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Benches have a long his-
tory in Shaker meeting-
houses. The Shakers 

made windsor-style, spindle-
back benches, but they left 
off the arms and the medial 
stretchers, producing, in my 
opinion, a more elegant de-
sign. Their benches were usu-
ally between 4 ft. and 6 ft. in 
length, but longer versions 
were sometimes used instead 

of fixed pews. I 
based this 6-ft. 
settee on one 
in The Book of 
Shaker Furniture 
(Universi ty of 
Massachusetts Press, 1980) by 
John kassay, although I made 
some modifications.

kassay mentions that in the 
original bench the leg-to-seat 
joint was a weak point, because 
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the hard maple of the legs com-
pressed the soft pine of the seat. 
To avoid that, I made both seat 
and legs from maple. To beef 
up the connection further, I re-
designed the leg and the joint. 
rather than copying the origi-
nal leg’s bamboo swell—thick 
in the middle and thin at the 
top and bottom—I decided on 
a straight taper, thickest at the 

top. with a full 11⁄2 in. dia. at 
the top of the leg, I had room 
for a 1-in.-dia. tenon with a 
1⁄4-in.-wide shoulder.

In place of the simple mor-
tises in the original bench, I 
drilled stepped mortises. Each 
one has a deep hole at the 
center to accept the tenon 
and a shallower recess around 
it where the tenon’s shoulder 
lands. This joint eliminates the 

breakage point at the shoulder, 
and I use it on all my chairs.

I made the tapered back 
spindles straight, not steam-
bent to a curve like those on 
the original. Steam-bending so 
many spindles adds quite a bit 
to the workload but doesn’t 
add enough to the comfort to 
make it worth it, in my opinion.

Most notably, perhaps, I 
changed the original’s clear 

finish. The original craftsman 
might have approved, since 
ebony is a finish the Shakers 
offered on chairs and benches 
they made for sale. The black 
finish creates a taut, clean, re-
fined silhouette, and I decided 
to try it on my settee.

It starts with the seat
I began the bench by sawing 
the kidney-shaped ends of the 
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Classic Shaker bench

FRONT

Dyed with India ink, this bench is a straightforward build. Most of the work is done 
on the drill press, tablesaw, and with a router, with some hand shaping.

Seat, 15⁄8 in. thick 
by 14 in. wide by 
71 in. long

Back rail, 3⁄4 in. thick by 4 in. 
wide by 72 in. long

Spindles 133⁄4 in. long 
by 5⁄8 in. dia. at bottom, 
3⁄8 in. dia. at top

12°

1⁄4-in. 
roundover

3⁄4 in.

1⁄2 in.

72 in.

41⁄2 in.

4 in.

Leg, 11⁄2 in. dia. 
by 181⁄4 in. long

BACK RAIL SIDE VIEW

BACK RAIL FRONT VIEW

7⁄8 in.

Stretcher, 13⁄16 in. dia. 
by 133⁄4 in. long

3 in.

85⁄16 in.

4 in.

Becksvoort 
finished the 
bench with 
India ink, 
polished with 
steel wool, 
followed by a 
satin lacquer.

115⁄8 in.

323⁄4 in.

COPYRIGHT 2018 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted. • Fine Woodworking #269 - July/August 2018



J U l y / A U g U S T  2 0 1 8 35

STRETCHER

5⁄8 in. dia.5⁄8 in. dia.
13⁄16 in. dia.

133⁄4 in.

seat blank with a jigsaw, and 
then fairing them with a file 
and sandpaper. Before moving 
on to shaping the seat profile, 
however, I drilled the holes 
for the spindles and legs while 
both faces of the seat blank 
were still flat and parallel.

The holes are all angled, and 
to cut them I used an adjust-
able jig that I bolt to the table 
of my drill press. The jig is two 
pieces of plywood hinged to-
gether, and it has a stay on one 
side; when I have the angle I 
want, I lock it in by tightening 
a nut on the stay.

To make the stepped mor-
tises for the legs, I first drilled 
the outer holes with a 11⁄2-in.-
dia. Forstner bit. Then I drilled 
the deeper, inner holes with a 
1-in.-dia. brad-point bit, using 
the dimple left by the Forstner 
bit to center the brad point.

Back rail and spindles
Next I made the back rail, drill-
ing it for the spindles while the 
blank was still square. To make 
layout of the holes easy and 
accurate, I laid the rail flat on 
the seat, along the row of spin-
dle holes, and marked the cen-
ter point of each hole on the 
rail. At the drill press, I pinched 
the rail between a pair of 90° 
blocks to hold it upright while 
I drilled.

Then I tapered the rail in 
the planer, using a jig with a 
shim that elevates one side of 
the workpiece. I made the first 
pass with a 1⁄8-in.-thick shim,  
and made a second pass with 
a 1⁄4-in.-thick shim. once I fin-
ished the tapering, I routed 
the top edge of the rail with a 
1⁄4-in. roundover bit.

The original settee had maple 
spindles, but I made mine out 
of ash for a bit more flexibility. I 
started with 5⁄8-in.-dia. straight-
grained ash dowels (midwest
dowel.com). At the jointer, I 
made taper cuts on four sides 
of each spindle. Then I faired 
them round with a block LEG

SEAT TOP VIEW

SEAT SIDE VIEW

SPINDLE

133⁄4 in.

5⁄8 in.

3⁄8 in. dia.

181⁄4 in.

71⁄2 in.

3 in.

SIDE

151⁄2 in.157⁄8 in.

1 in.

11⁄2 in. dia.

1 in. dia.

1 in. dia.

91⁄2 in.

15⁄8 in.

14 in.

5⁄8 in. dia. by 
3⁄4 in. deep

Front leg mortise 
is angled at 2°, 
Back leg at 15° 

1 in.

1 in. dia. by 1 in. deep

1 in. dia. by 1 in. deep

5⁄8 in. dia. by 11⁄4 in. deep

Legs are 
trimmed to 
final length 
and angle after 
assembly to give 
the seat a slight 
backward cant.

To purchase 
expanded plans 
and a complete 

cutlist for this Classic 
Shaker Bench and 
other projects, go to 
FineWoodworking
.com/PlanStore.

13⁄4 in.

Recess for 
shoulder, 
11⁄2 in. dia. 

Recess for 
shoulder, 
11⁄2 in. dia.

13⁄16 in.

33⁄16 in.

11⁄2 in.13⁄4 in.

85⁄16 in.

Trim to final 
length after 
assembly.

92° 105°

105°
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Angle jig. To cut the angled mortises for the legs and spindles, Becksvoort 
uses a jig made of two boards hinged together. The bottom board is bolted 
to the drill-press table. A stay locks in the angle.

2° 15°

Angled holes for spindles, too. Becksvoort 
drills the 22 spindle holes in the seat with the 
same jig he used for the legs. An adjustable 
stand supports the far end of the seat.

Stepped mortise is more secure. Becksvoort beefs up the leg-to-seat joint by providing a place 
for the tenon’s shoulder to seat. First, he drills a shallow 11⁄2-in.-dia. mortise with a Forstner bit, 
then he adds a deeper 1-in.-dia. hole at the center using a brad-point bit. 

plane. I used a shopmade 
dowel sizer to make sure the 
tops were consistent in shape 
and size.

Instead of making your spin-
dles from dowels, you could 
rive the stock from a log or saw 
it from a plank. Just be sure the 
grain runs straight from top to 
bottom for strength.

Shape the seat
Next it’s time to shape the seat. 
I started at the tablesaw, cut-
ting a 3-in.-wide by 5⁄8-in.-deep 
cove the length of the seat. I 
clamped a pair of diagonal 
fences to the saw table and fed 
the seat between them, making 
a series of progressively deep-
er cuts until I reached 5⁄8 in. 

Then I clamped the seat to 
my workbench and used a 
router on a sled to cut the slop-
ing plane of the seat. with a 
2-in.-wide flat bit in the router 
I took passes the length of the 
bench, deeper each time until 
I reached full depth.

Drill the seat 
for the legs 
and spindles

Front leg

Back leg
Spindle

15°
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Taper the rail in the planer. Becksvoort made a planer fixture from two pieces of plywood. A strip of solid 
wood at the right acts as a fence. For the first pass (left) he tacked down a 1⁄8-in.-thick strip for the rail to ride on. 
For the second pass (right), he switched to a 1⁄4-in. strip. 

Round over the 
top. The top edge 
of the rail is routed 
to a half-round 
using a 1⁄4-in. 
roundover bit.

Use the seat as a template. With the back rail centered on the length of the seat, transfer the 
placement of the spindle holes from the seat to the rail.

Drill the spindle holes in the back rail. 
Drilling an upright board is tricky. Becksvoort 
uses his 90° resaw jig from the bandsaw. 

The back rail is a focal point

To round the top front edge 
of the seat I used a 11⁄2-in.-dia. 
roundover bit in the router ta-
ble. I followed that with hand 
tools to carry the roundover 
onto the ends of the bench.

last, I turned the seat over 
and used a handheld router to 
create the chamfer on the un-
derside of the bench along the 
front and on both ends.

Initial assembly
At this point you can glue the 
spindles to the seat and back 
rail. First, glue and drive the 
spindles into the seat holes. 
There’s no rush; just go one 
at a time. But then comes the 
trickier part—gluing all 22 
spindles into the back rail in 
one go. I put a piece of tape 
on the two end spindles 3⁄4 in. 
from the top end; they act as 
depth gauges during the glue-
up. you might need bar clamps 
to bring the back rail home.

Legs and stretchers
I turned the legs from 15⁄8-in.-
square stock. you can turn 
the tenons, too, but I prefer to 
make them at the drill press 
with a plug-cutter for more 
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Shape the seat

Five steps to shape the seat. After cutting the cove (1), Becksvoort 
used a router and sled (2) to create a sloping plane from near the front 
of the seat to the bottom of the cove. On the sled, the router slides the 
length of the seat. To shape the seat’s front edge (3), he used a 11⁄2-in. 
roundover bit in three passes. Then he chamfered the underside of the 
seat (4). He carried the large routed roundover onto the ends of the seat 
with a drawknife (5), and finished shaping with rasp, a file, and sandpaper.  

Set up to cut the cove. 
To yield a cove 3 in. wide 
and 5⁄8 in. deep, set the 
blade 5⁄8 in. high and set 
parallel rules 3 in. apart. 
Rotate the rules until 
they both contact the 
blade, and mark their 
locations with tape. 
Measure over 13⁄4 in. 
and clamp one fence 
there. Clamp the other 
fence 14 in. away. Lower 
the blade and make 
incremental cuts until 
you have the full cove.

11⁄2 in.
13⁄4 in.

45°

2

3

4

5

1. Cut the cove. 2. Rout the slope. 3. Round the front edge.

4. Chamfer the 
underside of 
front and ends.

5. Round the 
ends by hand.

5⁄8 in.

1

1⁄2 in.
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Taper the spindles. Becksvoort starts with a 5⁄8-in. dowel and tapers 
four sides on the jointer (above). At the start of each cut, he drops the 
thick end of the spindle onto the outfeed table, guided by blue tape. He 
fairs them round with a block plane (top right) reaching 3⁄8 in. dia. at the 
thin end. For accuracy, he uses a shopmade dowel sizer (right).

Glue in the 22 spindles. First glue the spindles into the seat, knocking them home with a mallet. Then wrap 
tape 3⁄4 in. from the top on the first and last spindles (to act as depth gauges) and add glue to the rail holes. 
Inserting the spindles into the back rail can be tricky, and may require an extra set of hands. Start at one end 
and slowly lower the rail, aligning one spindle at a time. When all the spindles are in their holes, use a mallet to 
drive the rail down to the tape on both ends. Bar clamps at either end come in handy.

 accuracy. with the turning 
blank still square, I tilted the 
table on my drill press so it was 
vertical and clamped the leg to 
the table. After drilling the plug, 
I bandsawed off the outer ring.

on the lathe I used a chuck to 
hold the tenon and centered the 
other end of the leg. I gave each 
leg a straight taper and a square 
shoulder at the tenon end.

I drilled the holes for the 
stretchers using a V-shaped 
cradle to hold the leg. I an-
gled the drill-press table 15° 
off horizontal for the mortises 
in the back legs and 2° for the 
front legs. 

To make the stretchers, I 
started with stock 7⁄8 in. square 
and tenoned both ends on 
the drill press with a 5⁄8-in. 
plug-cutter. Then I turned the 
stretchers to a double taper.

Next, with the bench upside 
down on the workbench, glue 
in the legs and stretchers. work-

Spindle time
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Compress the tenons. If the tenons are too tight to 
go in easily, use a metal vise to compress the grain all 
around the tenon. 

Drill the legs for the stretchers. Use a jig to cradle 
the legs while drilling the stretcher holes. Angle the 
drill-press table to match the leg’s rake angle.

Turn the legs and stretchers. The legs (left) taper from 11⁄2 in. dia. at the top to 1 in. dia. at the bottom. Be sure to get a nice square shoulder at the 
tenon end. The stretchers (right) are double tapered, turned to about 13⁄16 in. dia. in the middle and to 5⁄8 in. dia. where they meet the tenons at both ends. 

ing one pair of legs at a time, 
insert glue into the seat and 
stretcher holes, and fit the legs 
and stretcher together. As the 
legs are pounded into the seat, 
the stretcher tenons should slide 
deeper into their holes. give the 
legs a quick clamping to make 
sure. After the glue cures, cut 
the legs to length and stand the 
settee on the workbench to see 
that all six legs contact without 
wobble. Adjust as needed. 

A bold finish
when the bench is completely 
assembled, it is ready for stain. 
you could use oil-based or 
water-based ebony stain, but 
I used India ink. It is perma-
nent, easy to apply, and does 
a great job. Paint the entire 
bench. when it’s dry, polish 
the surface with steel wool or 
white Scotch-Brite pads. Any 
light spots can be re-inked. 
Since my shop is not dust-free, 
I farm out the spray finish. A 
satin lacquer is ideal. It really 
makes the bench into a thing 
of beauty. □

Contributing editor Christian 
Becksvoort is a furniture maker 
in New Gloucester, Maine.

Legs and stretchers are next
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Add the legs and stretchers to the seat. Assemble one pair of legs 
and a stretcher and glue that to the seat (top). Repeat with the last two 
pairs of legs. Once the glue is dry, Becksvoort uses a plywood template 
(above) as a guide to trim the legs to final length and angle.

Blackened bench. 
Because maple 
doesn’t contain 
tannins, the old 
standby ebonizing 
method, steel wool 
and vinegar, doesn’t 
work very well on it. 
Instead, Becksvoort 
blackens his bench 
with India ink. He 
follows that up with 
a sprayed satin 
lacquer. India ink 
is widely available 
online and at art-
supply stores.

The final assembly
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