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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL. APPEARANCE

Topsfde, built as the vacation home of the Key family in 1883, 
is one of the oldest and largest log dwellings on Signal 
Mountain.

Originally, the building consisted of a two-story double log 
cabin, apparently with a dog trot and with stone chimneys at 
either end. The main doorway has been changed, and presently, 
the owners are removing a front porch which was added. Other 
openings appear to be original. About 1910, the "tower" with 
its underpass and steep roof was built. To the rear is a 
two-story log L-wing with a double porch>

.ear the main house are several outbuildings including a log 
smokehouse and a two-story clapboard house, both in poor con 
dition. A short distance from the house is a stone ice house. 
In the area of the latter are numerous remnants of garden tables 
and benches, also built of stone. Topside is located on a sizable 
and overgrown lot which has many magnificent trees, including one 
in the courtyard area of the L-wing. «*<

The interior of the house has changed little. Log beams and walls 
are exposed. On the first floor are two stone chimneys: the one ir 
the parlor has a wide shelf and is similar to others seen in early 
summer houses in the area; the other is an unusu^ir^erjner chimney 
in the dining room. •'^•'•'^'l ! -.'&\
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Topside, a large log cabin built on Signal Mountain, is significant 
as it represents the typical summer home constructed there with 
few alterations. It T s owner, D. M. Key, also played an important 
part in politics during the reconstruction period and later in 
the South.

Although the Summertown area of Signal Mountain was settled by 
the mid-nineteenth century, the community was not really estab 
lished until the 1870 T s and 1880 T s. In June, 1873, cholera hit 
Chattanooga. At that time, Judge and Mrs. David McKendree Key 
and their seven children, and his brother, Summerfield A. Key, 
his wife, and infant daughter travelled up the steep mountain to 
spend the summer in the boarding house at Mabbitt Springs, known 
for its healthful waters. As a safeguard against another plague, 
the Key brothers had win log cabins built in the area at the end 
of the summer. This "was the birth of Summertown."

Judge Key T s professional obligations prevented his family from 
spending a summer in their cabin until 1880. The dry summer 
that year caused hardship for the Keys because their cabin was 
some distance from the spring. To remedy this, one year later 
they purchased 135 acres which included spring land. Uncle Billy 
Mills was employed to build the log house which became known as 
Topside, and other families built summer houses in the same area. 
The Key family owned Topside from its completion in 1883 until 
19M-8. Like many of the early summer houses on Signal Mountain, 
it has become a year-round residence.

* Although Topside may be larger than many of the early summer houses 
on the mountain, it is typical in other ways. The structures were 
usually log with stone chimneys and fireplaces. Of the early 
summer houses still remaining, most have been altered considerably 
when "winterized," This is not the case with Topside: it is,to 
a large degree, in original condition. /'

Judge D. M. Key was a prominent figure in the Chattanooga area. 
In 1870, he was elected Judge of the Chancery Court, but resigned 
in 1875 to accept the appointment to fill the vacancy in the U.S. 
Senate caused by the death of Andrew Johnson^/ Two years later, 
President Hayes appointed him Postmaster General, a cabinet post he 
held until I860, when he became the Federal Judge of East Tennessee



Patten, Elizabeth B. "A History of Sumrijertown, Walden T s Ridge, 
Tennessee." Chattanooga, Tennessee, 1959.
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