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Creating an attractive

tabletop

Part 1

Lumber selection
and rough milling
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he top is the most visible part of the
table, so you need to get it right. this
sounds easy on the surface, but the
process is loaded with pitfalls. In this
three-part series, I’ll describe my
method for producing a tabletop
you can be proud of. In this issue, you’ll learn
how to choose the best boards, mill them, and
arrange them for the best-looking sequence.
In part two, I’ll show you how three glue-ups
are less traumatic than one. In part three, I’ll
show you how to achieve a perfectly flat
and smooth tabletop.
remember, someone (probably you) is
going to be living with this table for many
years. And as a furniture maker, one of
the advantages you have over the factory
is that you can hand-pick beautiful
boards. those early decisions make or
break a tabletop.

MISMA
Pick the right boards
TCHED
the best design option is to make
the top from a single wide board.
realistically, though, that is limited to
small tabletops. most often you’ll need to glue up
boards, and the lumber selection will be critical.
Start thick—You’ll be removing a lot of material
during flattening and planing, so start with lumber
that is considerably thicker than the final thickness.
For a top that will be 3⁄4 in. to 7⁄8 in. thick, plan on using roughsawn 4/4 lumber, typically 1 in. to 11⁄16 in.
thick. the best-looking tops are usually made from
a number of planks cut from the same board. You
can cut successive sections from a long board, or
resaw boards from a thicker plank. Not only will the
color match perfectly when using resawn boards,
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ANATOMY OF A PERFECT PANEL
A well-made tabletop begins with the lumber: Look for
boards with consistent color, straight grain along the edges
to disguise the gluelines, and boards that can be milled
flat and straight so that you don’t build stresses into the
finished top. It is worth spending extra time and even extra
money to find the right sequence of boards. Just milling the
first boards that come to hand will create a top where the
boards clash and the gluelines are obvious.

FINe WOODWOrKING

COPYRIGHT 2009 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.

photos: mark Schofield

What to look for at the yard

Sneak preview. At the lumberyard, if the boards are roughsawn, ask permission to
block-plane a small section to get a better view of the wood’s color and grain.

but you can create symmetrical patterns such as
book-matching and slip-matching. However, when
resawing you will need stock at least 10/4 (21⁄ 2 in.)
or even 12/4 (3 in.) thick because the resawn parts
will move a lot after they are cut and may become
severely cupped, twisted, or bowed.
Select as many boards as you will need and try
to match the color as best you can. You may have
to spend a considerable amount of time sorting
through the lumber stack.
Watch the grain—Don’t be afraid to buy lumber
that is wider than you think you will need. Frequently
you will bandsaw a few inches off one or both edges
to yield a board with straight grain and no sapwood
along the edge. If you look at the end grain of any
flatsawn board with straight-grain edges, you’ll see
that the growth rings near those edges are approximately 45º to the face. that part of the board is riftsawn. by joining together the riftsawn to riftsawn
parts of the boards, you are ensuring that the top
will stay flat. And because the face grain of any riftsawn section is mostly straight, you have the advantage of hiding the glueline.
After bringing the boards home, stack them
horizontally for a week or more so that they can
acclimate to the humidity in your shop. this is
particularly important for air-dried lumber.

Rough-cut the boards to length and width
begin rough milling by deciding where you will chop
each individual board that will make up the top. Are
there knots, sapwood, or other obvious defects you
need to cut out or hide?
All planers and jointers leave some snipe—the
tendency of the tools to take a deeper bite at the
end of a cut. make the sections at least 5 in. longer
than final length, so you can cut away areas of

STRAIGHT GRAIN HIDES JOINTS
It is much easier to conceal the joint between two boards
if the grain on both runs parallel to the edge. Another
advantage to selecting boards with riftsawn edges is
greater stability across the tabletop.
Straight grain along the
board edges conceals
the joint best.

Riftsawn edges add stability. Try to find boards where the growth rings run at about
45º to the face where the finished edges will be. This ensures that the sections of the
top will stay flat.
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continued

Rough-milling reveals true character
Start extra long.
After laying out
the parts of the
tabletop on the
rough boards, cut
them 4 in. or 5 in.
overlong to allow
for snipe from the
jointer and planer.

FOLLOW THE GRAIN
One advantage of using rough boards
a few inches wider than finished
width is that if the grain runs at a
slight angle, you
can saw the
finished board
so that its edges
are parallel to
the grain.

Bandsawing is safer. Ripping the unjointed boards on the tablesaw might
cause kickback. So cut them ¾ in. over
final width on the bandsaw.

Location of
desired board

snipe. Now lay out the width of the board you will
need on the roughsawn plank (typically about 3⁄4 in.
wider than the final width). Note which edges have
straight grain that you can use for the glue joint.
If the boards are wide enough, you can angle the
sections so that the edges are parallel to the grain
(see drawing, below left). crosscut the boards on
the chopsaw and rip them on the bandsaw (or with
a circular saw) and not the tablesaw.

Surface the boards and lay them out
Once your boards are sawn to rough width and
length, you’re ready to joint and plane them. At this
point, you only want the boards roughly flat and
planed so that the faces are just parallel. If you take
too many passes on the jointer and planer, you may
not have enough material left to plane after the
glue-up. Joint one edge straight and rip the opposite
edge parallel, leaving it about 1⁄4 in. to 3⁄ 8 in. over
final width. each pair of boards combined should be
narrow enough to fit through your planer. pass the
ripped edge over the jointer to remove the sawmarks.
With the boards planed enough to reveal the
grain and the color, you’re ready to make the final
decision on how they will go together. Shuffle them
to find the most pleasing combination. Don’t try to
arrange boards so that the grain lines run from one
board into the next. more often than not, the match
will get thrown off as soon as you plane the boards
to final thickness.
As you try different combinations, step back and
look at them from a few angles. the color and

Joint a face. With
the boards cut
slightly wide and
long, joint a face of
each board. If the
board is warped,
joint the concave
side. At this stage
there is no need to
completely smooth
the board. Just
remove enough to
stop it from rocking.

Plane the other face parallel. Run the boards through the planer until the face opposite
the jointed one is just smooth. Don’t aim for final thickness yet.
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Select the final sequence

Joint one edge, then rip to width. Run one edge over the jointer until it is flat and at
90º to the face that is against the fence (left). With the jointed edge against the fence
of the tablesaw (right), rip each board slightly over final width.
The right combination. With the
faces and edges
flat and square,
you can place the
boards next to each
other and look for
the best sequence.

figure of many boards will change dramatically
depending on the direction from which you view
them because light is being reflected differently
from the wood cells within the board. This effect is
known as chatoyance.
Try to align boards so the grain is going the same
way. Doing so will make it easier to plane the
top smooth later. But don’t sacrifice aesthetics for
practicality. Appearance is the number one priority.
Many woodworkers make a big deal over
alternating the direction of the end grain because
they think it will help to keep the top flat over
time. However, I give priority to a board’s best
appearance on the top face and pay little attention
to the end-grain orientation because I am milling the
boards carefully before glue-up.
As you shuffle the boards, keep track of the
different combinations by drawing small triangles
with a number inside them across the gluelines.
Most of the time, the best combination will hit you
as soon as you see it. When you’ve made the final
decision, put a large triangle across all the boards to
show clearly how they go together.
In part two, I’ll show you how to prep the boards
for glue-up.
•

Record good matches
and make the final
choice. When you find
two boards that go well
together, draw a small
triangle across the
joint and number both
sides (above). This will
make it easier to come
back to this pairing
after you’ve tried other
combinations. After you
have found the best sequence of boards, draw
a large triangle across
the whole top (right).
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