Shaker Lap Desk

Celebrate pen and ink |-
with this quintessential case ’

BY CHRISTIAN BECKSVOORT

r l “Yhe classic Shaker lap desk, designed two centuries ago to
function as a miniature traveling office, was the laptop of
its time. With room for paper, envelopes, pens, and a small

inkwell drawer, it speaks of an era when pen and ink were king.
These desks continue to draw attention in the digital age for their
precise joinery and elegant practicality, and of course you can still
use one for writing while sitting in an easy chair. But the old design
has kept pace with technology: Open the lid and remove the center
divider and you’ll find space for your laptop; you can coil up power
cords in the pencil till, and ear buds and thumb drives find a snug
spot in the inkwell drawer.

Made in white pine like the original and sporting exposed dove-
tails, breadboard ends with cherry pegs, and an unusual little drawer,
this piece is fun to make, a pleasure to use, and sure to spark many
a conversation.

Start with the carcase
Before cutting the dovetails for the case, mill the parts to % in.
thick, taper the sides, and make the cutout in the right side for the
drawer. Now cut the through-dovetails using your normal approach
(for my tails-first method for hand-cutting dovetails, see FWW #238
and #239). The only wrinkle is at the back right corner, where the
cutout for the drawer leaves space for just two tails. Cutting them is
straightforward, but you’ll need to take care at assembly. That corner
will be more vulnerable than the others until the bottom is in place.
After cutting the carcase dovetails, cut the dadoes for the dividers.
The removable center divider drops into through-dadoes in the front
and back of the case. The L-shaped divider gets glued into a through-
dado in the front and a stopped rabbet just beside the drawer cutout.
I cut the through-dadoes with a dado set on the tablesaw, and I cut
the rabbet with a router, cleaning it up with a chisel.

Get to the bottom of it

Once the carcase is glued and sanded, attach the bottom. Rather than
being set in a groove, the bottom is simply face-glued to the bottom
of the case, adding great rigidity. To deal with this sort of cross-grain
glue-up without cracking, the bottom must be made of quarter-
sawn white pine—the most well-behaved wood in North America.
Through the seasons that 12-in.-wide bottom will move less than
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Front and sides are e
rounded under;
back is left square

for hinges. ~__ =

Panel, % in. thick
by 12% in. wide by
18%in. long

3, . Removable center divider,
Bottom, 7 in. thick % in. thick by 4 in. wide
by 12%a in. wide by by 115 in. long
19%2 in. long, made
from quartersawn white
pine, glued to bottom
edges of case

Delicate dovetailing. The case gets through-dovetailed in straightforward fashion—
except above the drawer opening, where the side has just two tails. Assemble with
care, knocking home the narrow corner last to keep from stressing the joint there.

S

Square the
assembly. After
pulling the joints
tight with bar
clamps, check the
box for square.

Elevate the drawer- el TN b 1 ‘ Front, % in. thick by T

side clamp a == . N 4 : 2% in. wide by 19 in.
couple of inches - - p T long
to avoid exerting ; : Dado, %s in. deep by

pressure at the T y s o % in. wide
drawer opening. — g = ;

%4 in., well below the elastic limit of the wood and
glue. Trust me, it works—or trust the Shakers, since
the desks they built this way are still holding up fine.
- _ The bottom extends % in. beyond the case and has
Green light for I I a quarter-round profile on all four edges. After routing
cross-grain = . " . the roundovers I carefully center the case on the bot-
gluing. The ; ; _ tom and use painter’s tape to mark its location. Then
bottom, made fr o ¢ I apply glue to the bottom edges of the case and use
Z;lna;tj;;iacv’:’;;’;'lt two large spring clamps to hold it while I check the
m ov;es during the  § _ diagonal dimensions for squareness. That done, I add
seasons, can be 2 S the rest of the clamps and let it dry.

glued directly to the ] B | By the way, even when I make this desk out of
case from below. ) : 1 cherry I use quartersawn white pine for the bottom. I
Use colored tape | [P~ cut the bottom flush with the outside of the case and

atithe corners to cover the pine with cherry quarter-round molding.
locate the case

during the glue-up. ..
g the glue-up Dividers come next

Both dividers get a deep curved cutout. Cut the curves
on the bandsaw and clean them up with hand tools
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Both outer holes elongated to
&P accommodate wood movement.

Breadboard end,
maple, ¥ in. thick
by 1%4 in. wide by
12%sin. long

Cherry peg, % in. dia.,
trimmed flush

' =) Square of maple, %s in. thick by
346 in. wide by Y2 in. long, glued

in to create a stopped groove

Curved cutout makes it
easier to grab items in

3, .
the desk. Tongue, Y16 in. thick

by 11% in. wide
by % in. long

Back, 3 in. thick
by 4 in. wide by
19 in. long

—
—
—_—

Stopped rabbet,

%16 in. deep by ¥&in.
wide by 2%z in. high,
accepts short leg of
L-divider

Drawer opening,
3 in. wide by
2% in. high

L-divider, short
leg, %8 in. thick
by 2% in. wide
by 4% in. long

%in.
Carcase side, ¥ in. thick by
7 4 in. wide by 12 in. long, tapers

to 2% in. wide at the front

=3 L-divider, long leg, —
e % in. thick by 2% in. wide
by 8746 in. long

To purchase expanded plans and
a complete cutlist for this lap
desk and other projects, go to
FineWoodworking.com/PlanStore.

LIGHT, STRONG, AND VERSATILE

The lap desk isn't just for paper and pens. With the
center divider removed, the case can hold a laptop.
All the parts are pine except the breadboard ends,

12in. drawer pull, and keeper.

2% in.

TOP VIEW, INTERIOR SIDE VIEW
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BUILD THE DRAWER

Stopped slot. At the router table, plunge-cut the guide slot in
the drawer’s long side. Set stop blocks to control the length
of the slot, and be certain to anchor the workpiece against a
stop block when making the plunge.

DIMINUTIVE DRAWER FOR AN
INKWELL—OR THUMB DRIVES

Dado, ¥ in. wide

Long side, ¥4 in. thick by
2% in. wide by 9 in. long

Keeper slot, 3% in.

wide by 4% in. long;

chisel ends square

after routing
Keeper, %s in. thick by

Drawer front, % in.
thick by 2% in. wide

Rabbet, ¥ in. wide by 3 in. long

by ¥ in. deep

by ¥ in. deep

Bottom, Y4 in. thick
by 2%a in. wide by

% in. wide by 1Ya in. Groove,
long, made of hardwood, Y& in. wide by 4 in. long
also acts as stop Y in. deep

—|%in.j<

Countersink

and clearance —
hole for wood N
screw '\O

KEEPER/STOP

Short side, ¥a in. thick by
2% in. wide by 4% in. long

Back, ¥4 in. thick
by 2% in. wide by
2% in. long

%32 in.

KNOB
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Double up the drawer sides. Although the drawer sides
are mismatched in length, you can stack them to cut the
tails. The short side gets tails at both ends; the long side
gets tails for the drawer front and a dado for the back.

and sandpaper. Both dividers are 3% in. thick, but the
removable center divider should be face-sanded slight-
ly thinner so that it’s easier to take out and put back.

The L-shaped divider creates a till for small items and
provides one wall of the drawer pocket. Join the short
and long legs of the L-divider with through-dovetails,
being sure the legs are square. Then glue the divider
in place, applying glue to its bottom edge and ends.

Make and fit the drawer

Now for the fun part: the tiny inkwell drawer, which
has a double-length side that’s slotted for a keeper, or
stop. The drawer’s scale makes the joinery challenging.
The smallest chisel in your arsenal will be required to
cut these smallest of dovetails. But despite its delicate
proportions, this drawer is anything but fragile.

A typical dovetailed drawer gets half-blind dovetails
at the front and through-dovetails at the back. This
drawer follows that pattern except at the back right
corner, where the back is rabbeted to mate with a dado
in the extralong right side (see drawing, opposite).
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ASSEMBLE THE INTERIOR

Dovetailed
divider makes a
drawer pocket.
The L-shaped
divider, dovetailed
at its elbow, defines
a space for pencils
and creates the
drawer pocket. The
divider is glued into

' a rabbet beside the
drawer opening and
into a dado in the

| case front.

Slide stopper. A
T-shaped hardwood
keeper in the guide
slot keeps the
drawer running
straight and acts
as a drawer stop
at both open and
closed positions.

Divide it or don’t. The scooped center divider, inserted dry, creates spaces sized
for writing paper and envelopes. Remove it and you have space for a laptop.
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PUT A LID ON IT

Dry-fit and drill. With the
breadboards dry-assembled and held
tight with a bar clamp, Becksvoort
drills for the pegs. He uses a guide
block on top for spacing and a scrap
beneath to prevent blowout.

Ovals on the outside.
With a %-in.-dia. round
file, elongate the
outside holes to allow
for seasonal wood
movement. Then, after
applying glue to the
center few inches of the |
tongue and clamping on
the breadboard, tap in
the hardwood dowels.

Before cutting the dovetails, cut the keeper slot at the
router table. Then, at the tablesaw, cut the groove for
the bottom and the dado for the back.

Once you've assembled the drawer, put it in place so
the drawer front is flush with the outside of the case.
Then put the keeper in the slot, push it up against the
drawer back, and screw it into place. Pull the drawer
open to be sure it extends fully. If not, you can make
the slot a bit longer.

Stiffen the lid with breadboard ends

Finally, make the lid, a white pine panel with maple
breadboard ends to keep it flat through the years. Start
by making tongues on both ends of the panel. Using a
dado head in the tablesaw, you can make the centered

tongue in two passes, one from each face of the panel.

Now to the breadboards. Making stopped grooves in  stop those grooves. To turn through-grooves into stopped ones, glue in small squares
such small pieces by plunge-cutting can be dangerous,  of maple matching the breadboard ends, then trim them flush.
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ADD HINGES TO CLOSE THE CASE

. SR | 1 -
Placement. Mark out the leaf location on the case with a knife, setting Eyeball the mortise. Using a detail router with a Y4-in.-dia. straight bit,
the hinge 2% in. or so from the end. rough out the hinge mortise. Then clean it up with a chisel.

Top transfer. With the hinge screwed to the case, align
the lid and mark the location for the mating hinge mortise
(above). Make the mortises in the lid, then install the hinges.

so I recommend cutting through-grooves and plugging
the ends with small squares of the same stock.

After trimming the tongues to width, I'll trim their
faces with a rabbet plane if necessary. With the
breadboards dry-fitted, drill for three pegs. Remove
the breadboard and elongate the outer holes in the
panel’s tongue. Then apply a dab of glue at the center
of the tongue, re-clamp, being sure that the center
holes align perfectly, and drive %-in. cherry dowels
through the holes.

After mounting the hinges and doing a final sanding
to 220-grit, I oil the piece with Tried & True Varnish
Oil. After a few days, when the first coat is dry, I pol-
ish with 0000 steel wool and apply two more coats a
few days apart. U

Contributing editor Christian Becksvoort writes on life, work,
and Shaker furniture on his blog, chbecksvoort.wordpress.com.
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