
End Table
Process Guide



The Design & Materials
This end table and any table you build will essentially be of the same construction:  4 legs, at least 
4 aprons, and sometimes some stretchers.  Different designs like trestle tables vary things a bit by 
eliminating the aprons and using skid feet but those are the exception rather than the rule.

This design I’m calling everything that isn’t a leg, a rail.  Its just simpler that way especially since the 
top and bottom rails on each side are the same dimensions.

The slat detail sets apart this square design and designates side from front.

The middle shelf is best floating on shelf pins so that one can decide whether to store books or store 
something taller like a vase or similar.

The top is attached via figure 8 fasteners as is the bottom.  Though the bottom might be better 
attached with Z clips or wooden buttons since the side rails capture the panel.  I used figure 8s for 
both but technically more wood movement is allowed in the proper direction using a button.

• 4 Legs:  3/4 x 2 x 22

• 4 Front/Back Rails:  3/4 x 2 x 14 1/2 *1/2” TBE

• 4 Side Rails: 3/4 x 2 x 10 1” TBE

• 4 Slats:  3/4 x 3/4 x 15 *1/2” TBE

• Bottom Shelf:  5/8 x 14 1/8 x 14 1/2”

• Floating Shelf: 5/8 x 14 x 14 1/2

• Top:  3/4 x 15 x 17

Tools Needed
• Rip Saw
• Back saw
• Jack Plane
• 1/4” Chisel
• Mallet
• Combo Square
• Marking Knife

End Table Parts List





Mill up 4 legs 3/4 x 2” wide and 
leave at least 2” longer than the 
parts list dictates.

Layout the mortise locations on 
one leg then transfer those loca-
tions to the other 3 legs.

Double check all 4 legs to ensure 
you have left and right, front and 
back and all the joinery positioned 
on the correct faces.

Mill up your rail stock  and 
leave all front and side rails 
long allowing you to lay in the 
shoulder to shoulder dimen-
sion and transfer that across all 
matching parts

Saw tenons for the side rails 
using the same gauge setting 
used to layout the mortises 
ensuring a 1/4” thick tenon that 
is 1 1/2” wide and 1” long.

Split and pare the stub tenons 
on the front and back rails

Chop out the mortises on the 
edges of the legs to 1” deep

Chop the mortises on the faces 
to 1/2” deep

Remember to not power 
through the mortises with 
heavy whacks of the mallet.  In-
stead focus on light, controlled 
hits and removing the waste 
with each chisel strike.

Table Frame: Legs & Rail Joinery



Mill up 4 slat parts 3/4 square 
and overlong so that the shoul-
der to shoulder dimension can 
be laid out by capturing it from 
the assembled sides.

Chop the 1/2” square mortise in 
the side rails

Split away the tenons on the 
slat stock.  These mortises are 
only 1/2” long so the entire ten-
on can be formed quickly with 
a chisel.

Stage your parts and walk 
through your glue up.  I firmly 
believe in the glue up rehearsal 
to try and prevent error.  This 
table is best done with subas-
semblies.  Glue up the sides 
and slat then once dry glue 
the sides with the front rails to 
complete the assembly.

Check for square with each 
subassembly and then again 
after full assembly.

Test fit the side slat assembly 
and fit into the side frames

Now join the side assemblies 
together with the front rails 
and double check everything is 
square.

Use clamps to close the joints 
tightly and look for any gaps at 
the shoulders.  This will indicate 
possible out of square framing 
that may need to be addressed.



Spring Joints
Creating a slight hollow in the edge of the boards to be joined 
puts the panel in tension and keeps the end grain tight despite 
greater moisture exhange there.  
Start by match planing the folded together boards.  Once you have 
a flat edge ready to be joined take 1 to 2 passes in the middle third 
of the edge to create the hollow.
Be sure to test the joint and be able to close the gap with moder-
ate clamping pressure.

Shelves and Top Panels

More than 2 Boards in Your Panel?

You can still use spring joints but you want to reduce your depth 
of cut and thereby reduce the amount of hollow you create.  If 
every joint in the panel has a gap to close then it could create 
problems trying to close up 4 or 5 gaps in a single panel and put 
undue pressure on the entire panel causeing cupping.

Alternating clamps on the top and bottom of the panel can go a 
long way to keeping the panel flat furing glue up as well.

Panel Clamps

For the ultimate in flat panels, use a 
panel clamp.  Here I’m showing the 
shop made versions I made a few 
years ago using Veritas clamping 
hardware.  I have a video on The 
Renaissance Woodworker that uses 
some home grown hardware that 
works just as well and costs a frac-
tion of the Veritas hardware.  
The panel clamp provides a very 
small amount of pressure vertically 
and will ensure your panel joints 
stay flush and require very little 
planing out of the clamps to get a 
perfect flat panel. 



Hardware Installation
• Use a 3/4” Forstner bit to drill a 

recess in the top side rails of the ta-
ble.  This will take the figure 8 fast-
erner and allow the top to site flush 
with the top rail will also expand-
ing and contracting with seasonal 
movement.

• The bottom shelf can be done the 
same way but now the Figure 8s 
much be recessed into the front 
and back rails do to the height 
of the side rails.  If you install the 
Figure 8 then chisel out a bit more 
material in the lower rail the Figure 
8 and rotate forward and back to 
allow for wood movement .

• Shelf Pins are drilled at the halfway 
point between the top and bottom 
shelf.  Use a 5 mm drill bit or an eqi-
uvalent Imperial sized bit (drill test 
holes first in scrap)

• Mark a scrap board or rule to pre-
cisely locate the 4 holes at the same 
height

3 Sizes for 3 Panels
• Plane away glue squeeze out 

and level any uneven glue 
lines on all 3 panels.

• The bottom and floating shelf 
get planed down to 5/8” thick 
while the top is left at 3/4” 
thick.

• Aim to remove wood evenly 
from both faces on the thinner 
panels to mimize cupping.

• Floating shelf is sized to be 
flush with the legs

• Bottom shelf is 1/8” wider than 
the rails

• Top has a 1/2” overhang all the 
way around



Since this project is primarily painted we don’t need to worry 
too much about removing pencil marks and such.  This is a 
good time to break any sharp edges using a plane or sandpa-
per.  With the frame already glued up, sandpaper is the easiest 
solution.  At the same time we don’t have to do too much work 
here as the painted finish will blunt those corners quite a bit.

Remove all the hardware and if necessary mark the orientation 
of the top and the bottom shelf so you can line up your pre-
drilled holes after finish is done.

Smooth plane the top and sand the end grain sections to a 
higher grit in order to lessen the finish absorption there.

I used a General Finishes Milk Paint which is actually an acrylic 
based paint.  It does provide the same close to wood look and 
even can give you the somewhat chalky look of real milk paint.  
After about 3 coats however you will start to see more shine 
build up with the arylic binder.

Traditional milk paint absolutely requires a top coat of some-
thing else to bind the pigment to the surface anyway so regard-
less of whether you use the acrylic stuff or water and pigment 
stuff you will want to top coat everything with varnish to lock in 
the pigment.  
All told I used 3 coats of paint and 2 coats of Polycrylic, sanding 
with a 600 grit sanding sponge in between coats.

The top receives a natural clear coat and a dye to change the 
look of the Pine top.  
First I seal the wood to get a more even absorption of the pig-
ment in the dye.  Using dye over stain is a good choice because 
dye has much much smaller particles and will result in a a more 
even color.  Despite this I use “Blotch Control” as a seal coat for 
my first step.  Shellac could also be used as a sealer.  
Sand the seal coat back before applying the dye.
I used Transtine dye:  20 drops of Vintage Maple and 10 drops 
of Cordovan to give me the slightly amber Walnut look.  This is 
brushed on, let site for 10 minutes then wiped away.
Finally I top coated with 3 coats of EnduroVar.
I highly recommend a sample board to figure out your dye con-
centration and how much varnish you want to use.

Mixed Paint and Dye Varnish Finish




