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A Fresh Take on the Trestle Table
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As the design and production partner 
at New York Heartwoods, I set out to 
create furniture that looked elegant and 

handcrafted yet for business purposes had to be 
quick to build and simple to repeat. This trestle-
style table is the perfect example. The top is 
a gorgeous slab of 6/4 book-matched eastern 
black walnut. I didn’t want to distract from the 
beauty of that wood, so I designed a restrained, 
rectilinear base that complements the natural 
beauty of the top. The base joinery consists of 
half laps and bridle joints, with slight angles 
and tapers, and optional pegs to add interest. 

Feet and rails come first
Although the top is the focal point of the piece, 
construction starts with the base. To begin, lay 
out the joinery for the feet and the top cross 
rails. These pieces are the same length, which 
simplifies layout and reduces setup time. The 
cross rails and the feet each have two bridle 
joints separated by a 1⁄4-in. strip in the middle. 

A Fresh Take on the Trestle Table

A live edge and 
nontraditional joinery 

revamp a familiar form

B Y  M A R C U S  S O T O
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To purchase plans and 
a complete cutlist for 
this Live-Edge Trestle 

Table project, go to 
FineWoodworking.com/
PlanStore.

LOWER STRETCHER 
TOP VIEW

FOOT SIDE VIEW

Posts, 11⁄2 in. 
thick by 3 in. wide 
by 283⁄4 in. long

Stretcher, 2 in. thick by 31⁄4 in. 
wide by 64 in. long

Foot, 13⁄4 in. thick 
by 3 in. wide by 
30 in. long

Top cross rail, 
13⁄4 in. thick by 
13⁄4 in. wide by 
30 in. long

Top stretchers, 
13⁄4 in. thick by 
13⁄4 in. wide by 
68 in. long

Stretcher pegs, 
3⁄8 in. dia. by 
21⁄4 in. long

11⁄2 in.

Spline,1⁄4 in. thick 
by 15⁄16 in. wide by 
92 in. long

30 in.

96 in.

3 in.

563⁄4 in.

36 in.

15°
6 in.

6 in.

6 in.

11⁄2 in.
1⁄2 in.

1⁄2 in.

3 in.

11⁄2 in.

JOINERY DETAILS

TOP CROSS RAIL
SIDE VIEW

Relief, 3⁄16 in. deep

Trestle table

15° 15°

Dado, 3⁄16 in. 
deep

Dado, 1⁄2 in. 
deep

Notch, 13⁄8 in. deep 
by 13⁄8 in. wide

Notch, 21⁄2 in. deep 
by 13⁄8 in. wide

Dado, 3⁄8 in. 
deep

Dado, 7⁄8 in. 
deep

61⁄4 in.

16 in. 161⁄2 in. 16 in.

End of stretcher thinned 
to 11⁄2 in. thick. 

Soto pairs the natural beauty 
of a book-matched, live-edge 
top with a subtle 
base, adding 
new twists 
with the 
joinery and 
angle details.

Top, 11⁄4 in. thick by 36 in. 
wide by 96 in. long

1⁄4 in.

1⁄4 in.

3⁄8 in.

Dado, 3⁄16 in. deep

Cross support, 13⁄4 in. 
thick by 13⁄4 in. wide 
by 30 in. long
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Cut a bridle joint 
on the feet and 
top cross rails. 
Using a dado set, 
establish one 
shoulder of the 
joint by registering 
on the fence (top). 
Then slide the piece 
to register on the 
stop, cut the other 
shoulder, and waste 
out the middle. Flip 
the piece end for 
end to cut the dado 
on the other side of 
the spacer. Repeat 
the process on the 
other face of the 
workpiece. Finally, 
raise the dado 
blade and cut the 
deeper dadoes into 
the top of the feet 
and the bottom 
of the cross rails 
(bottom). 

FAST DADOES WITH CLEVER STOPS

Stretcher pegs, 
3⁄8 in. dia. by 
21⁄4 in. long

This creates an interest-
ing visual break between 
the posts without sacri-

ficing strength and rigidity. 
I cut the dadoes in the top cross 

rails and feet at the same time 
using a tablesaw and a series of 
stops. First cut the dadoes on both 
sides of the cross rails and around 
the feet. Next, raise the dado blade 
and cut the deeper dadoes on the 
top of the feet and the bottom of 
the cross rails. These deeper da-
does lock in the bridle joint and 
create more purchase.

The spacer strips on the cross 
rails and feet are vulnerable short-
grain pieces, and are not strictly 
necessary. Personally, I leave the 
strips, but I make certain to use 
caution during dry-fits and glue-
ups to avoid snapping them off.

Tackle the posts and stretcher
To finish the bridle joints, the two-
piece posts need to be notched on 

15°

Cut half laps on the stretcher. This piece is long 
and heavy, so Soto sets up a stop on a miter gauge 
and cuts the closest edge of the notch on one side, 
flips to the other face and cuts the opposite side, 
flips to the other end, and repeats. Then he resets 
the stop to cut the farthest edge of the notch and 
repeats. Finally, he wastes away the middle.
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Pegs are a design detail. Locate and drill holes in the posts (left). Dry-fit the feet, stretcher, and posts, and 
use a brad-point bit to mark the peg location in the stretcher (right). Disassemble and drill the stretcher.

the top and bottom to accept the 
top cross rail and foot. I cut the 
notch with the post upright on 
the tablesaw in a jig that slides 
on the tablesaw fence. I cut the 
two cheeks, cut out the waste 
on the bandsaw, and then finish 
up the flat between the cheeks at 
the bench. I undercut the middle 
slightly to ensure a tight fit. 

Next I cut the half-laps connect-
ing the posts to the lower stretcher. 
First I cut the stretcher to length. 
It’s long, so I use a jig to keep the 
stock from tipping down. When 
laying out the joint, make sure you 
compensate for the 1⁄4-in. spacer 
that will separate the two halves 

HALF LAPS 
AND BRIDLE 
JOINTS ON 
THE POSTS

Tablesaw, 
bandsaw, chisel. 
Each post gets 
notched on the 
top and bottom 
to complete the 
bridle joint on the 
top cross rail and 
foot. With the post 
on end in a jig on 
the tablesaw (left), 
cut the two cheeks. 
Then cut out the 
center waste on the 
bandsaw (above)
and finish up the 
flat between the 
cheeks at the 
bench (left). 
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Lay out the joinery for the grid. Dry-assemble the base, mark the locations for all the half laps on the 
intersecting pieces, and cut them on the tablesaw.

Pegs are a design detail. Locate and drill holes in the posts (left). Dry-fit the feet, stretcher, and posts, and 
use a brad-point bit to mark the peg location in the stretcher (right). Disassemble and drill the stretcher.

of the posts. I use a dado set to 
cut the joint. 

Now use a 3⁄8-in.-dia. brad-point 
bit to drill holes for the pegs that 
go through the posts.

Time for dry-fitting 
and fine-tuning
Clean up and fit all the joints at the 
bench. After the joints are satisfac-
tory, dry-fit all the parts. then mark 
for the peg holes in the stretcher 
with the bit you used to drill the 
holes in the posts. 

Next, lay out the half laps joining 
the top stretchers to the cross rails 
and cross supports. Cut 15° bevels 
on the ends of the cross rails, the 
cross supports, and top stretchers. 
I use a chopsaw and then clean 
up the ends with a sanding block.

Now back to the feet. use a tem-
plate to mark the tapers on the top 
of each foot. I cut the angles on the 
bandsaw and clean up the band-
saw marks with a block plane and 
sanding block. 

you’ll want to relieve the bottoms 
of the feet so that there are few-
er points of contact on the floor. 
I come in about 6 in. from each 
side and then stop in the middle 
where the post touches the floor. 
I relieve 3⁄16 in. from the bottom, 
making sure to score both sides 
of the foot to reduce tearout. I use 

Half-lap grid supports tHe top

Feet get tapered and relieved. Cut the taper with a bandsaw and clean up the surfaces with a plane and 
sanding block. Then relieve the bottoms with a dado blade and two stops on the tablesaw.

Angle and thin the end of the stretchers. After cutting the angle on each end of the stretcher on the 
miter saw, use the tablesaw to trim the block beyond the half lap. With the blade fully raised, rip in and back 
out (left). Snap off the thin waste (right) and clean up with a block plane.

add interest 
witH subtle 
tapers and 
angles

Tablesaw, 
bandsaw, chisel. 
Each post gets 
notched on the 
top and bottom 
to complete the 
bridle joint on the 
top cross rail and 
foot. With the post 
on end in a jig on 
the tablesaw (left), 
cut the two cheeks. 
Then cut out the 
center waste on the 
bandsaw (above)
and finish up the 
flat between the 
cheeks at the 
bench (left). 
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Prefinish the inside of the posts. Because the space between the 
posts is so narrow, you must finish the inside of the posts and the 
spacers between them before assembly.

Stretcher, posts, and feet. The first step of the glue-up is to sandwich 
the stretcher in between the posts and add the two feet.

stops on either end of the miter-
gauge fence and hog out the waste 
with a dado set, making sure the 
blade comes up to the score line. 
I use a backer piece to reduce 
tearout even  further. 

Drill holes through the stretcher 
with the 3⁄8-in. brad point bit that 
was used to mark the location 
of the pegs. Then, drill and elon-
gate the holes for the screws to 
attach the top. 

Sand and glue it up
Before assembly, I finish-sand and 
apply finish to the inside surfac-
es between the posts and to the 
spacers themselves, being careful 
to avoid getting finish on any of 
the joinery. For the glue-up, I like 
to use a slower-setting glue to al-
low myself a little more time and a 
lot less stress. Titebond III is good 
for this. 

It can be a little tricky getting all 
the parts together at once, so a dry 
run is a good idea. I do not glue 
in the top stretchers and the cross 
supports. I like to leave these dry 
for transportation and any tricky 
doorways or tight corners that may 
have to be worked around during 
a delivery. I do dry-fit them dur-
ing glue-up to help keep things 
aligned. 

Last, add the four pegs that come 
in halfway through the leg on each 

PREFINISH AND PUT I T  ALL  TOGETHER

Add the top 
cross rails. Glue 
and tap the cross 
rails into place 
(right). Dry-fit the 
top stretchers 
(below) and the 
cross supports. 
These pieces 
help keep things 
aligned during 
the glue-up, but 
leave them dry 
so the table can 
be disassembled 
for transportation 
and maneuvering 
through tricky 
doorways or tight 
corners. 
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side, protruding slightly. I make my 
own and pre-finish them. I ebon-
ize the ends that will protrude 
and mask off the ends that will be 
glued in.

Top it off
For this tabletop, I used book-
matched planks of black walnut 
that are about 18 in. wide. I made 
a router jig to flatten the top and 
edge-glued the two pieces togeth-
er. Generally, with tabletops I like 
to add a spline between the two 
pieces for alignment and reinforce-
ment. Alternatively, you can use 
Dominoes or biscuits. I also used 
a spring joint for the edges. 

Finally, I used Osmo Polyx-Oil 
for the finish (see Finish Line, pp. 
76–77). I used four coats on the top 
and two on the base. When work-
ing with walnut, I wet-sand the first 
coat to fill in the grain. I find this 
helps with spills and overall dura-
bility. □

Marcus Soto is design and production 
partner at New York Heartwoods in 
Kingston, N.Y. He also is the owner 
of Sojen Design, a custom furniture 
company located in the Hudson Valley.

PAIR A SUBTLE NATURAL EDGE 
WITH THE ANGULAR BASE

Full spline 
between boards. 
Soto prefers a 
full spline (above) 
over Dominoes or 
biscuits because 
it’s easier to align 
the pieces in the 
glue- up with a full 
spline. Because 
Soto chose boards 
without too much 
wave, he doesn’t 
have to use 
shaped cauls when 
clamping (left). He 
does put shims into 
any cracks that will 
get butterfly keys 
so the clamping 
pressure doesn’t 
affect them. 
Screw the top to 
the base through 
elongated holes in 
the cross supports 
underneath (bottom 
left).
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