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Pair a dovetail bit with a jig and guide bushing to cut the slot. Line up the jig via 
a centerline. The opening on the jig’s base snugly fits a 1-in. guide bushing. A layout 
line on the jig’s base signals when to stop routing.

used essentially the same design to make 
several full-size dining tables. 

Adaptable design
The straight lines of the legs contrast with 
some gentle sweeps in the top and aprons. 
The base, despite its curves and tapers, 
is actually all squared up, greatly simpli-
fying the joinery. The aprons join to the 
legs with mortise-and-tenons, and there 
is a small center brace that has sliding 
dovetails at each end to discourage bow-

I ’ve built a few of these coffee tables 
over the years, all to good reviews. 
Most have been in cherry, including 

the one here, but I’ve also used maple, 
walnut, and even butternut. While it’s 
quite straightforward as a build, there are 
interesting challenges in the variety of 
techniques involved. The design is very 
adaptable, however, and can be simplified 
if you don’t want to tackle all of these 
techniques at once. The dimensions can 
easily be modified as well. Indeed, I’ve 

Classy Coffee Table

ing. Simple dado joints there are a viable 
 option if you prefer. The legs are square 
in section, with the two inside faces below 
the apron tapering toward the floor. This is 
standard Hepplewhite design, which was 
adopted in Early American and Shaker 
styles. Finally, the top is small enough to 
provide an opportunity to use that special 
board you’ve squirrelled away, or one that 
emerges from a stack at the lumberyard. 

Ever since beginning my woodworking 
life as a boatbuilder, I’ve been drawn to 

Adaptable design opens up 
elegance no matter your  

skill level

B Y  C H A R L I E  D U R F E E 

COFFEE TABLE IS  A  CANVAS
This coffee table opens
up many options for wood
selection, tooling, joinery,
and shaping, making it
an excellent choice both
for those just entering the
craft and those looking to
dive a little deeper.
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Pair a dovetail bit with a jig and guide bushing to cut the slot. Line up the jig via 
a centerline. The opening on the jig’s base snugly fits a 1-in. guide bushing. A layout 
line on the jig’s base signals when to stop routing.

Install the bit in 
a router table for 
the tail. By using 
the same bit, you 
ensure that the 
tail and socket 
have matching 
angles. Support the 
workpiece with a 
square push block. 

Classy Coffee Table

ONE BIT, TWO CUTS

ing. Simple dado joints there are a viable 
 option if you prefer. The legs are square 
in section, with the two inside faces below 
the apron tapering toward the floor. This is 
standard Hepplewhite design, which was 
adopted in Early American and Shaker 
styles. Finally, the top is small enough to 
provide an opportunity to use that special 
board you’ve squirrelled away, or one that 
emerges from a stack at the lumberyard. 

Ever since beginning my woodworking 
life as a boatbuilder, I’ve been drawn to 

To purchase 
expanded plans 
and a complete 

parts list for this and 
other projects, go to 
FineWoodworking
.com/PlanStore.

Legs, 133⁄88 in. sq. 
by 1711⁄44 in. long

Legs’ taper starts 
311⁄22 in. from top. 
Tapers to 1515⁄1616 in. sq.

Mortises start 55⁄1616 in. 
from legs’ outside face 
and 11⁄22 in. from top end.

Long aprons, 
33⁄44 in. thick by 
311⁄44 in. wide by 
3233⁄44 in. long

Short aprons, 33⁄44 in. 
thick by 311⁄44 in. wide 
by 13 in. long

All tenons, 55⁄1616 in. 
thick by 255⁄88 in. wide 
by 77⁄88 in. long (11⁄88 in. 
shoulder on bottom)

Slots for buttons, 
11⁄44 in. wide by 33⁄88 in. 
deep

Dovetailed brace, 33⁄44 in. 
thick by 155⁄1616 in. wide
by 121515⁄1616 in. long

Dovetail slot, 
55⁄1616 in. deep by 
155⁄1616 in. long

Top, 33⁄44 in. thick by 20 in. 
wide by 44 in. long

COFFEE TABLE IS  A  CANVAS
This coffee table opens 
up many options for wood 
selection, tooling, joinery, 
and shaping, making it 
an excellent choice both 
for those just entering the 
craft and those looking to 
dive a little deeper.
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Lay out the leg 
blanks. Mark the 
top and bottom of 
the mortises, as 
well as the top of 
the tapers. All of 
these fall on the 
inside faces. The 
tapers begin just 
below the bottom 
of the apron.

Drill press 
accurately 
excavates most 
of the waste.
These holes go a 
long way to starting 
straight, even walls. 
Overlap the holes 
as you march down 
the mortise. 

Finish with a 
chisel. Take careful 
paring cuts to 
remove the peaks 
between the drilled 
holes. Chop the 
ends square, too. 
Be careful near the 
fragile short grain 
at the top end. 

Legs are mortised, then tapered
using curves in my designs, and this table 
is no exception. After all, curves add a lot 
of interest to a small piece of furniture. If 
you find them daunting, by all means just 
go with straight lines. You’ll still have a 
lovely and serviceable table. These curves 
are easy to fashion, though, so I encourage 
you to give them a try. 

Tapered legs, timeless style
Typically, I start with the base assembly—
the legs and aprons—because it’s the 
largest time investment. Then I move to 
the top. However, if you are using special 
boards, begin by making the top in case 
you need to change the base’s dimensions.

It’s easier to size tenons to mortises than 
vice versa, so I begin with the legs. When 
planning a construction sequence, I like 
to remember the maxim “Joinery before 
shaping.” For example, in this project, 
leave the legs square until the mortises 
are cut. Do the same for the aprons and 
their tenons. 

For the legs, choose stock with the 
straightest grain possible. It’s also nice if 
the blanks are riftsawn (their annual rings 
running diagonally on the endgrain) to 
avoid too much contrast between plain-
sawn and quartersawn faces. But I would 
not waste much stock trying to achieve this 
effect. Just do the best possible, and orient 
the best faces out.

Four-square the pieces, including cutting 
them to length. Next, lay out the mortises 

CUT THE MORTISES

MORTISER IS 
AN UPGRADE
A hollow-chisel 
mortiser is an 
excellent choice for 
quality, quick, and 
repeatable results. 
It plunges a square 
bit with an auger 
inside. The auger 
bores out most 
of the waste, and 
the square chisel 
cuts clean, straight 
walls. 
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A single sled makes safe, speedy work of eight tapers.
The sled rides against the tablesaw’s fence, which you should 
position so the cut begins slightly below your layout line for 
the taper. This leaves room to clean up the cut by hand. 

Rip the second taper. Because of the sled’s fence and end 
stop, the two tapers will match perfectly. The rear toggle clamp 
doubles as a handle, keeping your hand away from the blade. 

Rotate the tapered face up, and use the offcut as a 
clamping shim. Because of the taper, the rear toggle clamp 
will no longer reach the workpiece. A shim made from the 
initial tapered cutoff solves this problem.

on the inside faces of the legs. Mark the 
top of the tapers on those same faces.

There are more ways to fashion mortises 
than stars in the sky. A common route is 
roughing out the openings on the drill 
press and finishing them by hand with a 
chisel. My top choice, however, is using 
a hollow-chisel mortiser. If you have the 
budget and plenty of mortises ahead of 
you, I highly recommend one. A plunge 
router works nicely, too.

The next step is to taper the legs at the 
tablesaw  using a sled. A version like mine 
is simple to build, making it well worth 
the time. Just be sure to begin the taper 

TAPER THE INSIDE FACES

Cut in the 
correct order

1. One mortise facing 
down, the other out.

3. One mortise facing 
up, the other out.

77⁄1616 in.

311⁄22 in.

Toggle 
clamps

2. Rotate workpiece.
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Intersecting tenons 
need a heavy 
chamfer. To prevent the 
two tenons in each leg 
from bumping into each 
other, significantly bevel 
their inside corners. 
This lets you keep deep 
mortises for plenty of 
glue surface. 

Aprons get tenons, then arches
TENONS AT  THE TABLESAW

Cut centered tenons using a dado stack. Hold the stock tight to the miter gauge fence and 
press firmly to the saw table. The saw’s fence position determines the tenons’ length. A miter gauge 
with a fence keeps the stock square and limits blowout. Because the tenons are centered, you can 
flip the stock face-for-face between passes.

Aim for a press fit. Firm hand pressure is 
the Goldilocks fit you’re after. If the tenon just 
drops into the mortise, it’s too loose; if you 
need a hammer, it’s too tight. 

Cut the tenons to 
width with the same 
fence setting. Make 
the cut in several 
passes, and hold the 
stock tight to the miter 
gauge. Raise or lower 
the dado stack as 
necessary for the upper 
and lower edges. 

Remove these corners 
so the tenons don’t 
interfere with each 
other.

below your  layout line. That leaves you 
room to clean up the sawmarks without 
tapering above your line, which would 
create a gap where the apron meets the 
leg. Depending on the wood, I usually 
handplane the tapered faces and then fin-
ish with light sanding. 

Approachable aprons
Mill the aprons and cut them to length, 
remem bering to include the tenons on 
each end. I cut the tenons on the tablesaw 
with a dado blade. For my full process, see 
my article “How to Cut Accurate Tenons 
on the Tablesaw” (FWW #283). 

The aprons also need dovetail slots (or 
dadoes, if you prefer) for the center brace. 

Now that the joinery’s done, it’s time to 
fashion the curves along the lower edges 
of each apron. For only one table it’s per-
haps easiest, after bandsawing close to 
the line, to do the final shaping by hand. 
But because I’ve made this design many 
times, I have patterns for these curves and 
for the top. They help me pattern-rout for 
quick, accurate results. If you prefer to 
forgo pattern-routing, fair the curves with 
a rasp, file, scraper, or even sandpaper 
wrapped around a dowel. 

The final step for the base is cutting the 
holes and slots that are needed to fasten 
the top. I prefer to use pocket screws at 
the center of each short apron, and mor-
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Shopmade cradle holds short aprons for 
pocket holes. The jig holds the apron at 14°. 
Drill first with a Forstner bit to create a flat-
bottomed counterbore for a round-head screw; 
switch to a long twist bit for the clearance hole. 

Trace the curves 
onto the aprons. 
Durfee’s templates 
have layout lines 
at the shoulders, 
allowing for easy 
positioning. A 
drawing bow also 
works. 

Bandsaw close 
to your line. Don’t 
take the line. Leave 
a small amount of 
waste for cleanup 
afterward, and use 
the layout line as 
guidance.

Aim for a press fit. Firm hand pressure is 
the Goldilocks fit you’re after. If the tenon just 
drops into the mortise, it’s too loose; if you 
need a hammer, it’s too tight. 

CURVES 
ADD L IFT

below your  layout line. That leaves you 
room to clean up the sawmarks without 
tapering above your line, which would 
create a gap where the apron meets the 
leg. Depending on the wood, I usually 
handplane the tapered faces and then fin-
ish with light sanding. 

Approachable aprons
Mill the aprons and cut them to length, 
remem bering to include the tenons on 
each end. I cut the tenons on the tablesaw 
with a dado blade. For my full process, see 
my article “How to Cut Accurate Tenons 
on the Tablesaw” (FWW #283). 

The aprons also need dovetail slots (or 
dadoes, if you prefer) for the center brace. 

Now that the joinery’s done, it’s time to 
fashion the curves along the lower edges 
of each apron. For only one table, it’s per-
haps easiest, after bandsawing close to the 
line, to do the final shaping by hand. But 
because I’ve made this design many times, 
I have patterns for these curves and for 
the top. They help me pattern-rout for 
quick, accurate results. If you prefer to 
forgo pattern-routing, fair the curves with 
a rasp, file, scraper, or even sandpaper 
wrapped around a dowel. 

The final step for the base is cutting the 
holes and slots that are needed to fasten 
the top. I prefer to use pocket screws at 
the center of each short apron, and mor-

tised slots for buttons on the long aprons. 
It’s crucial for the slots to be at the same 
height. This makes it easier to fit the 
buttons, which should sit slightly below  
the top edge of the aprons; this will let 
them cinch the top down without inter-
ference. Also, the tongue of the button 
should not bottom out in the slot.

The center brace has a screw hole also, 
but I don’t make the brace until after I 
assem ble the base. To get ready for assem-
bly, clean up the mill marks on the base 
parts and ease the edges.

Bring the base together
My standard method for assembling leg-
and-apron bases is to work on the short 
ends first. Give the tenons a thin coat of 
glue, and add a bead of glue just inside  
the mouth of each mortise. Glue up the 
ends on a flat surface (I like to use my 
bench), and check for square before the 
glue sets. Clean up any squeeze-out. 

After the glue sets, you can bring in the 
two side aprons. Put the glued assembly 
upside down on a flat surface, and clamp 
the joints. Check that the upper edges of 
all the parts are flush on the benchtop and 
that the whole assembly is square. I use 
diagonal measuring sticks for this. They’re 
the same ones in my article “Making and 
Using Squaring Sticks” in FWW #301. 

LONG APRON SHORT APRON

1313⁄1616 in. 33⁄88 in.
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Start with the end 
assemblies. Give 
the tenons a thin 
coat of glue, and 
add a bead of glue 
inside the mouth 
of each mortise. 
Then clamp the 
assembly together 
on a flat surface to 
prevent wind. Have 
a mallet nearby in 
case you need to 
tap the apron and 
legs flush at the 
top. 

After the end 
assemblies cure, 
glue on the long 
aprons. Before the 
glue sets, Durfee 
uses his squaring 
sticks. If the table’s 
corner-to-corner 
dimensions are 
equal, the assembly 
is square. 

Add the 
dovetailed brace. 
Seat this joint 
gently using a 
clamp. It’s a better 
tool here than a 
mallet, since it 
provides more 
even pressure and 
doesn’t stress the 
base assembly. 

When the base is all set, make and install 
the center brace, which helps keep the 
long aprons parallel and provides another 
spot for securing the top. 

Cut the brace to length. The distance 
 between the dovetail shoulders should be 
the same as from long apron to long apron. 
Get this dimension by measuring near the 
short aprons in case the long aprons are 
bowed. Add the depth of each dovetail 
socket to get the brace’s overall length. 

To cut the dovetails at each end, use the 
router table and the same dovetail bit used 
to make the sockets. Slide the brace into 
the sockets with a bit of glue, and the base 
assembly is complete.

Assemble the base

Curvy top mirrors the base
I prefer to make the top of the table with 
two pieces if possible. More boards are 
fine if they are nicely matched, but avoid 
narrow boards at the edges to prevent an 
unsightly glueline within the curve. Glue 
up the top a bit oversize, then lay out the 
curves. Because of the top’s size, a jigsaw 
is a great tool for cutting these. Keep as 
close to the line as possible before refin-
ing. Chamfer the edges before attaching it 
to the base.

Fantastic finish
My standard for this table in cherry is 
to sand to 220 grit. Use a random-orbit 
sander where possible, but always finish 

C/L
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Curved all around. To lay out the top’s curves, 
Durfee uses MDF templates with marriage marks 
that line up with those on the tabletop. He has one 
template for the ends, another for the sides.

Use a jigsaw to rough out the cuts. Because 
the top is so large, it’s safer to use a jigsaw 
than to try to wrangle the panel through the 
bandsaw. Afterward, clean up the cuts. 

Attach the top using pocket screws, then 
buttons. Start on the short aprons, centering the 
top and using the fixed pocket screws to keep it 
there. Then attach the long aprons via buttons, 
which are mortised into the long aprons and 
allow the top to move seasonally.

Top it off

Curvy top mirrors the base
I prefer to make the top of the table with 
two pieces if possible. More boards are 
fine if they are nicely matched, but avoid 
narrow boards at the edges to prevent an 
unsightly glueline within the curve. Glue 
up the top a bit oversize, then lay out the 
curves. Because of the top’s size, a jigsaw 
is a great tool for cutting these. Keep as 
close to the line as possible before refin-
ing. Chamfer the edges before attaching it 
to the base.

Fantastic finish
My standard for this table in cherry is 
to sand to 220 grit. Use a random-orbit 
sander where possible, but always finish 

by hand-sanding with the grain. The finish 
itself is a couple coats of an oil/varnish 
mix, topped with two or three coats of 
gel varnish for better surface protection. I 
used to mix my oil/varnish, but for many 
years now I have used Minwax Antique 
Oil. Cherry and walnut, among others, 
respond well to this treatment. The grain 
and color look natural, without a lot of 
surface buildup. ☐ 

Charlie Durfee is a woodworker in Woolwich, 
Maine.

77⁄88 in.
77⁄88 in.

Long edge

End

TABLETOP DETAIL

C/L
C/L
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