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The main living quarters for both Sisters and Brethren 
was completed in 1830. In it are twin staircases that lead 
to the retiring rooms. The two sexes were under the same 
roof, but completely separate from each other in almost 
every part of daily life.      
“Photo courtesy of Hancock Shaker Village, Pittsfield, MA.”

The iconic round stone barn is the most recognized building on 
the village grounds. In 2009 it was painted to reflect how believ-
ers would have experienced it in 1865.

By the turn of the decade following Mother Ann 
Lee’s visit in 1783, the Massachusetts Shaker com-
munity known as Hancock began its existence. From 
a small gathering of dedicated followers, many of 
whom donated the land on which the community 
was founded, the fledgling utopia began to grow. In 
1830 the congregation’s numbers had reached just 
more than 300, with a total of around 3,000 acres 
being worked.

In 1826, a short four years before its peak, the 
community completed building its iconic round 
stone barn for use in its dairy industry. Additionally, 
Shaker “Believers” were involved with basketry, 
broom making and woodworking – the community 
built its own water-powered mills for grinding grains 
and sawing the wood. 

By the 1930s, as the number of believers dwindled 
to near 50 members (mostly women and orphaned 
girls), land was being sold off and original buildings 
on the property were being torn down. In 1960 it was 

no longer possible for 
those who still lived 
and worked in the 
community to con-
tinue, so the remain-
ing land and buildings 
were sold to a conser-

vation group that was determined to keep the 
Shaker way of life preserved.

Today, the Hancock community is the 
largest Shaker museum in size and study in 
the East. It sits on 1,400 of the original 3,000 
acres. Travel west out of Pittsfield, Mass. on 
route 20 and you’ll see the community’s Brick 
Dwelling, built in 1830, on the left side of the 
road. (Learn more about the village at the 
Hancock Shaker Village website.)

During its heyday, Hancock needed, built 
and used many different styles of small 
benches and stools. This stool is modeled 
from a circa 1830 design which is part of the 
collection at the Shaker Museum in Old Cha-
tham, New York. 

http://360woodworking.com
http://hancockshakervillage.org/
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Begin at the Top
With only three major pieces and four braces used 
to build this stool, there is little expense – either 
money or time – involved to purchase and prepare 
the materials for the stool. As is always the case, 
milling the top and ends should be the first priority. 
(For more information on proper milling techniques, 
click here.) 

Mill the top to thickness and 
length, leaving it a 1/4" over-wide. 
Mill the ends to width and length, 
leaving them about a 1/32" over-thick 
to allow each to be fit into dados cut 
in the underside of the top. (Dados 
add strength to the stool and help to 
register the ends for a symmetrical 
design.) The braces are also milled to 
sizes according to the cut list. I make 
an extra brace to use during setup. 

There are many different meth-
ods used to make dados. An age-old 
technique is to saw the two edges 
that define the dado, then remove 
the material using a chisel or router 
plane. Many woodworkers begin by 
using a dado stack set to the proper 

Preparation of materials – three panels and four braces – is easy. And it’s 
easy on the pocket. Square panels come straight off a shop-made panel 
cutter.  

thickness – I find this technique cumbersome to set 
the exact thickness of cut. Plus, I don’t like to waste 
time changing blades on my table saw. My choice is 
to use a straightedge and a router with a top-mount-
ed bearing router bit installed. In this case, I’m using 
a  5/8"-diameter bit. 

Lay out the location for the dados, staying equal 
distance from the top’s ends. You need to lay in both 
sides of your dado. I find it best to measure in the 

proper length from the ends of 
my top, then move out an ad-
ditional 5/8" to set the width of 
my dado. Use a square to draw 
lines on the underside of the 
top at the appropriate marks. 

With the lines marked, 
clamp a straightedge to the 
left side of the dado (always 
work with the fence set to the 
left of your cut when using 
a handheld router). Set your 
depth of cut at 1/8" , making 
sure the bearing rides against 
the straightedge. With your 
router riding on the straight-
edge, bring the tool’s speed up 
before moving the bit against 
the straightedge and into the 
workpiece. 

As the dado is cut, move 
with a consistent speed with-

Even though a sharp router bit should produce a clean cut, there is a chance 
for blow-out as the bit exits the workpiece. But with an over-wide panel, we 
can handle any mishap should one occur. 

http://360woodworking.com
http://360woodworking.com/machine-milling-mastery/
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out taxing the router or bit. Continue 
the dado from edge to edge, slowing 
the cut as you exit the top, then cut 
the second dado at the opposite end. 
A sharp router bit should produce 
a clean cut, but there is a chance of 
blow-out as you exit the cut. 

There are a couple of ways to 
eliminate or take care of blow-out 
if you experience it as you work. To 
eliminate the problem, clamp a scrap 
tight to the edge of the top the rout-
er bit exits the cut. To clean up any 
problems if they arise, leave your top 
overwide then remove any blow-out 
as you bring the top to final width. I 
find this method easier, which is why 
I leave the top over-wide from the 
outset.

Precise dado widths, in this case 5/8", are guaranteed when you use a 
top-mount bearing guided pattern bit. Works every time. 

http://360woodworking.com
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Fit Your Ends
With the dados cut in the top, take the time to work 
the ends for a snug fit. A scraper, plane or sander 
should be all it takes to achieve a snug fit. If you prep 
your boards using  power tools, I’d resist the urge to 
make another light pass through your planer – that’s 
a surefire way to destroy the workpiece faces as the 
blades lightly scrape, instead of cut, the surface.

Because there are two thicknesses with which to deal, there are two 
combination square settings needed for accurate work. The setting 
for the top is  3/4 " while the end requires 5/8"   .  

After the half-circles are laid out on the ends, a quick trip to a bandsaw 
cuts out the waste. Clean up is simple if you stay close to your line. 

At the bottom of the ends is 
a simple half-circle cutout. Use 
the plans to set your compass 
and lay out the location needed. 
Draw the half circle onto the 
workpieces. Because I’m build-
ing only one stool for my shop, 
I’ll simply use my bandsaw to 
cut close to the lines, staying 
always on the waste side. A 
spindle sander is best to clean 
up and smooth the sawn lines. 
Work slowly to get to the layout 
line without sanding beyond. 
The idea is to present a fair 
curve. 

If I were planning to build 
many of these stools for cus-
tomers or gifts to friends, 
I’d take the time to create a 

pattern. Patterns are easy to make – you’re shap-
ing a single thinner material to size instead of two 
thicker workpieces. Plus, they are simple to use. 
Remove the waste material staying away from your 
layout line, clamp the pattern in place then guide a 
router and pattern bit around the arc to true the final 
shape.

The two ends are spaced 161/4"  apart, so get-
ting them identical in shape is not so important. If, 

however, your aim is to do just 
that, then you could use the first 
end to shape the second. This also 
involves using a router and pat-
tern bit – you’re just using the first 
shaped end as a pattern.

Brace for Strength
At this point you have three pieces 
assembled, but they are not sup-
ported beyond the shallow dado. 
Certainly not a stool on which 
you should be standing or sitting. 
The strength comes from the four 
braces set diagonal across the in-
tersection of the ends and top. The 
remaining steps to cut and fit the 
braces are easily accomplished us-
ing hand saws if you wish. I prefer 
to use a combination of hand and 
power tools.

http://360woodworking.com
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Click Image Below To Play Video In Adobe Reader

The ends of the braces are cut at 
45°. To me, the easiest way to make 
these cuts is at my miter saw. (A mi-
ter box also does the job.) These cuts 
are important and should be square 
and clean, but small imperfections 
can be erased after each is fit to the 
stool.

Remaining cuts to form the braces 
need to be square if you’re looking 
for tight joinery, so I turn to my table 
saw. Tilt your blade to 45° then make 
a cut to verify its accuracy. Even 
partial degrees off of 45° could cause 
your stool to lean. 

Set combination square to the 
top’s thickness, then make a mark at 
one end of the extra brace along its 
short side – mark both faces. This is 
the end of the brace that fits to the 
top. Repeat the same procedure with 
your square set to the end’s thick-
ness. Mark the second end of the 
same brace, again, on both faces. 
Then it’s off to the table saw. 

It’s easy to get the braces in the wrong position. Check to make 
sure the top section of your brace is set to the stool’s top before 
transferring the marks that determine the sockets. 

http://360woodworking.com
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With a sacrificial fence attached to your miter 
gauge, raise the blade to cut into your brace about a 
1/2". Place the workpiece against the fence then slide 
the assembly up to the table saw blade. Position the 
brace so the edge of your saw blade is aligned with 
the layout line, cutting on the waste side. Place a 
backer tight to the right end of the workpiece and 

add a couple of spring clamps to 
keep the brace from sliding during 
your cut. Make a test cut on the ex-
tra brace. If your cut and the layout 
lines do not align, make the small 
adjustment to dial in the cut.

Using your square, draw a line in 
from the angled end of the brace 
to meet the top edge of the previ-
ous cut, then flip the brace so the 
opposite face is toward the blade 
and align the blade and layout line 
as you did before. Position a second 
backer to the left of the workpiece 
and clamp it in place, too. 

The jig is now set and ready to 
use. Make the cuts to one end of 
each brace. The same process is 

Eight sockets are needed to support the Shaker Stool, but there is only one 
setting for your combination square –5/8", the thickness of the braces.  

used to form the opposite ends of your braces. Ad-
just the stops to match the thickness of the ends and 
repeat the steps to make those cuts, too.

Lay Out & Excavate
With the braces made, the next step is to position 
them to the other stool parts to transfer the design 

onto the edges of the top and 
ends. Alignment of the braces 
is important. Because there are 
two distinct ends on the braces 
– one set for the top’s thickness 
of 3/4" and a second for the end’s   
5/8" – you have to make sure you 
align the braces correctly. And 
you need to check that your ends 
are at 90° to the top. 

When you have everything 
set, use a sharp pencil to transfer 
the designs onto the top and 
ends. Label the braces and the 
top and ends so you can fit them 
together when you begin as-
sembly – I use matching letters 
marked on the brace, top and 
ends (as they fit into the dados).

Clamp either the top or an end 
into your vise, set your combi-
nation square at 5/8" to match 
the thickness of the braces then 
extend the lines down the faces 

Breaking the majority of the waste out by sawing the area into small 
sections is quick, but you’ll need to pare the bottoms of your sockets 
to get a good fit. 

http://360woodworking.com


360woodworking.com 8

With the top inverted on your bench and all the 
parts sanded to #120, place a thin bead of glue 
into the dados. Position the ends with your letters 
matching, then flip the stool upright. Square a line 

across the top that’s set to 
the middle of the dados, 
then drill three counter-
sunk holes evenly along the 
length. Drive screws in to 
draw the ends tight into the 
dados and to the underside 
of the top. 

Next, lay the stool on one 
side to install the braces. 
Again, make sure your braces 
match in layout, and make 
sure you’re fitting the correct 
end of the brace to the top 
and ends. When you’re cer-
tain that the brace fits, add a 
small amount of glue to the 
flat-grain of the socket’s bot-
tom, then slip the brace into 
the sockets. A light mallet 
tap sets the braces tight. For 
added strength, I installed 
screws in the braces, too. 

of the workpiece and draw a line 
across the bottom of the soon-to-
be socket to guide your saw cuts. 
Saw the two outside layout lines 
to define the sockets, then make 
repetitive cuts about an 1/8" apart 
all reaching to the bottom line of 
your socket, to divide the waste 
into sections. A chisel is perfect to 
break away the waste. Slip your 
chisel into an end cut and slightly 
wedge the section toward the op-
posite end. Move your chisel to the 
other end of the socket and wedge 
that waste, too. The small sections 
snap at the bottom line. Pare any 
remaining waste to form a flat 
socket bottom. Repeat these steps 
for the remaining seven sockets.

Assembly & Finish
With the sockets cut, it’s time for 
a bit of assembly. If I were build-
ing this stool for my home using 
hardwoods, I would attach the top to the ends with 
square pegs. Because this is a shop stool, I simply 
used screws and plugged the holes.

The stool gains almost all its strength from the corner braces. It’s important 
that you accurately align the braces to their respective corners, and get the 
orientation correct.  

Being a shop appliance, I decided that countersunk screws would be 
appropriate for my stool. Square pegs would be my choice if I were 
building this piece for use anywhere else. 

http://360woodworking.com
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Additional Content Online:
Learn About Milling Lumber.

Visit the Hancock Shaker Village

Flip the stool to install the remain-
ing braces, then add the screws. I 
filled my screw holes with plugs cut 
from a scrap of matching lumber. A 
3/8" plug cutter works great. Once 
the plugs are installed and the glue 
is dry, sand the surface using #150-
grit. If you find a couple of small gaps 
that need attention, there is a simple 
fix. From material that matches 
your project, cut small, thin wedges 
at the bandsaw to fill in. Place a 
light amount of glue directly at the 
gap, then drive in the wedge. Saw 
the extra material away then sand 
everything smooth after the glue has 
dried.
I don’t believe I’ll add any finish to 
this project – it is a shop stool. If I do, 
I’ll use a coat of shellac or a few coats 
of an oil/varnish mixture.

To have the plugs that cover the screws blend away, cut them from 
a matching scrap and take the time to match the grain, especially 
when using a distinctive grain such as yellow pine. 

Online Feedback:
Ask a question or leave your comment about 

this article on our website.

http://360woodworking.com
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TOP

Part T x W x L Notes

ENDS

BRACES

Shaker Bench for the Shop

END

3/4" x 12" x 243/4" Leave top 1/4" over wide 

5/8" x 12" x 13" Leave end 1/32" over thick

Scrap for plugs

HARDWARE:

 #8 X 13/4" Woodscrews
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