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WEEKEND

PROJECT

TRAY TABLE
At first glance, this
may seem like another
“garden-variety” out-
door table. But the
handles are your first
clue that this is no
ordinary table. 

nce you take a closer look at this

small side table, you’ll notice the

top of the table lifts right of f to

become a convenient serving tray. 

But the removable tray isn’t the

only reason to build this great

weekend project.

To start with, the base of the

table is constructed with mortise

and tenon joinery. So it’s built to

last, even if it does get knocked

around a bit in the yard. And just in

case you’ve never tackled mortise

and tenon joinery before, we’ve

included a separate technique arti-

cle on page 22 of this issue. 

But probably one of the nicest

features of this project is that you

can easily build it in a weekend. All

the parts for the table are cut from

three cedar decking boards, which

you should be able to find at most

lumberyards or home centers.

FINISH. Even though it won’t take

you long to build, you’ll still want to

protect this table with a good out-

door finish. And picking an outdoor

finish can be a little confusing, par-

ticularly if you’ve never used one

before. So on page 34 there’s an

article on a few outdoor finishes we

use here in our shop. 
>Serving your favorite sum-

mer beverage has never

been easier. This small

outdoor table doubles as a

serving tray.

O



A Legs (4) 2 x 2 - 16

B Long Aprons (2) 1 x 3!/2 - 15

C Short Aprons (2) 1 x 3!/2 - 12

D Ends (2) 1 x 4!/2 - 16

E Outer Slats (2) 1 x 2(/16 - 15

F Inner Slats (4) #/4 x 2(/16 - 15

G Cleats (2) #/4 x #/4 - 10

• (4) #8 x 1!/4" Fh Woodscrews

1" x  5 " - 72" Cedar (5/4 Decking)!/2
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1" x  5 " - 72" Cedar (5/4 Decking)!/2
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SHORT

APRON

NOTE: All of
the parts come

from 5/4
cedar decking.
Inner slats and
cleats will be

planed to thick#/4"

NOTE: In soft wood you'll
have less tearout if the
mortises are rounded

Cleat keeps
tray top
aligned

All exposed
edges have
a roundover

Legs are
glued up from
two 1"-thick

pieces

Tenons are
centered on

aprons

INNER

SLAT

Top is constructed
with stub tenon

and groove joints

Mortises are
made a "
deeper than the
tenons to prevent
glue squeeze-out

!/16

LONG

APRON

Tenons are
rounded to

fit the mortises

LEG

Rounded
mortise

Cleats fit
in between

the legs

Tray
handle

!/16"
gap

Ends have
a curved
profile

#8 x 1 Fh
woodscrew

!/4"

MATERIALS, SUPPLIES & CUTTING DIAGRAM

OVERALL DIMENSIONS:        

22”W x 16”L x 17”H 
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The table consists of two parts — a

top and a base. I started with the base.

It’s a set of legs and aprons joined

with mortise and tenon joints. But the

legs (A) are actually two pieces of  5/4

cedar decking glued up to make the

2" x 2" leg blanks, as in Fig. 1. 

MORTISES. Once the legs are cut to

size, the next step is to lay out the

mortises. As you can see in Figs. 1a

and 1b, each mortise is set back

from the outer face just a bit. This

creates a small reveal between the

leg and apron, as seen in Fig. 1b.

Now to make the mortises, I

turned to the drill press. I used a 3/8"

Forstner bit and began drilling holes

at the top and bottom of the mortise,

as you can see in Fig. 2. Then the rest

of the mortise is made by drilling over-

lapping holes. And since cedar is a

little tough to chisel cleanly, the cor-

ners were left rounded (Fig. 2a).

But you’ll also notice in Fig. 1b

that the mortises are made slightly

deeper than the length of the tenons.

This small gap is for any excess glue.

TENONS. With the legs complete,

the next pieces to make for the base

are the long aprons (B) and short

aprons (C). Go ahead and start by

cutting the aprons to size. 

Now to cut the tenons on the ends

of the aprons, I use a dado blade on

the table saw (Fig. 3). Start by mak-

ing a cut on both sides and test the fit.

You can sneak up on the fit by raising

the blade and repeating the process.

Next are the shoulder cuts for the

tenons. All you need to do here is

raise the blade to make a 1/2" cut for

the top and bottom edges (Fig. 3a).

The last step for the tenons is to

round them slightly to fit the mor-

tises. As you can see in Fig. 3b, I used

a file to make quick work of this. 

The final step before assembly is

to ease some of the edges of the legs

and aprons (Fig. 1). I did this on a

router table with a 1/8" round-over bit,

or you can sand them by hand. 

And since it’s going outside, I

made sure to assemble the base with

an exterior-grade glue.
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For more on poly-
urethane glue, you
can download a
free article on our
web site. Go to:

www.woodsmith.com
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Tray Top
Once you’ve assembled the base, you

can turn your attention to making the

top tray. The top is made of six slats

that are “capped” on each end. 

GROOVES. I started

by cutting the ends

(D) to final size.

Then the next step

was to cut the groove

along the inside

edge. Again, I turned

to the table saw with a dado blade.

(Since the groove is narrow, you

could also make several passes with

a regular blade.)

As you can see in Fig. 5 and 5a, I

flipped the workpiece around for the

second cut. This way, the groove is

sure to be centered perfectly. 

HANDLES. The next step is to make

the handle openings. I found the best

way to make them was to first drill a

pair of 1"-dia. holes, like you see in

Fig. 4b. Then go back with a jig saw

and cut out the waste in between.

CURVED PROFILE. After the handle is

complete, the last detail for the end

pieces is the curved profile.

To draw an arc, I took my 36" alu-

minum ruler (you could use hard-

board) and some masking tape to

create a “bow” that I use to trace out

an arc, just like you see in Fig. 6. 

Once you get the curve traced, cut

it to shape and then sand it smooth.

SLATS. Although the slats that sit

between the ends look the same,

there are some differences. The outer

slats (E) are a full 1" thick to match

the ends. But to keep the weight of the

tray down, the inner slats (F) are

only 3/4" thick. And you can see in Fig.

4a, the  outer slats are cut on both

sides to form a tenon.

Just like with the base, I rounded

over all the inner edges before

assembling the top. Then glued the

top with an exterior-grade glue. 

The slats are aligned with the outer

ones flush with the edge and the inner

slats spaced evenly across the top. 

Finally, the cleats (G) that keep

the tray top aligned can be made.

These just attach to the underside of

the top in between the legs. 

Once the table is assembled, it’s

time for a finish. I applied several coats

of an exterior finish — for more on

outdoor finishes see page 34. W
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