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Kentucky Sideboard

Kentucky furniture is a style all its own, marked by solid, honest construction with a trace of whimsy in its ornamentation.

by Warren A. May
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Warren A. May has been crafting solid-wood furniture and mountain dulcimers for more than 25 years. His showroom and dulcimer workshop is located at 110 Center St., on the College Square in Berea, the arts and crafts capital of Kentucky.

PHOTOS BY AL PARRISH



It’s unlikely you’ll find the “Kentucky Style” listed in any furniture-design textbook, but it’s real. I’ve spent the last 15 years tracking down examples of this 18th- and 19th-century furniture style to study and incorporate elements of it into my own furniture pieces.

Kentucky furniture is less ornate than the pieces produced in the cities of its day, and this befits its frontier heritage. One of the things that sets Kentucky furniture off from other vernacular forms is the inlay that adorns the drawers and legs. While I’ve seen some examples of the Kentucky style with complex inlay designs, most times the inlay is simple and understated.

The furniture itself is usually made using walnut or cherry, two woods that are common in most parts of the Bluegrass state.

I’ve been building the sideboard design shown here for a number of years, and it has been received enthusiastically by my customers – no matter which side of the Mason-Dixon line they’re from. A three-drawer version also is popular, and it is an easy change should you prefer that arrangement.

This sideboard is built using straightforward joinery and requires only 2″-square material for the legs. In deciding which inlay design to use, I pay careful attention to the wood grain, looking for the perfect flow of grain and contour. Just as with the authentic pieces of Kentucky-style furniture built in the 1700s and 1800s, I let hand-carved knobs and inlaid diamond escutcheons add a special flair.
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I’ve made a simple mortising jig to help me locate the mortises in the sideboard legs. The jig is made from a piece of oriented strand board (OSB) and a couple of stop blocks screwed to the OSB that position the part to be mortised. A handscrew secures the leg against the stop block. I use a ⅜″ spiral bit and my router’s template guide to rout the mortise in several passes.
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Begin Construction

If you’re interested in making your own version of this piece, I encourage you to try the inlay details. But if the sideboard itself is what you’re after, I’ve offered the article in two sections. The main article shows you how to make the case, while the side-story explains the inlay work.

Start building the case by first marking the legs for the mortise-and-tenon joints in the face frame. These are the only mortise-and-tenon joints in the piece. The back and sides are held in place on the legs using biscuits.

To mark the mortise and tenon locations, measure down 2″ from the top of each leg and mark for the top rail. Then measure another 7″ down to define the drawer space and the location of the top of the lower rail. Go ahead and measure another 2½″ and 4¼″ from the drawer space. The 2½″ mark is the bottom edge of the mortise, while the 4¼″ mark defines the starting point of the leg taper where it meets the lower rail. See the illustration for details. The legs themselves taper on the two inside faces to 1″ square at the foot. You should cut the taper prior to assembly using either a band saw or table saw.
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The mortises are ⅜″ × 1½″ long × ½″ deep and positioned so the front frame pieces are flush to the front of the legs. When making the mortises, add an extra [image: image]″ to the depth to ensure the tenons’ shoulders seat tight against the legs. Cut the mortises in the legs and in the rails, which are for the center face-frame stile.

Now cut the tenons on the two face-frame rails and center stile, and use the scaled diagrams to cut the scrollwork on the lower face-frame rail. Shape the transition from the rail to the leg.

If you’re going to add inlay work to your sideboard, you should skip ahead to the section titled “Inlay, Kentucky Style” at this time and do the work on the legs prior to gluing up the carcase.

Now turn your attention to the two ends of the cabinet. The end panels are glued between the legs with the grain running vertically. With the panels glued up, crosscut the top edge to create a clean, straight line. Then mark on the ends where the legs should intersect – it’s the same point where the scrollwork intersects the legs on the front.

Sketch the scrollwork pattern on the ends and cut it to shape on the band saw. Now glue the end panels between the legs, flush to the outside surface of the legs (this is a long-grain joint, but you can use biscuits to help align everything), and let things dry while you work on the back.

The back is a solid panel with the grain running horizontally and is biscuited between the back legs, again flush to the outside of the back legs. Cut a pattern on the back that is similar to the pattern on the bottom face-frame rail, but without the diamond-shaped cutout or the horns beneath the drawers.
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After shaping the pattern on the bottom edge of the two ends, they can be glued between the two legs. I used two pieces of scrap wood to protect the legs during glue-up, but I always end up a hand short during these operations. So I taped the scrap pieces to the legs to keep them in place, hands-free. After the end assembly is dry, I took advantage of the ability to still lay the end flat and used a chip-carving knife to soften the edges of the scroll-work by adding a slight bevel.



With the end assemblies, back and front frame ready, sand all your case parts and then glue the front frame, end assemblies and back together. Measure diagonally from leg to leg to determine if the case is square.

Supporting the Drawers

The drawer support frame is next. Notch the support frame front between the front legs so it fits tight against the bottom face frame rail. Now notch the two support frame ends around the back legs. These pieces should fit between the front support rail and be just short of the back. Overall you want the frame to be ⅛″ shy of the rear legs and back to allow for wood movement in the end pieces.

The drawer support frame is assembled and attached to the case using screws. First drill and ream out a few holes in the support frame ends. The sloppy holes allow for wood movement. Now drill several holes through the support frame front that allow you to attach it to the bottom face-frame rail. Now use screws to attach the front, ends and center support together as shown in the photo at right.
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The support frame is screwed together after being notched to fit inside the assembled carcase. Remember to leave space for wood movement on the end pieces. Also, it’s important for smooth drawer operation that the support frame pieces are flush on the top surface. I clamped a scrap piece carefully across the joint during assembly to make sure the frame remained flush.



Glue and screw the support frame to the bottom face-frame rail, and screw the support frame ends to the end panels. Fasten the center support to the back with a cleat. The cleat is screwed to the back, above the center support, then screwed to the support, again using slotted holes to allow for movement.

Now notch and install the drawer kickers (which support the tops of the drawers). Attach these flush to the bottom edge of the top face-frame rail. Use the same method you used to attach the support frame end pieces.

Now is the ideal time to add the mounting cleats that attach the top to the case. Glue these cleats flush to the top of the case to the back and the top face-frame rail. Drill holes in the cleats and kickers so you can screw the top in place. Note that there’s no need to ream out these holes to allow for wood movement. The case will expand and contract from front to back thanks to the vertical grain of the ends.

Before you attach the top, you should build the drawers. You need to screw in some drawer guides and stops, and that’s easier to do with the top off.

Drawers

Matched drawer fronts are a nice touch for this cabinet. Select a board wide and long enough to yield both drawer fronts. The drawers are of classical construction, using half-blind dovetails on the front-to-sides joint, and through-dovetails at the back. I hand-cut my dovetails, but it’s up to you how you proceed from here.

The drawer bottoms are solid [image: image]″-thick panels, fit into grooves cut ¼″ up from the bottom of the drawer front and sides. The back is [image: image]″ narrower than the sides, so the bottom can be slipped in from the rear, then attached to the drawer back. Once the drawers are built, screw in drawer runners to the support frame. Then screw ¼″-thick stops that keep the drawer fronts aligned with the front of the face frame.

With the drawers fit, it’s time to get the top ready to attach. The top is a simple flat panel, glued up as necessary to make the needed width. It extends over the front edge of the carcase by ⅝″, and ¾″ over each end and is held flush to the back.
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Once the carcase is assembled, add the top cleats and fit the drawer guides and stops. This is much easier to do without the top attached, so save that for the last.



Make a back splash the same length as the carcase, screwing and gluing the splash to the top. The splash can be a simple large arch, or you can add a design of your choosing. Attach the top by screwing it to the cabinet through the two drawer kickers and the two cleats glued in earlier.

Adding a Finish

To finish the piece I used an oil finish to start. I applied one coat of oil, then let that dry for five days. I then sprayed two coats of lacquer sanding sealer, sanding with 240-grit sandpaper between coats, then I added another two coats of semi-gloss lacquer, rubbing out the final coat with #0000 steel wool. As a last touch I wiped the entire piece down with a layer of spray wax.


Inlay, Kentucky-style

Now you have the basic information to create a simple, but attractive sideboard. By adding some inlay to the piece, it comes to life.

My trailing vine and bellflower inlays have been most challenging. Even with routers, chisels and a variety of modern tools it is still slow work, but it is worth the effort.

Try line inlay with an Xacto knife with two blades in it. Or you can also rout a groove. I made a simple following template with a gentle curve, then I use a Rotozip with an added base with a strip of slick stuff on the bottom - a small guide slightly larger than the ground bits makes it easy to follow a curve.
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Next I cut a straight piece of rock maple in the table saw and rip it with a backing board on the band saw, slightly wider than the depth of the groove. I then glue the strip in place, using the head of my chisel to push the strip into place a section at a time. It usually looks better than you think it should.

[image: image]

If you’re a beginner, try simple leaves. I start by cutting football shapes from a contrasting wood with a sharp gouge. I then cut the recess with the same tool and glue the “leaves” or “petals” in place.

Another method is to cut a leaf, diamond or bellflower design in a 2″-thick piece of maple, then resaw the piece to the desired thickness on the band saw.

[image: image]

All of the inlays require a certain amount of hand-fitting. By leaving the inlay pieces proud of the surface, they’re easier to handle, and I can complete the entire section before sanding everything flush. The bellflower has a second step. I use a torch to lightly burn the edges of the inlay to apply shading before gluing them in place in their recesses.

Don’t be afraid to experiment, but you might want to make your first few attempts on test pieces rather than on a finished piece of furniture. You’ll be surprised how easy it is.
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Spice Cabinet

by Jim Stack

I designed this spice rack with visual movement in mind. Visual movement is an important consideration when designing furniture or cabinetry. The coves on the front and sides of the top and bottom parts of this spice cabinet guide your eye around the cabinet. Also, your eye will follow the angled doors to see where they go.

This cabinet is made of white pine, which was purchased at a local home-improvement center in the form of 1×10s that were 8′ in length. The wider boards are more likely to have knot-free wood, or at least more wood that’s clear and usable.

Originally, I was going to make door frames and install glass panels. Instead, I saw some honey-colored wood in one of the boards that just begged to be made into panels for the doors.

Basic woodworking skills are all that you need to make this cabinet. I used only a table saw and a router. I fit the doors with a hand plane after using the table saw to cut the bevels on the edges. After sanding the whole cabinet with 220-grit sandpaper, I finished the inside of the cabinet with thinned (about 400 percent) shellac. It will smell good every time the cabinet is opened. The outside of the cabinet was finished with two light coats of wipe-on polyurethane.
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STEP 1 Start this project by cutting out the top/bottom parts. Cut the parts to the width and length shown in the materials list. Then lay out the front angles. Temporarily join the two parts together with double-stick tape. Cut them using a jigsaw or band saw. Smooth the saw cuts using a hand plane or power jointer. Finally, draw the rest of the cabinet on the top. Cut out the inner top/bottom and the sides, using these lines as your guides for sizing the parts. This ensures they will all fit together properly.
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STEP 2 Cut the ½″ × ½″ rabbets on the back edges of the sides using a dado stack set up in your table saw. You could also cut these rabbets with a single blade by first standing the parts on edge and making the first cut. Then lay the parts flat and make the second cut to remove the material to create the rabbet. If you use a dado stack, you’ll need to attach a sacrificial fence to the table saw fence because the dado blades will cut slightly into the fence.
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STEP 3 Use biscuits and glue to join the inner top/bottom to the sides.
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STEP 4 When gluing the sides to the inner top/bottom parts, double-check the cabinet for squareness.
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STEP 5 Cut enough boards to create the back of the cabinet. Using several individual boards to make the back rather than making it one solid piece minimizes the seasonal movement in the wood. Make the shiplap joints using the same dado setup you used in step 2. Then attach the back boards with a single 1¼″ drywall screw in the center top and bottom of each one. Use no glue.
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STEP 6 Cut the cove on the ends and front of the top/bottom parts, using a router. To give the cove more visual interest, cut it asymmetrically. (See the illustration for details.)




[image: image]

STEP 7 Glue the top/bottom parts to the cabinet.
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STEP 8 Cut out the door parts. Using a single blade, cut a ¼″-wide by ¾″-deep groove in the center of the stiles and rails. To center the groove, make the first cut slightly off center. Then flip the part end for end and make the second cut to create the groove.
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STEP 9 Cut ¼″-wide by ¾″-long tenons on the rails by setting the fence to the length of the tenon. Nibble the wood with the saw blade, then flip the rail over to complete the tenon. This will automatically center the tenon on the rail. Fit the tenons first using some scrap wood.
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STEP 10 Use the router to cut the cove on the door panels. You could also raise the panels by cutting a 12° bevel on the panel edges.
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STEP 11 When assembling the doors, glue them up on a flat surface. Apply glue only on the frame joints. Let the panel float in the frame.
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STEP 12 Make a router jig to cut the mortises for the door hinges. (See “Jig for Routing a Hinge Mortise” on the next page.) The depth of the mortise will dictate the spacing between the door and the cabinet side.
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STEP 13 This is the bird’s-eye view of









Jig for Routing a Hinge Mortise
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