f o r  w r i t i n g  t h e  ep i t aph :  " I rv ing  fami ly  
t r a d i t i o n  has  i t  t h a t  Mrs. Thornton was a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  b e a u t i f u l  woman t o  wl~om Dickens 
was g r e a t l y  a t t r a c t e d .  Also he may not  have bcen unmindful of h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  h i s  
f r i e n d ,  Nashi.ngton I r v i n g .  I n  any event Dickens was evcr  s t i r r e d  by t h e  dea th  of t h e  
young innocent .  14 

(See con t inua t ion  shee t  // 1 )  
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nickens re turned  t o  t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  1867 but  t ravelccl  no f a r t h e r  south  
than Washington. mlie Thorntons moved permanently t o  New York C i t y ,  l e a v i n g  t h e  
grave of t h e i r  i n f a n t  c h i l d  t o  t h e  ca re  of family and f r i e n d s .  The cemetery i s  
now p a r t  of t h e  Cumberland S t a t e  Fores t .  
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7. DESCRIPTION 

The Thornton Family Cemetery contains the Charles Irving Thornton tombstone 
along with a stone obelisk for "Little Kate," a marker for Eliza Allen, who died 
in September 1847, and a marker for Lucy Allen who died in October 1847. The one- 
acre cemetery tract also contains a number of unmarked graves that may be those of 
family slaves. The unmarked graves are scattered throughout the tract. The grave- 
yard is distinguished by giant boxwood, magnolias and periwinkle that provide a marked 
contrast to the surrounding landscape that consists of open fields and farmland. 

RCC 






