A Version of a Common Folding Stool

Baron Conal O’hAirt

When you look for seating examples in manuscripts of the High Middle Ages to inspire seating for yourself, one style of folding stool seems to appear many times across this time period. What follows is an explanation of the methods I used to make a version of a type of folding stool for my use. I assume some basic woodworking skills on the part of the maker but would consider this a project for all but the most novice of craftmen.
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I’ve collected some period representations and here share four with you.

( I really need to do a better job of keeping track of the sources for examples I save)
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This stool only has 3 kinds of parts to make ( a top/bottom brace, legs and seat slats) and is fairly simple to assemble. All the parts are made from ¾” thick 1 ½” wide stock. I recommend oak or other wood of similar strength.  The only advanced skill that is needed is morticing the top and bottom braces. 

You will need three pieces of ¼ metal rod and 6 washers to assemble the stool.

I have used stainless, aluminum and mild steel. ( The stainless was the hardest to work with being a harder material, more on this below ). A good water resistant glue should be used for final assembly. A wooden dowel chould be used if you wish, I would recommend 3/8” oak dowel

The braces are each 15” long with 4 mortices cut into each one to accept the tenons on each end of the legs.  Layout the mortices according to the drawing below and cut them using the method of your choice.   If you wish a radius can be cut on top corners of each piece, remembering that the mortices will face each other when the stool is assembled. For simplicity’s sake the mortice and the tennon can be the full width of the 1 ½” leg but you will need to be careful not cut the mortice wider than the leg or it will not be covered by the leg. You will need 4 braces. 
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The legs have a tenon cut on each end to match the mortices in the braces. Two holes are drilled in each leg. The measurements given are from the shoulder of the tenon not the end of tenon. The tenons should be cut slightly oversized and fitted afterwards with a file or rasp so that they are niether too loose nor too tight. Each leg has two holes for the pivot points. The holes should be drilled at 5/16” ( slightly oversized from the ¼” metal rod ) If you choose to use a wooden dowel remember that humidity can cause the dowel to swell and lock in place and make the stool impossible to fold until it dries and shrinks. You will need 8 leg pieces in total for a stool, four for each half.
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The seat slats each have a 45 degree angle cut on each end and two holes drilled in each one. The sharp end of each slat can be slightly relieved if you wish .  You need 8 slats for the seat.
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Once all the parts are made dry fitting each part is a good idea so that everything can be checked before any glue is introduced into the equation. Each half of the stool has multiple pieces that need to be fitted so making sure that they all go together first is a good idea. While test fitting the pieces you will see how each half is interlaced before you glue them together, because it’s a little hard to describe. Put the metal rods in place to check the alignment of the pivot holes also.  Check the function of the stool by folding it, but watch the pinch points and your fingers ( this is the unfortunate voice of embarrassed experience. ) 
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Once everything has been fitted it is a good time to apply whatever finish you wish to use. The stool can be stained, painted, or left natural if you wish. Try to keep the mortices and tenons clean so that everything still fits together for final assembly.  

Glue and assemble one of the leg sections together, clamp it firmly and let it dry. Once that is ready assemble the other leg section in place around the other half, clamp and let the glue dry.  Once the glue on both leg halves has dried the seat slats can be put into place. The metal rods  are put into place and peened around a washer on each end to hold the rods in place.   

And it’s finished.

Have fun, Make sawdust…..
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