
Build a Nightstand

I designed this piece for a retired librarian who wanted a night-
stand that would double as a bookcase. Of course it needed 
a drawer, which I sized to accommodate pencils and paper 

or an iPad, along with other items. Since so many essential things 
compete for space on the top of a nightstand—lamp, water glass, 
books and periodicals, alarm clock, eyeglasses—I decided to drop 
the drawer a few inches below the top, creating an easily reached 
space for the night’s reading matter. Below the drawer I left ample 
room to store a collection of favorite books and magazines.

Housed tenons deliver 
strength, and tapers create 

a refined appearance

B Y  M I C H A E L  C U L L E N
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Dado for 
drawer 
runner, 
1⁄16 in. deep 
by 1⁄2 in. 
wide

Shelf, 11⁄16 in. thick by 
131⁄8 in. wide by 153⁄4 in. 
long

Top, 1 in. thick by 143⁄8 in. 
wide by 173⁄4 in. long 

Rabbet, 1⁄8 in. deep by 1⁄2 in. wide on 
sides and back, 9⁄16 in. wide on front

Tenons into top 
are shouldered 
on outside 
edge to prevent 
cutting into 
them when side 
is tapered.

Drawer pocket back 
panel, 1⁄4 in. thick, 
floats in its grooves.

Tenons, 11⁄16 in. 
thick by 3⁄4 in. wide 
by 5⁄8 in. long

Gap, 1⁄4 in. 
wide 

Tenon, 11⁄16 in. 
thick by 11⁄8 in. 
long. Shoulders 
contact inside 
face of side.

Stretcher, 7⁄8 in. thick by 
2 in. wide by 163⁄4 in. 
long, glued into notches 
in case sides

Notch for 
stretcher 
tenon, 7⁄32 in. 
deep by 2 in. 
long

Side, 235⁄8 in. 
long, tapers in 
thickness from 
7⁄8 in. at bottom 
to 3⁄4 in. at top, 
and tapers 
in width from 
63⁄4 in.  at 
bottom to 
61⁄2 in. at top.

Shelf, 5⁄8 in. thick 
by 131⁄8 in. wide by 
153⁄4 in. long

Book stop, 7⁄16 in. 
thick by 1 in. wide by 
151⁄2  in. long

Drawer runner, 
7⁄32 in. thick by 
1⁄2 in. wide

Tenon 
mortise, 
5⁄8 in. 
deep

Tenon, 1⁄4 in. 
thick by 3⁄4 in. 
wide by 1⁄2 long

Haunch 
mortise, 
1⁄8 in. 
deep

1⁄8 in.

1⁄8 in.

5⁄8 in.

3⁄4 in.1⁄4 in.

3⁄4 in. 11⁄4 in.

1⁄2 in.

1⁄2 in.

SIDE VIEW OF CASE TENONS

TOP VIEW OF SHELF TENONS

141⁄2 in.

21⁄2 in.

3 in.

4 in.

113⁄4 in.

133⁄4 in.7⁄8 in.

3⁄4 in.

24 in.

Haunch, or stub 
tenon, 1⁄8 in. 
long, seats in 
shallow dado, 
or housing.

To purchase 
expanded plans 
and a complete 

cutlist for this side 
nightstand and 
other projects, go 
to FineWoodworking
.com/PlanStore.

STOUT JOINERY AND SLEEK LINES

Divider, 
11⁄16 in. thick 
by 131⁄8 in. 
wide by 
153⁄4 in. long

Spline 1⁄8 in. thick by 
1⁄4 in. wide by 141⁄2 in. long

Outside edge 
is tapered.

Outside face is 
tapered.
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Rout the housing. A router table makes quick 
work of cutting the housing for the haunch 
between tenons. Cullen uses a bit that’s slightly 
under width and cuts the housing in two passes. 

First drill, then chop. Using a Forstner bit 
in the drill press, Cullen removes most of the 
waste from the deep mortises. Then he uses a 
mallet and chisel to clean them up.

Tenon transfer. Using an X-Acto knife for precision, Cullen transfers the tenon layout 
to the sides. 

Initial layout. Cullen lays out the full tenons 
and then the haunch between them. He uses 
a marking gauge for layout and a mechanical 
pencil to clarify the lines.

shoulders, makes it easier to ensure a tight 
joint line. I learned the housed tenon from 
my mentor, David Powell, at the school he 
ran in Massachusetts, Leeds Design Work-
shops. I’ve relied on this joint heavily over 
the years, and I think it’s unparalleled in 
soundness and strength.

Which wood?
I’ve made this nightstand a number of 
times, and almost any hardwood—maple, 
cherry, walnut, and oak, to name a few—
would be well suited for it, and certainly 
many exotics as well. I’ve built one in 
wenge and another in bubinga. This time 
I chose claro walnut, taking all the parts 
from a single slab. As with any piece of 

RAZOR-SHARP LAYOUT
Transfer the tenon locations from the horizontal members to 
the sides.

the lower shelf with tenons that protrude 
through the case sides.

The nightstand’s primary joinery is a fa-
vorite of mine for solid-wood casework: 
the housed mortise-and-tenon. Between 
its full tenons the joint has stub tenons, or 
haunches, that tuck into a mating dado, 
or housing. This arrangement gives the 
joint maximum shear strength; keeps the 
tenoned member from warping; hides 
any small openings that develop over 
time; and, because it has relatively small 

Even while juggling these functional con-
siderations, I was sharply focused on the 
nightstand’s form. The design is essentially 
rectilinear, but I didn’t want it to read as 
blocky and plain. 

Aiming to add visual interest and give the 
piece a subtly elegant presence, I made 
each side from a pair of boards with a 
narrow gap between them. I also tapered 
the sides slightly both in thickness and in 
width. I added a beveled, stepped detail 
around the top, and a stretcher beneath 

Place 1⁄4-in. spacers between 
the sides and pinch them 
together with benchdogs.

Making the housed mortise-and-tenon
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A jig for the cheeks. Cullen cuts the tenons to width on the tablesaw using his shopmade 
tenoning jig. For drawings of a similar jig, see p. 69.

Tip for fitting. 
With the shelf 
still slightly over 
thickness, test 
the spacing of the 
mortises by tipping 
the workpiece. 
Then plane the 
faces of the board 
to achieve the 
final fit.

Chisel cleanup. Pare precisely to the baseline 
on the outside edges of the board and between 
the center tenons. 

Bandsaw to the haunch line. A slightly rough 
end-grain cut on the haunch is fine, because it 
won’t bottom out in the housing. 

furniture, it’s crucial to match grain and 
color throughout the piece to ensure visual 
balance. If you are building a pair of night-
stands, consider mirroring the patterns of 
color and grain between the two.

Prepare the parts
I cut out all the nightstand parts slightly 
oversize at the beginning of the project. 
This way they have plenty of time to ac-
climate and reach equilibrium in the work-
shop before being brought to final size. 

In preparation for laying out the housed 
mortise-and-tenons, plane the sides to 
their maximum thickness (7⁄8 in.) and cut 
them to maximum width (63⁄4 in.). Then 
cut them to length. You won’t cut the ta-
pers in the sides’ thickness or width until 
the joints are cut and fitted. The horizontal 
divider and the top and lower shelf should 
be milled to thickness and cut to size next. 
Be sure to leave them ever so slightly over 
thickness so you can sneak up on a perfect 
fit for the housed joints.

Begin layout with the tenons
The housed tenon joint calls for precise 
layout. All joinery should be scribed using 
a marking gauge and a sharp knife. I use 
an X-Acto. First lay out all the tenons—
those on the horizontals and the ones at 
the top of the sides. To simplify the task, 
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Shallow cheeks. 
After using the 
tenoning jig to 
shave the cheeks 
of the tenon, 
Cullen stays at 
the tablesaw 
but switches to 
the miter gauge 
to define the 
shoulders.

Fine-tune to fit. 
Before cutting 
the stretcher 
tenon’s cheeks, 
Cullen planes the 
workpiece to width 
so it fits the notch 
exactly.

The stretcher needs notches. Several passes with a dado set on the tablesaw create one of the 
mating notches in the side that will accept the stretcher’s tenon.

the tenons in the divider and the shelves 
should all be identically located. Four ten-
ons per panel is ideal here. The tenons 
and haunches on the horizontal members 
are left the full thickness of the workpiece. 
But the tenons connecting the sides to the 
top are slightly different. Because the out-
side face of the sides will get tapered, you 
need a shoulder along the outside face. 
This way, the thickness of the tenons and 
the haunches will not change when the 
board is tapered.

At this point I use the tenon layout on the 
horizontal members to lay out the mortises 
in the sides. Since the pair of boards that 
make up each side will be separated by 
1⁄4 in., I put 1⁄4-in. spacers between them 
while making the transfer. Although I’ve al-
ready laid out the tenons on the top of the 
sides, I don’t lay out the mating mortises in 
the underside of the top just yet. I’ll wait 
until all the other joinery is cut and I can 
dry-assemble the case and be absolutely 
sure of the tenons’ location.

Make some mortises
I make the full mortises by drilling out the 
waste with a Forstner bit, then cleaning 
up with a mallet and chisel. Alternately, 
you could rough out the mortises with a 
plunge router. Next I rout the dadoes for 
the haunched section of the joint. I cut 
these stopped dadoes at the router table, 
carefully lowering the workpiece onto the 
bit and using stop blocks to limit travel. 
The haunch, or stub tenon, will be 1⁄8 in. 
long, but make the dadoes slightly deeper 
than that. When the joint is closed, the 
three shouldered areas on the tenoned 
workpiece will contact the sides, but the 
haunches won’t bottom out in the dadoes.

I prefer side-hung drawers, which re-
quire a shallow dado in the case side to 
house the drawer runner. That can be cut 
now (or after the tenons are cut) at the 
router table. For details on making and 
hanging the drawer, see the Master Class, 
“Side-hung drawers,” p. 84.

Take on the tenons
Once the mortises in the sides are com-
plete, it’s time to cut the tenons on the hor-
izontal members. Use a tenoning jig on the 
tablesaw to cut the tenons to width, cutting 
right on the line. Then use a miter gauge 
with a tall fence to cut the outside shoul-
ders. I cut slightly to the waste side of the 
baseline and later clean up by paring with 

Fit the stretcher
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Divider and top shelf get grooved. A dado 
head creates the 1⁄4-in.-wide groove to receive 
the back panel of the drawer pocket.

Small router for a stopped 
groove. Cut the stopped groove for 
the back panel with a detail router 
fitted with a fence (left). The small 
mortise for the book stop’s tenon 
(below) can be routed with the 
same setup used to cut the stopped 
groove for the back panel.

Easy transfer. With the divider 
dry-fitted into the sides, transfer the 
location of the groove for the back 
panel.

a chisel. After the tablesaw work is com-
plete, bandsaw the waste from between 
the tenons, leaving a haunch 1⁄8 in. long. 
Between the center two tenons, bandsaw 
close to the baseline, then pare down to 
the line with a chisel. 

Now it’s time for the fun—getting the 
joint to fit and seat. Since the tenoned 
panel is still slightly over thickness, it’s not 
going to fit the mortises completely. But 
you can check the side-to-side fit by lifting 
up the far end of the board and inserting 
a tip of the tenons into the mortises. If 
necessary, return to the tablesaw to adjust 
the fit. The panel can then be carefully run 
through the planer to take off a whisper, or  
handplaned to fit using a sharp smoother. 
It’s easy to go past the point of no return, 
so care and patience are essential. Plane 
the joints to a tight fit, and then finish-sand 
until the joint comes together snugly but 
with little effort. With such a complex as-
sembly, you don’t want much resistance 
when you apply the glue and pull the case 
together. The perfect dry-fit is one that just 
slides together and seats without any gaps.

More mortises
With most of the main joints cut and fitted, 
there are some smaller, simpler mortises 
to cut. The 1⁄4-in.-thick panel at the back 
of the drawer pocket is captured in four 
grooves. I cut through-grooves in the hori-
zontal dividers at the tablesaw with a dado 
set. For the stopped grooves in the sides, I 
use a detail router with a 1⁄4-in.-dia. bit and 
a clamped-on fence. I don’t put any glue 

Groove for the back panel
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Create a 
shoulder, then 
the taper. The 
tenons at the top 
of the sides get 
shouldered on 
the outside face. 
This prevents the 
tenons from being 
altered when you 
taper the board’s 
outside face. 

Taper number 
two. The cabinet 
sides are tapered 
in width as well as 
thickness. Make 
this angled cut on 
the bandsaw and 
clean it up with a 
handplane.

Last bit of layout. With the case dry-assembled, invert it 
and use the tenons to lay out the mortises in the top.

Inclined plane. Taper the sides using a jointer plane and working to layout lines on 
the edge of the workpiece. Switch to a smoothing plane to create the final surface.

on the panel, and I leave a heavy 1⁄16-in. gap in the top 
groove to allow expansion of the panel.

The book stop at the back of the lower shelf gets 
tenoned into the sides and splined into the shelf. To 
cut the mortises for the book stop’s tenons I again use 
the detail router, set up just as it was for the stopped 
grooves in the sides. For the spline groove—in both 
the book stop and the lower shelf—I use the tablesaw. 
Alternately, you could dispense with the spline and 
make a book stop with an integral tongue along its 
length that fits the groove in the shelf.

The final bit of joinery is for the stretcher that runs 
beneath the lower shelf and has proud through-tenons 
on each end. To make the “mortises” for the stretcher’s 
tenons, cut mating notches in the sides using a miter 
gauge and a dado set on the tablesaw. Refine the 
notches with a chisel. To cut the tenons, start by using 
a handplane to shave the width of the stretcher to a 
perfect fit. Then use the tenoning jig at the tablesaw 
for the cheeks and the miter gauge for the shoulders. 

Time to taper
The next step is to taper the sides. They taper 1⁄8 in. in 
thickness from bottom to top, and I use handplanes 
for this. I remove the bulk of the wood with my jointer 
plane, stopping just shy of the layout line. Then I per-
fect the surface with a smoothing plane, which will 
give me a surface ready for finish. If I were making 
multiple nightstands, I might make a tapering jig for 
the planer, but for just one or two, tapering by hand 
is probably more efficient—and certainly more fun. To 
cut the taper in the width of the side, bandsaw to very 

Taper the sides
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The lid is last. With the case cured, Cullen glues on the top. He uses narrow cauls to 
focus the clamping pressure directly above the cabinet sides.

near the layout line and smooth the edge with hand-
planes. Again, progress from a jointer to a smoother.

Getting to the glue-up
I sand and finish all the parts before assembly, which 
makes the finishing simpler and more consistent and 
prevents problems with glue squeeze-out. All the parts 
should be sanded to 320-grit, wiped down with a 
damp rag to raise the grain, and sanded again with 
320-grit to prepare for the finish. I prefer a tung-oil 
finish for claro walnut followed by a light coat of 
wax. I use painter’s tape to mask off the joinery so 
that no finish—and especially no wax—gets on the 
glue surfaces.

This is a fairly complex glue-up and is best ap-
proached in two steps. First glue up the case with 
the top just dry-fitted. Then, when the glue cures, the 
top can be glued to the base. It’s paramount in the 
first glue-up that everything is well thought out; the 
clamps and cauls should all be ready and the parts 
should be clearly labeled and set out. I find that the 
best time for a glue-up of this magnitude is early in 
the morning when my mind is clear and bright. About 
15 or 20 minutes after each glue-up, check the piece 
for squeeze-out; the semi-dried glue should peel from 
the waxed wood surface.  □

Michael Cullen makes furniture in Petaluma, Calif.

All finished but not done. Having already sanded all the parts to 
320-grit and applied an oil and wax finish, Cullen starts the glue-up (left) 
on a moving blanket. To protect the sides during clamping, Cullen made 
plywood cauls with cutouts for the proud stretcher tenons. When the case 
joints were clamped tight, he dry-fit the top and left it in place as the glue 
on the case joints dried. 

Exacting assembly
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