
Alden House ¼ Scale Rope Bed Model 
By Tom Shirley 

 
The Guild was contacted by Desiree Mobed, the curator 
of the Alden House Museum, this past winter. She was 
looking for a volunteer to construct a scale model of a 
rope bed for docents to use as a demonstration piece. 
Visitors could then give the technique of tightening the 
ropes a try. I called Desiree to arrange a visit to the 
house to see their rope bed and to take measurements. 
Taking on this project and seeing the house was of 
great interest to me, as my father and grandparents had 
told me that we were descendants of John and Priscilla 
Alden. 

 
My wife and I drove to Duxbury to meet with the Curator, Desiree 
Mobed. She gave us a tour, which included a walk to the original Alden 
home site several hundred yards through the woods. In the upstairs 
bedroom she showed us their rope bed. The bed is a reproduction that 
was made for the house in the 1970’s. It is made of maple and has 
some very interesting joinery. The joints are designed to easily be 
knocked down so that the bed can be transported.  The head, foot and 
side rails all have evenly spaced holes so that ropes can pass through 
them to create a lattice that will support a mattress. For the bed at the 
Alden House the mattress is filled with horse hair. 
 

After taking measurements, concluding that a ¼ scale would be appropriate, and 
taking many pictures, I headed back home to create a prototype. I created a full 
scale (model scale) drawing of the bed frame and headboard. I had recently 
downloaded a Fractional Calculator app on my phone and it proved to be very 
helpful. The full scale drawing allowed me to get exact measurements and I used 
it as a sort of storyboard for the rest of the project. 

 
I used pine to make the prototype. I dimensioned the pieces 
making two head legs, two foot legs, two side rails and a head and foot rail. 
Next came the task of trying to figure out the joinery. Since I was not able 
to take the actual bed apart I worked from the photos and notes taken 
while on site. The joint consisted of an 
off-centered tenon on each rail into a mortice in 
the leg and some unconventional overlapping 
pseudo-bridal joints to help prevent vertical 
movement of the joint. The tenon scaled down to 
⅛” luckily matching my smallest chisel. I even 

had a ⅛” mortising chisel which came in very handy. 
 

http://www.alden.org/


When laying out the joint I had to make sure I kept track of the reference surfaces. I also utilized 
just about every marking gauge I own. I did not want to change the setting on a marking gauge 
once it had been set. I set the mortise/tenon width to the width of my mortising chisel and used 
a cutting gauge that has an exacto blade as it’s cutting tool. This allowed for thin but deep 
scoring marks. I cut the mortises first and then cut the tenons to fit. 

 
With the tenons cut I moved on to the complicated part of the joint. 
I used another marking gauge to split the rest of the joint into three 
equal sections. I then tried to shade, with a pencil, the sections 
that were to be removed. On the first try I made a couple of errors 
but that is the reason for making a prototype. After the first try and 
the errors made I was able to make the proper corrections on the 
second joint. However, transferring the layout to other joints 
required that the layout be mirrored so that the joints would match 
relative to the frame. 

 
With the joinery finished the headboard was next. I 
found a piece of tight grained tiger maple, cut it 
down to a heavy ⅛” on the bandsaw and cleaned it 
up with a hand plane. The tight grain helped keep 
appropriate perspective and fit the scale of the 
model well. I used the full scale drawing to layout 
the headboard and cut it with a coping saw. I 
cleaned the curves up with a chip carving knife. I 
used the tenons to mark the mortises and cut the 
mortises with an ⅛” chisel. The mortises were too 
small to use the mortising chisel and getting those mortises cleaned out was the hardest part of 
the build. They were roughly ¼” x ⅛” and ¼” deep. 

 
After the headboard was completed the rails were 
drilled to accept the rope.  The holes were drilled 
based on the full scale drawing and a groove was 
routed out to allow the rope to recess slightly. This is a 
feature found on the original bed. 
 
I tried to find a rope that looked appropriate but would 
stand up to the wear of prolonged use. I found a 
synthetic hemp rope but it was not available in ⅛”. I 

also tried paracord but I was not happy with that either. I ended up using a ⅛” white braided 
rope from Lowe’s. Not ideal but it was the best I could find. It took about 25’ of rope to complete 
the bed. 
 
The final step was to fabricate a bed key or bed wrench. The bed key is used, along with a peg 
or two to tighten the rope. The rope is strung from one corner, where it is secured with a knot, 
across the bed. It then turns the corner by traveling under the rails and in front of the leg to get 



to the other rails.  Once on the other set of rails the rope weaves 
over and under the existing rope to form a lattice. To tighten the 
rope the bed key is inserted into the rope loop that is on the outside 
of the rail opposite the initial knot. The rope is placed in the slot of 
the bed key and the key is twisted. The twisting tightens the rope. 
With that strand of rope tight a peg is placed in the hole to keep the 
rope taught. This process is repeated 
on alternating sides of the bed until 
the entire length of rope has been 
tightened. The original bed key is 

about 10” in length. 
 
To fabricate the bed key I used a cutoff of the legs.  A dovetail saw 
was used to cut the slot and a dowel was made with a dowling 
plate. The body of the key was shaped on a belt sander as were 
the pegs. In anticipation of the key taking some abuse I made a 

second key and eight pegs. These 
were placed in a small drawstring bag that could hang on the 
bedpost. 
 
With the bed complete I contacted Desiree and scheduled a time to 
present the bed to the museum. My wife and I made the trip to 
Duxbury. I demonstrated the tightening technique. Desiree was 
very excited and wanted to make sure she knew the tightening 
method so that she could demonstrate it to the staff and 
volunteers. 
 
After several cycles of tightening and loosening the ropes we left 
the reception building and took the bed to the Alden House itself. 
We met one of the staff members and a family that was touring the 

house. This provided a good test of the bed as the family’s daughter was asked to learn the 
process of tightening the bed. Afterwards the bed took it’s spot on the chest at the end of the 
original rope bed. 

 


