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In a new home with little room 
and my kids too big for cribs,  

I built their first bed with rough 
plans, reclaimed lumber,  

and a little help from my dad.
B Y  C H A D  S T O K E S

A KIDS’ BED  
FOR A  

SMALL SPACE



K I D S ’  B E D

I LLUS T R AT I O N BY G EO RG E R E T S ECK

L
ike many family decisions, it started 
at Ikea. Our two kids, Irish twins who 
were then two and three, had started 
to escape their cribs, and we were mov-
ing back with my parents into a small 

mother-in-law apartment. We needed new 
beds for our new living situation—small 
enough for the space and safe enough that 
the kids wouldn’t fall out.

There were some cool options. I liked the 
old-style metal ones that accordioned in 
for a little tyke and could expand as the kid 
grew up. They were around $150, not includ-
ing sheets and mattresses. We deliberated 
to the point where we became that couple 
no one wants to be, arguing with a fierce-

ness that only Ikea can stir up. 
I finally said I’d just build the damn 

things myself, at which my wife rolled her 
eyes. No faith. She’s right that I’m a musi-
cian, not a woodworker, but I tried to sound 
confident. 

Aside from one very crude table, I had 
never tackled a piece of furniture. On the 
other hand, I’m no stranger to wood and 
woodworking. Growing up, I worked side 
by side with my dad and my uncle, who is 
a good New England carpenter and a very 
giving man. I’m nowhere near his league, 
but I figured a bed for a child should be no 
great challenge. My wife sketched up a plan 
of one continuous L-shaped bed. It was my 
job to figure out how to build it. I pictured 
two identical frames built from two-by-
four construction lumber with the sides 
and headboards built from reclaimed wood. 
That’s very nearly how it all turned out. 

I admit that overcoming my wife’s 
skepticism was an important motivator. 
I wanted to prove myself. Frankly, it was 
almost as important as providing beds for 
the youngsters. And I reminded her that, in 

general, our goal was to be more self- 
sufficient: build more, spend less. She 
got on board.

First, I measured the mattresses, 
added dimensions to her drawing, and 
headed to a reclaimed lumber joint in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, called 
Longleaf Lumber. This was key. A basic 
structure can look incredible if you use 
wood that’s old and full of character. 
Longleaf is in a gritty though rapidly 
transforming neighborhood near Bos-
ton. Massive time-forgotten planks, 
carefully salvaged from barns and 
brownstone mansions and industrial 
buildings, line the walls of the ware-
house. It felt good that my kids’ beds 
would be built from lumber that had 
already had a long service life. Who 
knows what it will be used for after our 
kids outgrow the beds.

Longleaf’s organization of wood 
is not immediately discernible to the 
infrequent visitor, but that’s part of 
the fun. With a little rooting around, 
you can find what you set out for and 
then some. I settled on some beautiful 
old wide pine planks, some of which 
had inlaid butterfly keys inserted by 
Longleaf’s staff to keep them from 
cracking apart. I didn’t mind. The 
lumber is beautiful and dense and rich 
in character. 

By the way, if you’re ever near Cam-
bridge, stop by and ask for Alice.

M
y next stop was to ask my 
sevent y- seven-year- old 
dad for permission to use 
his workbench in the cel-
lar. Actually, I did more 

than that. I basically went down and 
grabbed everything that was there. 
That’s what determined the bed’s 
basic construction. I would put it 
together with wood screws and metal 
brackets. Crude? Maybe, but effec-
tive and fast.

It felt good to work with my dad 
again, almost like I was back in junior 
high making a shoebox diorama down 
in the basement. He’s retired now 
from a life in Boston as a business-
man. Growing up we lived on a small 
farm that he and my mom kept run-
ning. He did his damnedest to fix 
everything along the way, from the 
washing machine to the roof. For a 
non-carpenter he’s good—and quite 
stubborn when he puts his mind to it. 

Materials
PART USE QTY DIMENSION

A Long frame 4 2" x 4" x 51" 

B Short frame 4 2" x 4" x 28 ½"

C Backboard 1 ¾" x 24" x 84"

D Sideboard 1 ¾" x 24" x 54 ¾"

E Headboard 1 ¾" x 24" x 30"

F Headboard 1 ¾" x 24" x 33"

G Sideboard 1 ¾" x 12" x 24 ¾"

H Sideboard 1 ¾" x 12" x 54"

I Base 2 ¾" x 28 ½" x 54"

CONSTRUCTION NOTES
▶  Parts C and D are made by edge-joining 

reclaimed lumber to a 1 x 12 ripped to 
10 inches wide.

▶  Parts E and F are made from two pieces 
of edge-joined reclaimed lumber and 
positioned so the grain is vertical.

▶  Part I, the plywood base, is given here 
at full dimension; that is, without the 
author’s 2-inch gap.
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   NEW WIDE CUT MODELS for faster mowing!

NEW POWER STEERING for easier handling!
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NEW and IMPROVED
DR® Field and Brush Mowers

Faster…Easier...
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Mow fi elds, brush, 
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with never-
before ease!

Rated #1 in Vacuum Power

Easy, 1-Hand Dumping 
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on DR® Leaf Vacuums!     

The ALL NEW DR® Leaf Vacuum 
is designed from the top 
down to make yard cleanup 
easier, faster, and more 
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low introductory prices!
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DRleafvac.com DRfi eldbrush.com

SOME LIMITATIONS APPLY

Call or go online for details.

FREE SHIPPING

1 YEAR TRIAL

    800-656-1629

To learn more, visit 

www.philips.com/visionled

Upgrade your style,
inside and out.

Upgrade your vehicle lighting with Philips Vision LED Bulbs.

Their revolutionary LED lighting technology gives you 

brilliant, 6000K light and a unique, high-tech style 

for interior and exterior lighting applications.
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The man insists on Torx screws driven into 
countersunk holes.

Like my dad, I’m an impatient carpen-
ter. I love the feeling of sawing and fastening 
wood and can get ahead of myself—which in 
the end slows me down. But it does feel good 
to create something that you can really use, 
as opposed to what I create in my regular 
job. Music just floats in the air. 

I crosscut and fastened all the two-by-
four pieces for two identical base frames. 
Then I simply screwed them together to 

form the L. I ripped the plywood for the mat-
tress bases. The pieces came up two inches 
short. No matter. Maybe instead of being a 
hole through which Matchbox cars would 
fall, there would be an added benefit to that 
unplanned gap. What the benefit might be I 
didn’t know, but if my wife ever asked about 
it, I’d mumble that it was very important for 
ventilation and things like that.

Next came the headboards, sideboards, 
and backboards. These were a good bit more 
tricky. I crosscut the pieces for the head-
boards to length and fastened them edge 
to edge using straight brackets. I made 
the backboards the same way. Then I dis-
covered my mistake: I didn’t buy enough 
reclaimed wood. I solved that problem with 
some improvisation. I bought new one-by-
twelve pine lumber and joined it edge to 
edge with the reclaimed lumber using more 
straight brackets. Because the new lumber 
is located below the mattress, you can’t even 
see it’s there.

I marked a gentle curve on the front of 
each headboard using a pencil tethered to 
a piece of string so that it would swing in an 
arc. I cut the curve on the headboards with 
a jigsaw and made a diamond cutout in the 
center. To do that, I outlined the shape with 
a pencil—you could do a heart or any shape 
you like. I didn’t need to drill a starting hole 
because I put the diamond right where the 
two boards came together. 

After all the pieces were cut, I screwed 
them to the base frame and finished every-
thing with a wipe-on tung-oil finish. I sawed 
a corner gusset from a scrap piece of two by 
four, then nailed it into the corner where the 
interior sideboards met each other.

But the real test with any piece of furni-
ture is how it works. I’m pleased to report 
that our kids love this bed. For bedtime 
reading we bought a clip-on light that 
attaches to the backboard. We turn out 
the living-room lights and sit in the corner 
of the bed using a pile of stuffed animals 
as back support. After book time the light 
goes off and they put their heads in opposite 
directions, toward the headboards, mini-
mizing any sleep-bumping of heads. 

And then my wife and I have a few 
peaceful moments to ourselves, our Ikea 
meltdown a distant memory. I watch our 
kids sleep, sometimes thinking about the 
next thing I’ll build for them. We’re already 
at work on a treehouse. And there will be 
other projects, I’m sure. Although I’m not 
sure whether I do these things more for 
them or for me.    

A scrap piece of two by four, cut to fit the corner 
created by the interior sideboards, hides the joint, 
increases stability, and adds a more finished look.

Some of the reclaimed pine planks had butterfly 
keys to keep the cracks from expanding. They add 
to the wood’s charm.

By placing the headboard’s decorative cutout 
where the two boards meet, there is no need to 
drill a starting hole. 
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Ever since robots first 

appeared in science fiction, 

they’ve inspired fascination, 

dread, and wonder. Popular 

Mechanics tells the true story, 

examining the way we live 

with these sophisticated 
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