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The Thornton Family Cemetery is located in the southernmost section of Cumberland
State Forest off Oak Hill Road, a secondary road off Route 629 in Cumberland County.
The cemetery is situated approximately 200 feet to the east of 0Oak Hill, the former
homestead of the Thornton family. The site contains a number of mid-19th century
marble gravestones and is surrounded by giant boxwood and covered by periwinkle.

Of principal interest is the Charles Irving Thornton marble hecadstone which
has a rectangular body with rounded shoulders and a semicircular top. The stone bears
the following carved inscription written by Charles Dickens:

THIS IS THE GRAVE of a little Child whom God

in his goodness called to a Bright Eternity when
he was very young., Hard as it is For Human Affection
To reconcile itself To Death In any shape (and most
of all, perhaps at First Tn this) HIS PARENTS can
even now beleive (sic) That it will be a Consolation to
them Throughout their lives and when they shall have
grown old and grey always to think of him as a Child
IN HEAVER And Jesus Called a little Child unte him,
and set him in the midst of them. He was the son of
ANTHONY and M.I. THORNITON Called CHARLES IRVING. He
was born on the 20th day of January 1841, and he died
on the 12th day of March 1842. Having lived only
13 months and 19 days. _

At this writing, the stone has breoken from its base and is scheduled to be repaired

in the immediate future.

RCC

BOUNDARY JU“ILFICATION:

The Charles Irving Thornton Tombstone is contained in the Thornton Family Cemetery.
The nominated property of one acre is drawn to include the tombstone within the family
cemetery which provides the appropriate setting. The cemetery site is defined by over-
grown boxwood within an open field near the old Thornton homestead.

(see Contimuetion Sheet #2)
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Charles Irving Thornton Tombstone in the Thornton Family Cemetery, Cumberland
County, is the only tangible reminder of Charles Dickens' visit to the Commonwealth
during his United States tour of 1842, Already regarded as a major literary figure,
the author penned the stone's inscription to commemorate the death of the Thornton in-
fant in 1842. Only one other Dickens epitaph is known, that of his sister—in--law,
making the Thornton example unique among his American writings.

the first, in the form of a notice, stated, "Mr. Dickens (the celebrated Boz) and

his lady arrived in the City last evening, and took lodging at the Exchange."1 The
second incident was reported as an obituary: "On Saturday morning, the 12th instant,
Charles Irving, son of Mr. Anthony Irving, of this city, aged 12 months."?  The
incidents became linked when the child's attending physician, Dr. Francis Henry Deane,
asked the English author to write an epitaph for the child's grave. Deane was a native
of Cumberland County, and was undoubtedly very close to the child's parents. Dickens
responded by mail from Cincinnati, Ohio on April 4 with the hope that, "my good friends
(for whose Christian names I have left blanks in the Epitaph) way like what T have
written; and that they will take comfort, and be happy again."? Dickens' original
text read as follows: .

This is the Grave of a little child, whom God in his
goodness called to a Bright Eternity, when he was very
yvoung. Hard as it is For Human affection To reconcile
itself To Death, In any shape; (and most of all, perhaps,
at First, In This) His Parents can even now believe That
it will be a consolation to them, Throughout their lives,
and when they shall have grown old and grey, always to
think of him as a child., In Heaven. "and Jesus called a
little child unto him, and set him in the midst of them."
He was the son of A and M Thornton. christened
Charles Irving 20th - - - - He was born on the
twentieth day of January 1841, and he died on the 12th
day of March 1842 , having lived only Thirteen Months, and
nine days.

In an article appearing in the Virginia Cavalcade in the summer of 1971, Randolph
W. Church speculates on Dickens' motivation for writing the epitaph: "Irving family
tradition has it that Mrs. Thornton was a particularly beautiful woman to whom Dickens
was greatly attracted. Also he may not have been ummindful of her relationship to his
friend, Washington Irving. In any event Dickens was ever stirred by the death of the
young innocent."

(See continuation sheet # 1)
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Dickens returned to the United States in 1867 but traveled no farther south
than Washington. ‘he Thorntons moved permanently to New York City, leaving the
grave of their infant child to the care of family and friends. The cemetery is
now part of the Cumberland State Forest.
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Charles Irving Thornton Tombstone, Cumberland County, V3

7. DESCRIPTION

The Thornton Family Cemetery contains the Charles Irving Thornton tombstone
along with a stone cbelisk 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.
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