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The Mansfield Thornton House, is a simple, essentially unaltered farmhouse of the
post-Greek Revival type popular across the country in the decades after the Civil War.
The form and trim reflect in diluted fashion the vigorous Greek Revival style typical
of the county before the war. The frame dwelling, covered with plain weatherboards, is
two stories high, three bays wide and one bay deep. It stands on a low rubble foundation
and is covered with a hip roof. From the rear of the roof rise two interior end chimneys
of brick. To the rear of the house is a plain one-story extension. The Greek Revival
carryovers, in additions to the overall form, include the simple--but very narrow-~-corner-
boards with molded caps, the frieze beneath the overhang of the hip roof, and the symmet-—
rically placed six-over-six windows. The entrance consists of a double door, each with
two ranges of long vertical flat panels, beneath a three-light transom—-lacking the
cornerlights and sidelights of antebellum entrances. Extending nearly across the full
width of the main (east) facade is a simple one-story flat or hip roof porch, its three
bays defined by chamfered posts with molded caps beneath nearly solid sawn brackets,
with small sawn cut-outs.

The interior follows a center-hall plan one room deep. The stair rises in the
hall, in two flights with a transverse landing, again reflecting something of the county's
earlier years. A plain rounded handrail is carried on a turned newel and posts and slim
rectangular balusters. The open string is simply finished, and the railing ramps at the
landings. Walls are plastered above a simple baseboard, and mantels consist of chamfered
pilasters with molded caps carrying a broad frieze articulated by simple moldings beneath
a heavy shelf. Doors are similar to the front door, but single leaf, and many of them
retain their woodgraining--with panels and rails and stiles in contrasting dark and
light brown. The house is furnished with many of the late nineteenth century furnishings,
books, and family portraits owned by Mansfield Thornton.
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Mansfield F. Thornton, born in 1850, was a slave owned by William Eaton until freed
by Emancipation. Thornton was elected register of deeds of Warren County and served
in this position from 1879 to 1900, gaining the respect of both black and white com-~
munities in a period of racial tensions. The house built for Thornton in the 1880s,
which remains in his family, is an important reminder of Thornton's significant role in
the history of the county.

%ansfield Thornton, the son of Alonzo and Martha (Carter) Thornton, was born in
1850. When he was a boy he was owned by William Eaton, Sr., and lived on the premises
of the Eaton Place on North Main Street in Warrenton. Eaton is said to have been
"probably the wealthiest planter on Roanoke River in slaves and land." The 1850 census
showed him with a plantation of 6,000 acres, an estate worth $75,000, and 153 slaves.
According to Mansfield Thornton's daughter, one of Eatopn's daughters recognized the keen
mind of young Thornton and taught him to read and write, though it was illegal under
the slave code. - : core R L T

After the Civil War, when the large slave population of Warren County was freed,
many remained in the county, and others left to seek success elsewhere. - Mansfield
Thornton, aged fifteen,,is said to have attended public schools 'when they were opened
for colored patronage.'"”™ Within a few years he went to Raleigh, where he was employed
by the Internal Revenue Service in a clerk's office for four years. In 1873 he was
given a letter of reference from S. T. Carrow, recommending Thorngxn, who had been
"in my employ as a janitor," as a "valued and trusted young man."

Mansfield Thornton returned to Warrenton, where he began to establish himself as a
respected and settled citizen. At the age of twenty-three, Thornton marzigdiMary A.
Christmas, daughter of Seth Christmas and Mary (Sally) Watson Christmas, ’~ on December
24, 1873, at the Baptist Church in Warrenton. He became a member of the board of
trustees of the school for blacks, Shiloh Institute., He was a devoted member of the
First Baptist Church, serving for several years as clerk. He was elected on the
Republican ticket as Register of Deedg of Warren County and served in this office from
February, 1879, until December, 1900. Most of the white leaders of the county were
Democrats, and despite opposition in each election, Thornton was repeatedly re-elected.
He gained respect from all segments of the population in the county. He retired in
1900, following political changes which shifted .= the balance of power to the Democrats.

On November 4, 1884, Thornton purchased from John R. Johnson and his wife Lucy,
12 acres of land on the Warrenton-Shady Grove Road, registered in January Court, 1885,
in the name of his wife Mary A. Thornton. The couple had a house built soon after.
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Mansfield and Mary A. Thornton had twelve children of whom nine reached adulthood;
the large family and their many children established an admirable record for gaining
education and notable employment. The five daughters were school teachers. Of the
grandchildren, many are schoglteachers, and among the others are a judge, doctor, school
principals and a contractor.

When Mansfield Thornton retired in 1900 as register of deeds, the prominent
citizens of Warren County presented him with a testimonial, dated April 12, 1901:

We the undersigned citizens of Warren County, North Carolina, take
very great pleasure in certifying to the character of Mr. M. F.
Thornton, the bearer of this paper. He is a colored man of more
than ordinary intelligence and for vears has been a wise and con-
servative leader of the colored people. He filled the office of
Register of Deeds of Warren County, and made a good officer,
universally polite and exceedingly accommodating, he has won the
affection of the colored people and the respect of the white.

The 26 signatures included M. F. Hawkins, chairman of the board of county
commissioners; Tasker Polk, prominent attorney; R. E. Davis, sheriff; J. A. Dowton,
new register of deeds; W. A. Burwell, mayor, and others. William A. White, longtime
clerk of superior court, certified that "I am personally well acquainted with the
persons who signed the aboYﬁ certificate and any statemént made by them is entitled
to full faith and credit."

After his retirement,1¥hornton lived over thirty years, dying on July 30, 1935.
His wife had died in 1928. The Warren Record of August 2, 1935, reported that
""Uncle Mansfield', as he was known to the people of Warrenton, is believed to have
held the place of Register of Deeds longer than any other man who ever filled the
office in Warren County. He was elected on May 20, 1878, . . . and served until 1900
when the State Constitution was amended and J. A. Dowtin went into office." After
retirement, the newspaper continued, "As a citizen in private life since 1900, he has
set a good example to his Race. He retired to the farm, and did not eat the bread
of idleness. He was faithful to his Church and his Sunday School, and until his last
illness walked a mile each Sabbath morning to attend to his religious duties."

Mansfield Thornton's will (August 4, 1934)12 left the homeplace and two acres of
land to his daughter E. B. T. Alston, "At my wife's request.'" Mrs. Isaac Alston
(Estelle Beatrice Thornton Alston) still lives at her father's home.
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Death Certificates.
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3A. B. Caldwell, ed. History of the American Negro, (North Carolina Edition),
Volume IV, (Atlanta, 1921), p. 613.

3AIbid.
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Warren County Records, Warren County Courthouse, Warrenton, North Carolina,
Marriage Licenses.

5Warren County Records, Warren County Courthouse, Warrenton, North Carolina,
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6R.oll and Record Book of the First Baptist Church, Warrenton, North Carolina.
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Book 43, p. 580; Deed Book 64, p. 628.

8Warren County Records, Warren County Courthouse, Warrenton, North Carolina, Deed
Book 50, p. 383.

9Warren County Records, Warren County Courthouse, Warrenton, North Carolina,
Mansfield Thornton Bible records, and information from his daughter, Mrs. Isaac Alston.

1OManley Wade Wellman, The County of Warren, North Carolina: 1586-1917, (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1959), pp. 206-207.

1 .
Warren County Records, Warren County Courthouse, Warrenton, North Carolina,
Death Certificates.

12Warren County Records, Warren County Courthouse, Warrenton, North Carolina,
Will Book 55, p. 103, August 6, 1934.
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Warren County Records. Warren County Courthouse. Warrenton, North Carolina.
(Subgroups: Death Certificates, Marriage Licenses, Wills, Deeds, Bible Records
of Mansfield Thornton).

Warren County Records. Division of Archives and History. Raleigh, North Carolina.
(Subgroups: Deeds, Wills).

Wellman, Manley Wade. The County of Warren, North Carolina: 1586-1917. Chapel Hill,
North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1959.




