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This hybrid design holds
work any which way you
want it to.
Good design is little more than selective
thievery. This workbench is a good
example of that. A combination of features
from several historic forms, ranging from
the Roubo to the Workmate, becomes a
new form, suited to being the center of a
modern woodworking shop.

I’ve never seen a workbench that I was
entirely happy with. I have love/hate
relationships with many common features.
I like tool trays, but hate the way shavings
and other detritus collects in them.

I want to be able to clamp work quickly,
but speed means nothing if the clamping
isn’t solid and secure. Good design is also
the art of compromise, finding the happy
medium between extremes.

This bench began with the idea of building
a reproduction of an English Nicholson
bench. The Nicholson was popular in
Colonial America, and variations of it
appeared in woodworking books until the
1920s. The dominant feature on the
Nicholson is a wide front apron, which
allows work to be secured to the front of
the bench as well as to the top.

The drawback to the extended apron is that
it limits the ability to clamp down to the
top of the bench from the edge. I narrowed
and lowered the apron so I could clamp
work to the bench in two directions. I was
also intrigued by the knock-down joinery
on some of the historic Nicholson benches.
While I don’t plan on moving my bench
very often, I decided to make it in
manageable chunks, to ease the process of
making it and assembling it.

The design is based on function in the
completed bench, and also on the process
of making, moving and maintaining it. The
tools I used to make it are basic home-
shop equipment – a 10″ hybrid table saw, a
6″ jointer and a 12″ “lunchbox” planer.
And I didn’t need a bench to build my
bench. I made the top first, then placed
that on a pair of horses.

Getting It Straight,
One Part at a
Time

A disposable paint roller appliesan even coat of
yellow glue quickly. Apply the glue to one side of
the lamination only. Doing both sides wastes time

and glue.

The best reason for assembling the top of
the bench first is that when it is complete,
it can be put to work  to fabricate and
assemble all the other parts. It’s almost as
good as having a place to sit down when
you’re halfway through building a chair.

I began with rough 8/4 ash lumber, and
picked through my stock for the straightest
pieces to use for the top. After running one
edge over the jointer, I ripped each piece
to a rough width of 3¼”. Then I dressed
one face of each piece flat on the jointer.
When I had 14 pieces ready, I moved to
the planer.

I wanted the stock to be at least 1 7⁄8”
thick, but stopped milling when I had two
clean faces. Each half of the top consists
of six pieces glued face to face, and
leaving the parts as thick as possible
allowed me to maximize the width. If the
stock had ended up thinner than planned, I
would have added a seventh piece. The
goal was to have the halves of the top
finish at least 11½” wide, but less than
12″.

The length of the bench was also a
variable. I wanted a minimum length of
84″, but I was able to get clean lengths of
90″ from the 8′-long rough material. After
all the parts were milled, I let them sit over
a weekend to be sure the wood wasn’t
going to move or warp.

I began laminating the top boards in pairs
glued face to face. To keep them flat, I
clamped them together on the strongest,
straightest surface available: an I-beam
made of ¾”-thick plywood. I let each pair
sit in the clamps for at least four hours,
and let them all sit for 24 hours to allow
the glue to dry.

Back to Milling,
then Serious
Gluing

This bench was designed around available
machinery. After cleaning one surface with a

handplane, the opposite surface is planed on a
portable machine.

I ran the edges of each glued pair over the
jointer to get a straight, square edge on
each lamination. I then ran the boards on
edge through the planer. Once again, I
stopped when I had two clean surfaces
rather than taking the boards to a specific
thickness.

The cleaned-up pairs were slightly over
my planned 3″ thickness, but I would still
need to remove some material after gluing
up each top section. How much to remove
would depend on how well these pieces
went together.

I set two long boards between my horses,
and placed square boards across them,
about a foot apart. This gave me a nice
level surface to work on, and provided the
ability to reach around, over or under the
tops as I was setting the clamps. A test-
stacking of three pairs of boards gave me
the confidence to glue each half-top
section in one go.

With nearly every clamp in the shop
standing by, I spread yellow glue on one
face of two of the parts with a 3″-wide
paint roller. With an even coat of glue
applied, I turned the parts 90˚ and starting
tightening the clamps, working from the
center out to the ends.

Trimming the top halves to final length is within
the capacity of this 12″ sliding compound miter

saw.

Wooden handscrews across the ends of the
glue joints prevented the parts from sliding
out of place. I removed any glue squeeze-
out with a wet rag and a scraper, and let
the pieces sit in the clamps overnight.

Because I had carefully milled the parts
before gluing, and glued carefully on a flat
surface, the tops were in good shape
coming out of the clamps. I knocked down
the high spots with a handplane to get a
flat surface, and ran the assembled tops
through the portable thickness planer.

Leaving the top halves less than 12″ wide
allowed me to use this small machine for
surfacing. At some point in the future I
may need to resurface the top, and the
little planer will always be an option. This
strategy also allowed me to cut each top
half to length with my sliding compound
miter saw.

The Structure
Down Below

​Profile

Joinery on a bench is on a different scale
than joinery for furniture. The parts are
larger, and the emphasis is more on
function and strength than appearance.
The legs are two pieces glued face to face,
and each pair of legs is connected with an
upper and a lower stretcher with mortise-
and-tenon joints.

After laying out the tenon locations on the
stretchers, lines are transferred to mark the

matching mortises on the inner parts of the legs.

The legs and stretchers are assembled into
units, and the two ends are connected with
rails running the length of the bench. The
large scale of the components made it
possible to locate joints for the knock-
down connections in the outer halves of
the legs, and these joints were cut before
the legs were laminated together.

In furniture I use through-tenons to show
off, but in this bench I used them to make
life easier. The mortises are only cut in the
inner half of each leg. After laying out the
joints, I removed most of the waste at the
drill press with a ¾”-diameter Forstner bit.

Working on my new benchtops placed on
horses, I used a chisel to square the
mortises to the layout lines. I then cut the
tenons to fit the mortises. I cut most of the
shoulders by hand, but also cut some on
the table saw to compare techniques. The
hand-cut shoulders were a bit neater, and
didn’t take much longer to make. After
cutting the shoulders, I removed the waste
around the tenons at the table saw, using
the miter gauge to guide the boards across
a stack-dado set.

A bit of chisel work cleans up the mortises to the
layout lines at top and bottom. Widening the sides

allows an easier fit and stronger joint with the
addition of wedges.

With a shoulder plane and rasp, I fine-
tuned the fit of the joints. After tweaking a
couple to a perfect fit, I realized I could
make the tenons narrow in width, widen
the outside of the mortises with a quick
chisel cut, then secure the joints from
outside with wedges.

This saved time, and gave stronger joints.
With the tenons wedged, they can’t pull
out of the mortises. After letting the glue
dry, I trimmed the wedges with a flush-
cutting saw, followed by a block plane.

Great Big
Dovetails

I think it’s faster to cut the shoulders by hand and
avoid exacting setups on a machine. It’s just a

matter of cutting to the lines.

It’s easy to think of dovetails as decorative
joints, but there are many practical reasons
for using this joint to hold the ends of the
bench together. Most of the stress on a
bench in use is end to end, and the wedged
shape of the rail-to-leg joints can’t be
pulled apart. In fact, if you push the base
of this bench from the end, the joints
tighten rather than loosen.

The dovetails also serve to positively
locate and align the parts during final
assembly. As the joints come together,
they fit where they fit; it isn’t possible to
put them together in the wrong place.

After making the male part of the joint, the socket
is laid out directly from the finished part. Simply

lay the rail in position, line up the top and knife in
the angled line.

Both upper and lower dovetail joints are
half-lapped with the outer portion of the
leg. The lower joint is on the inside of the
leg and is a half dovetail; the other half of
the joint is a removable wedge. The upper
joint is on the outside of the leg and
secured by a lag bolt.

After cutting the shoulders by hand, I
removed the waste with the stack dado on
the table saw, and used a roller stand to
support the long workpieces. The angled
cuts were made with a jigsaw.

After fitting the dovetail for the lower rail, a
matching wedge is cut and fit. Thanks to working

on only half the leg, this process is entirely visible.

I smoothed out the waste left by the dado
cutters with a chisel, shoulder plane and
rasp, then marked the locations of the
sockets on the outer legs directly from the
tails. I cut the angled ends of the sockets
with a backsaw, and removed most of the
waste in between at the table saw.

The dovetails on the ends of the horizontal rails
are half-lapped. I removed most of the material

with a stack dado set on the table saw. An
adjustable roller stand supports the other end of

the long parts.

The remaining waste was removed with a
chisel, followed by a shoulder plane. Then
I used a plane maker’s float to achieve a
flat bottom on these joints. The upper
joints need to be equal in thickness so that
the outer surfaces of the legs and rails will
be flush when the bench is assembled.

​Plan

Down at the lower rail, the tail needs to be
thinner than the socket so that the end of
the rail can easily pass through the socket
in the leg. The socket also needs to be
wide enough to allow the square end of the
rail to enter the narrow portion of the joint,
then drop down into place.

​Leg Detail

This requires some fussing, but because
the outer half of the leg is loose at this
point, it’s easy to see what is going on
while adjusting the joint. After fitting the
lower portion of the tail, I cut and fit the
removable wedges.
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