Enjoy this Preview Edition of
“The Joiner and Cabinet Maker”
Click here to order your copy directly from
Tools for Working Wood.com

/iÑ iÅÑ
>`
Ñ
>LiÓÑ>iÅ
ÈÑ7 Å
`ÑÓÈÑ*ÅV°iÈ

“Whatever thy hand ﬁndeth to do, do it with thy might.”
Ecclesiastes ix. 10.

ENLARGED EDITION WITH ILLUSTRATIONS
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n 1839, an English publisher issued a small book on woodworking
that has – until now – escaped detection by scholars, historians and
woodworkers.
Titled “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker,” this short book was written
by an anonymous tradesman and tells the ﬁctional tale of Thomas, a
lad of 13 or 14 who is apprenticed to a rural shop that builds everything
from built-ins to more elaborate veneered casework. The book was
written to guide young people who might be considering a life in the
joinery or cabinet making trades, and every page is ﬁlled with surprises.
Unlike other woodworking books at the time, “The Joiner and
Cabinet Maker” focuses on how apprentices can obtain the basic skills
needed to work in a hand-tool shop. It begins with Thomas tending
the ﬁre to keep the hide glue warm, and it details how he learns stock
preparation, many forms of joinery and casework construction. It ends
with Thomas building a veneered mahogany chest of drawers that is
French polished.
Thanks to this book, we can stop guessing at how some operations
were performed by hand and read ﬁrst-hand how joints were cut and
casework was assembled in one rural English shop.
Even more delightful is that Thomas builds three projects during the
course of his journey in the book, and there is enough detail in the text
and illustrations to re-create these three projects just as they were built
in 1839.
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When we ﬁrst read this book, we knew we had to republish it. Simply
reprinting the book would have been the easy path, however. What we
did was much more involved.
We have published “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker” with additional
chapters that will help you understand why the book is important,
plus details that will make you a better hand-tool woodworker. In this
expanded edition, you’ll ﬁnd:
UÊÊ ÃÌÀV>ÊÃ>«Ã ÌÊvÊi>ÀÞÊ£Ì ViÌÕÀÞÊ }>`°ÊÃÜÌâ]Ê>Ê
book collector and avid history buff, explains what England was like at
the time this book was written, including the state of the labor force and
woodworking technology. This dip into the historical record will expand
your enjoyment of Thomas’s tale in “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker.”
UÊ/ iÊV«iÌiÊÌiÝÌÊvÊº/ iÊiÀÊ>`Ê >LiÌÊ>iÀ]»ÊÕ>LÀ`}i`Ê
and unaltered. We present every word of the 1839 original (plus a
chapter on so-called “modern tools” added in a later edition), with
footnotes from Moskowitz that will help you understand the signiﬁcance
of the story.
UÊ >«ÌiÀÃÊÊÌ iÊVÃÌÀÕVÌÊvÊÌ iÊÌ ÀiiÊ«ÀiVÌÃÊvÀÊº/ iÊ
Joiner and Cabinet Maker.” Schwarz built all three projects – a Packing
Box, a dovetailed Schoolbox and a Chest of Drawers – using hand
tools (confession time: he ripped the drawer stock on a table saw). His
chapters in this new edition of “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker” show
the operations in the book, explain details on construction and discuss
the hand-tool methods that have arisen since this book was published.
UÊ «iÌiÊVÃÌÀÕVÌÊ`À>Ü}ÃÊ>`ÊVÕÌÊÃÌÃÊvÀÊÌ iÊ`iÀÊ
woodworker. This will save you the hours we spent decoding the
construction information offered in “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker.”
We encourage you to read this entire book and attempt to build the
three projects using hand tools. That is a tall order, we know. However,
building the Packing Box, the Schoolbox and the Chest of Drawers will
unlock the basic skills needed for all hand-tool woodworking, and it
will offer insights into how traditional, high-quality casework was really
built.
— Christopher Schwarz & Joel Moskowitz
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In “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker,” Thomas is called on to make
everything from a rough shipping box to a ﬁne dresser. But it should be
realized that Thomas really doesn’t learn how to do the ﬁnest work, with
lots of inlay or carving, because typically there would not have been
the demand for that in rural areas. If someone wealthy in the hamlet
wanted to commission such a piece, he or she would go to a shop in a
major city where they had the specialists. By the same token, an average
middle-class person in his area, say a farmer, would have been happy
to hire Thomas’s shop to ﬁt out a barn or make a door, but would have
purchased mundane items such as chairs by buying them mass-produced
and ready-made, in the latest style, shipped via railroad or one of the
canals that covered the country, from the great chairmaking city of
High Wycombe. There is no mention of a lathe in the shop in “The
Joiner and Cabinet Maker,” and in the few places where turned work
is mentioned, the text implies that the work would have been either
bought ﬁnished as a stock item or jobbed out to a local turner.

*ÜiÀÊ>`Ê>V iÃÊ
Everything in Thomas’s shop is done by hand although it would be
common in the time period to get sawn wood from a power mill.
Unlike in the United States, where mechanized factories drove out the
handwork shop, Britain had commercial workshops without any power
assists of any kind, even in London, at least until the Great Depression
(1929). When power tools were used, the machines were considered
dangerous, and it was common to have wood milled by specialists in a
separate machine room. The local lumberyard performed this function
for small shops in London even in the 20th century.
ºoÊV`iÌ>ÞÊÌ iÊÃ>ÜÃÊV >À}i`ÊiÊ«iÞÊvÀÊi>V ÊÃÌÀ>} ÌÊVÕÌ°Ê
The saw-mill we used was close by in a courtyard, and my ﬁrstÊÛÃÌÊÜ>ÃÊ
µÕÌiÊ>ÊiÝ«iÀiVi°ÊÊ >`ÊÌÊÌ>iÊÃiÊ`À>ÜiÀÊÌÀ>ÞÃÊÌ >ÌÊ >`ÊÌÊLiÊV >ii`Ê
>`Ê}ÛiÊÌ iÊÌÊÌ iÊÃiV`Ê>ÊÜÀ}ÊÌ iÊÕ`}>V ioÊ
/ iÊ«>}Ê>V iÊÜ>ÃÊLiV }ÊÕÌÊ>À}iÊÜ`iÊV «ÃÊÊ>ÊVÕ`ÊvÊ
`ÕÃÌ°Ê>V iÃÊÜiÀiÊÜÌ ÕÌÊ`ÕÃÌÊiÝÌÀ>VÌÀÃ°ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÞi>ÀÃÊ>ÌiÀÊLivÀiÊÌ iÞÊ
ÜiÀiÊÃiÀÌi`°Ê
I passed the ﬁrst man working the band-saw and stopped at theÊÃiV`Ê
>V iÊLÕÌÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÕVVÕ«i`]ÊÃÊÊ«>Vi`ÊÌ iÊÜÀÊÊÌ iÊÃÌ ÊÀÊÌ«°Ê
ÃÊQRÊÌÕÀi`Ê>Ü>ÞÊÊÜ>ÃÊ}À>LLi`ÊLÞÊÞÊV>À]ÊÌ iÊ«iÀ>ÌÀÊÃÜÀiÊ>ÌÊiÊ
Ã>Þ}]ÊºiÌÊÌ iÊ iÊÕÌÊvÊ iÀi°»Ê1ÜÊÌÊiÊÌ iÊ>V iÊÜ>ÃÊÊÌÊ
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ÜÌ Ê>ÊV ÊVÕÌÌiÀÊÀiÛÛ}ÊÃÊv>ÃÌÊÌÊÃiii`ÊÃÌ>Ì>ÀÞ°Ê
"vÊVÕÀÃiÊÌ iÊ«iÀ>ÌÀÊÃ Õ`ÊiÛiÀÊi>ÛiÊ>Ê>V iÊÜÌ ÊÌ iÊ«ÜiÀÊ°Ê
/ iÊÃ«`iÊÕ`iÀÊÜ>ÃÊÌ iÊV >À}i >`Ê>`ÊÜ iÊV iV}ÊÜÀÊ`iÊ iÊivÌÊ
ÃÊLiV ÊvÀÊ>ÊiÌ°Ê
/ >Ì½ÃÊ ÜÊ>VV`iÌÃÊ >««i°Ê
In fact the great majority of saw-mill operators had the tops of ﬁngiÀÃÊvv°Ê
/`>ÞÊÜÌ ÊÀiÊÃ>vi}Õ>À`ÃÊ>VV`iÌÃÊ>ÀiÊiÃÃÊvÀiµÕiÌ°»Ê
ÊÊ
qÊ->Ê >Ài]Êº->\ÊÊ >ÃÌÊ `Ê >LiÌÊ>iÀ]»Ê`]Ê£ÓäÃÊ
At the time of “The Joiner and Cabinet Maker,” the ﬁrst stationary
power tools were being widely introduced in England. Henry Mayhew’s
“The Morning Chronicle Survey of Labour and the Poor” mentions that
planing machines were ﬁrst introduced in London beginning in 1829. By
£nxä]ÊÜ iÊ>Þ iÜÊ«ÕLÃ i`Ê ÃÊÜÀ]ÊÃ>Ü}ÊLÞÊÃÌi>Ê>`Ê>V iÊ
planing had completely altered the technical landscape (at least in
London). According to Mayhew’s informants, a good joiner should be
able to plane about 20 deal planks “of the usual length” (12' to 16') in
a day. With experience, that number would rise to 30. A steam planer
vÊÌ iÊÌiÊVÕ`Ê«>iÊ{xäÊ«>ÃÊÊ>Ê`>Þ°Ê>Þ iÜ½ÃÊÃÕÀViÃÊ>ÃÊ
mention that machines could saw out veneer ﬁner, and with less waste,
than human sawyers. At that time, the only work left for the remaining
sawyers was in sawing wood for trades where the machines could not
economically work the needed shapes. Moulding machines were also in
use at this time.
None of the early machines would have been found in a typical
workshop. Steam power needed constant maintenance and tricky belting,
and it would have been expensive. Outside of the big cities, work was still
done by hand. Where comparatively small lots of timber were sawn, it
still made sense to saw the wood on site and avoid transporting (by pack
animal) wood that later would be wasted anyway. Bodgers, turners in the
chairmaking industry, honed this practice to its apex and would set up
in the forest, cutting and turning green wood into chair legs on site for
delivery to the factory, ready for the next stage of manufacture.

/ iÊiÀ½ÃÊ/À>`iÊ
According the 1841 Census (via Mayhew), the ﬁrst British census that
broke down data by trade, the country had about 163,000 carpenters and
joiners and 31,000 cabinet makers or upholsterers. These numbers don’t
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planed. Having planed straight one side of the board which he wants to
square, Thomas lays it upon the shooting-board with the straight edge
close along the cross piece, and holds it steady with his left hand. The end
to be planed square hangs a little over the edge of the shooting-board;
and against this end Thomas works the face of the plane, which for this
purpose is laid on its side on the bench. Here again the jack is used ﬁrst
to take off the roughness left by the saw, and the trying-plane to ﬁnish
the work up square. In planing cross-grain in this way, great care must
be taken not to split off a little piece at each side, and the planes must
be kept very sharp and set very ﬁne. To do this well requires a good deal
of practice; Thomas, we know, has had a good deal, and he manages at
length to make his sides square and exactly of the same size, so as to ﬁt
whichever way he turns them; and so likewise his ends. This is a matter of
importance, as the box will not be square unless it be carefully attended
to.
“And now for dovetailing the corners,” says Thomas, half afraid
to attempt so large a joint, for as yet he has practised only on smaller
pieces; but the same care and attention which make a good joint with
small pieces will also with large ones. The gauge was set before to the
exact thickness of the pieces for the sides and ends of the box; with this,
Thomas in the ﬁrst place makes a clear but faint29 mark all across each
end of his four pieces, both inside and out. He then begins to dovetail
one corner of the box; suppose it to be the one nearest to us in ﬁg. 2, [p.
{{R]ÊÜ V ÊÃÊ>Ê`À>Ü}ÊvÊÌ iÊLÝÊÌ >ÌÊÜiÊ>ÀiÊÃii}Ê/ >ÃÊ>i°ÊiÊ
Ón
Ê1«ÊÕÌÊÜÊ/ >ÃÊ >ÃÊÕÃi`Ê«>iÊÃ>ÜÃ]ÊLÌ ÊÀ«Ê>`ÊVÀÃÃVÕÌ]ÊÌÊ`iÃÊ ÃÊ
ÕLiÀ°Ê ÜÊ iÊii`ÃÊ>ÊﬁiÀÊÃ>ÜÊvÀÊÀiÊ>VVÕÀ>ÌiÊÜÀ°ÊÀÊÌ Ã]Ê iÊÕÃiÃÊ>ÊºÃ>Ã Ê
Ã>Ü°»Ê/ iÊÃÌ>`>À`Ê`iÃVÀ«ÌÊvÊ>ÊÃ>Ã ÊÃ>ÜÊÃÊ>Ê£{»}ÊL>Vi`ÊÃ>ÜÊÜÌ Ê>LÕÌÊ{»Ê
`i«Ì ÊvÊVÕÌ]Êﬁi`ÊÀ«°Ê7 iÊÞÕÊÃ >À«iÊ>ÊÃ>ÜÊÜÌ Ê>Ê >`Êﬁi]ÊÌ iÀiÊÃÊiÕ} ÊÛ>À>
ÌÊÊÌ iÊﬁ}ÊÃÊÌ >ÌÊÞÕÊÕÃÕ>ÞÊ}iÌÊ>ÊÌÌiÊﬂi>]ÊÜ V Ê>ÜÃÊÌ iÊÃ>ÜÊÌÊ>iÊ
ÃÌ iÀÊVÀÃÃVÕÌÃ°Ê/ iÊ«À>ÀÞÊÕÃiÊvÊ>ÊÃ>Ã ÊÃ>Ü]ÊÀÊ>ÌÊi>ÃÌÊÌÃÊÀ}>ÊÕÃi]ÊÜ>ÃÊ
ÊÜ`ÜÊVÃÌÀÕVÌ°Ê/ iÀiÊ>ÀiÊ>ÊVÕ«iÊ«ÌÃÊÜÀÌ ÊiÌ}Ê iÀi°Ê iV>ÕÃiÊ
LÕ`}ÃÊ >ÛiÊ>ÞÊÜ`ÜÃ]ÊÌ iÀiÊÃÊ}iiÀ>ÞÊÕV ÊÀiÊﬁÃ ÊV>À«iÌÀÞÊÊ>Ê
LÕ`}ÊÌ >ÊÌ iÀiÊ>ÀiÊ«iViÃÊvÊvÕÀÌÕÀi°Ê`ÊVÀV>Ê£nÎÊ >`Ê>LÕÌÊﬁÛiÊÌiÃÊ>ÃÊ
>ÞÊiÀÃÊ>ÃÊvÕÀÌÕÀiÊ>iÀÃ°Ê/ >ÃÊÃÊ>ÃÊÌÀ>}ÊÊ>ÊiÀÞÊÃ «ÊÌ >ÌÊÃÌÞÊ
ÜÀi`ÊÊLÕ`}ÃÊ>`ÊLÕÌÃ]ÊÃÊÌÊ>iÃÊÃiÃiÊÌ >ÌÊÌ ÃÊÃÊÌ iÊÌÞ«iÊvÊÃ>ÜÊ iÊÕÃiÃÊ
vÀÊ«ÀiVÃiÊVÕÌÃ°Ê/ iÊÃ>ÜÊ>ÃÊ >ÃÊ`iViÌÊ`i«Ì ÊvÀÊÕÃiÊÊ>ÊÌiÀÊLÝ°Ê iV>ÕÃiÊÌ iÀiÊ
ÜiÀiÊv>ÀÊÀiÊiÀÃÊ>`ÊV>À«iÌiÀÃÊÌ >ÊV>LiÌÊ>iÀÃ]ÊÌ iÞÊViÀÌ>ÞÊﬂÕiVi`Ê
Ì iÊ`iÃ}]ÊiÛÕÌÊ>`Ê`ﬁV>ÌÊvÊ>ÞÊÌÃ°Ê`]Ê>ÃÊÌ iÊ£Ì ÊViÌÕÀÞÊ«À
}ÀiÃÃi`]Ê>Õv>VÌÕÀiÀÃÊVÃ`>Ìi`ÊÌÊ`iÃÊÃÊÃiÊvÊÌ iÊ } ÞÊÃ«iVﬁVÊ`iÃ}ÃÊ
vÊV>LiÌÊ>}ÊÌÃÊiÛÛi`ÊÌÊÀiÊiÀvÀi`ÞÊ`iÃ}Ã°Ê
-«iVﬁVÊ«>iÃÊvÀÊÕÃiÊÊÃ Ì}ÊL>À`ÃÊiÝÃÌi`ÊÌ i]ÊLÕÌÊÌ iÞÊ>ÀiÊÀ>Ài°ÊÌÊÃÊv>ÀÊ
ÀiÊVÊ>`ÊÕÃÌÊ>ÃÊi>ÃÞÊÌÊÕÃiÊ>ÊÀi}Õ>ÀÊLiV Ê«>i°Ê
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takes one of the shorter pieces and ﬁxes it in the vice end uppermost,
and with that face towards him which he intends to be the inside of
the box. He then marks out upon the end with his pencil, the pins of
the dovetail, as they are called. Six of them are about the right number
in a box of this depth; one is hidden in the drawing by the projecting
piece of wood which runs round the bottom of the box. One is made at
each extremity of the wood, and the others at regular distances between
Ì i°Ê/ iÊÃ >«iÊvÊÌ iÊ«ÃÊÜÊLiÊÃiiÊLiÌÌiÀÊÊw}°ÊÎ]ÊQ«°Ê{{R]ÊÜ iÀiÊ
a part of the joint is shewn on a larger scale, and with the two pieces of
it not yet put together. From this ﬁgure, the reader will see the reason
of the name given to the joint; these pins are something the shape of
a dove’s tail. It was on dovetails like this, with not more than three or
four pins, that Thomas practised at ﬁrst. It will be seen that the pins are
made thicker towards the inside of the box than towards the outside. In
a joint of this size they may be made a quarter of an inch in the thickest
part, and an eighth in the thinnest; the two outside ones may be a little
stouter. And care should be taken to make them regular, and with both
sides sloping equally. Having marked them out on the end, Thomas next
marks them square along the outside and inside as far as the gauge mark
which he had before drawn across the piece of wood; and then he saws
along the marks which he has made, taking care not to cut into the pins
at all. The saw with which he does this is called a `ÛiÌ>Ã>ÜÎä, and is a
smaller and ﬁner-toothed sash-saw. Thomas now takes the piece of wood
out of the vice, and lays it ﬂat on the bench, that he may cut away the
parts between the pins, so as to leave the pins standing out, as shewn
in ﬁg. 3. This is done with a broad chisel, as broad as can go between
the pins without touching them; and the chisel is struck with a wooden
hammer, called a mallet. Thomas begins to cut from the outside, placing
the edge of his chisel not exactly on the gauge mark, but a little nearer
Ó
Ê/ iÊ>ÕÌ ÀÊ>iÃÊ>Ê«ÌÊvÊÌi}ÊÕÃÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊ>À}Ê}>Õ}iÊiÃÊÃ Õ`ÊLiÊºVi>ÀÊ
LÕÌÊv>Ì°»Ê/ iÃiÊ`>ÞÃÊL}]Ê`ii«]ÊÛÃLiÊ}>Õ}iÊiÃÊ>ÀiÊVÃ`iÀi`ÊLÞÊ>ÞÊÌÊLiÊÌ iÊ
>ÀÊvÊ >`ÊÜÀ°Ê/ iÊ}>ÊÊLiÌÌiÀÊÜÀÊÜ>ÃÊÌÊ>Û`ÊÌ iÊ>ÀÃ]Ê>Ì Õ} ÊÌ iÞÊ>ÀiÊ
VÊiÕ} ÊÊ`Ê«iViÃÊvÊ>ÊµÕ>ÌiÃ°ÊvÊÞÕÊ>ÀÊÌ iÊÌÊ`ii«ÞÊÀÊÕÃiÊ>ÊVÕÌ
Ì}Ê}>Õ}iÊÞÕÊÜÊ >ÛiÊÌÊ«>iÊÌ iÊÃ`iÃÊ`ii«ÞÊÌÊÀiÛiÊÌ iÊ>À]ÊÀÊÌÊÜÊ>LÃÀLÊ
ﬁÃ Ê>`ÊLiViÊÀiÊÛÃLi°Ê7Ì Ê>ÊÃ} ÌÞÊ`ÕÊ>À}Ê}>Õ}iÊÌ iÊiÊÜÊLiÊÃ >
Ü]ÊÛÃLiÊiÕ} ÊiÃ«iV>ÞÊvÊi >Vi`ÊÜÌ Ê«iV®Ê>`ÊÕÃÌÊ`iÌÊÌ iÊÜ`°Ê"ÞÊ
>ÊÌÞÊ>ÕÌÊvÊ«>}ÊÃÊii`i`ÊÌÊÀiÛiÊiÝViÃÃÊ>ÀÃ]Ê>`ÊÌ iÊÀ>ÊﬁÃ }Ê
«ÀViÃÃÊÜÊÌÊV>ÌV ÊiÝÌÀ>ÊﬁÃ ÊÊ>ÞÊÀi>}Êi°ÊÊ}iiÀ>]ÊÜ iÊÕÃ}Ê >`Ê
ÌÃ]Êâ}Ê`ii«ÊÃVÀLiÊiÃÊÃÊ>Ê}`Ê«VÞÊ>ÃÊÞÕÊÜÊﬁ`ÊÞÕÀÃivÊ>À}ÊÌÃÊ
vÊÌÃÊ>`ÊÃiÌiÃÊ>iÊÃÌ>iÃÆÊÞÕÊ`½ÌÊÜ>ÌÊÌÊ >ÛiÊÌÊÜÀÀÞÊÌ >ÌÊ>ÊÃVÀLiÊ
iÊÜÊLiViÊL>Ì>ÌÞÊÛÃLiÊ>vÌiÀÊÌ iÊﬁÃ ÊÃÊ>««i`°
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/ >ÃÊÃiÌÃÊ ÃÊ>À}Ê}>Õ}iÊÃÊÌÊÃÊÌ iÊiÝ>VÌÊÌ ViÃÃÊvÊ ÃÊÜÀ°Ê/ iÊ iÊ>ÀÃÊ
ÕÌÊÌ iÊL>ÃiiÃÊÊ ÃÊ«L>À`ÃÊ>`ÊÌ>L>À`Ã°ÊÌ½ÃÊÌiÀiÃÌ}ÊÌÊÌiÊÌ >ÌÊ/ >ÃÊ
`iÃ½ÌÊÕÃiÊÌ iÊÜÀ`ÊºÌ>Ã°»ÊiÊV>ÃÊÌ iÊ«ÃÊÌ iÊ«Ã°Ê ÕÌÊ iÊV>ÃÊÌ iÊ>Ì}Ê«>ÀÌÊvÊ
Ì iÊÌÊÜ V ÊÌ`>ÞÊÜiÊV>ÊÌ iÊºÌ>Ã»®ÊÌ iÊº« i°»Ê½Ê}}ÊÌÊÕÃiÊÌ iÊ`iÀÊ
ÌiÀÃ\Ê«ÃÊ>`ÊÌ>Ã°

board a bit and shoot some more.
What is interesting about the description of shooting in “The Joiner
and Cabinet Maker” is that Thomas starts shooting with a jack plane to
remove the roughness of the saw. Then he follows up by shooting with
his trying plane.
I have two theories here: Either Thomas has a rip sash saw that has
torn out the grain, or Thomas isn’t all that good a sawyer yet. If the
latter is true, Thomas had better start making some more practice joints
because the next section has a good deal of sawing in it.

¼`Ê ÜÊvÀÊ ÛiÌ>}ÊÌ iÊ ÀiÀÃ½Ê
There is so much written about dovetailing that I almost hate to discuss
it here. There is nothing new to be said that will change anyone’s mind
if they have established the way they like to cut this joint.
However, for those woodworkers who haven’t cut many dovetails,
the following section could be useful. Thomas and I cut dovetails
differently, so comparing the two techniques will point out the
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advantages and disadvantages of each approach.
Thomas begins cutting the ﬁrst joint by marking the baseline of the
joint using a marking gauge set for the exact thickness of the joint. This,
in and of itself, is an interesting detail. Modern woodworkers are mostly
in two camps: Either set the gauge so it is a little wider or set the gauge
so it is a little narrower than the thickness. If you set it wider, you’ll have
some end grain to trim away to ﬂush up your tails and pins after the joint
is assembled. If you do it the other way, you’ll have some face grain to
trim away instead.
I’ve experimented with both perspectives (a lot) and they work.
However, I like to do it the way Thomas does: Shoot for the exact
dimension. You’re going to have to plane down the entire assembly
anyway, so why make extra work for yourself on the pins or the tails?
Then Thomas marks the pins on the end grain and the face grain and
saws them out. I, however, take an additional step. I plane the shallowest
rabbet possible on the inside edge of my tailboards. This rabbet is as
wide as my stock is thick. And the rabbet is about 1/64" deep. This little
rabbet makes it easier for me to transfer the marks from one board to
another when I am marking out the second half of the dovetail joint.
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The disadvantage of this shallow rabbet is that you need an extra tool
(a ﬁllister plane) and it adds another step. I do a lot of dovetailing and
have found the extra step is well worth my time – it saves time in lining
up my boards.
Next up is sawing the ﬁrst half of the joint. Thomas cuts his pins
ﬁrst, so let’s explore that method. The layout of his joint is interesting.
Thomas spaces his dovetails so there is 1/8" between the joints at the
narrow end and 1/4" between the joints at the baseline. That translates
to a slope of about 4.8° – that’s fairly shallow.
And because the slope of the dovetail vexes so many, let’s take a look
at this topic and the advice that is both modern and vintage.
I’ve seen this joint cut with a wide variety of slopes. And every
person who cuts this joint has a personal or historical preference about
the slope they use. For some craftsmen, the slope varies simply because
they eyeball the layout. Frank Klausz, one of the two living dovetail
Ã>Û>ÌÃÊÊÜ]ÊÃ>ÞÃÊ iÊVÕÌÃÊ ÃÊ`ÛiÌ>ÃÊ>ÞÜ iÀiÊLiÌÜiiÊ£äcÊÌÊ£xcÊ
off the vertical. The late Tage Frid preferred slopes of “about 10°.”
Other well-known dovetailers use marking jigs to lay out the joint,
which locks them into particular angles. Rob Cosman, the other living
`ÛiÌ>ÊÃ>Û>ÌÊÊÜ]ÊÕÃiÃÊ£äcÊvÀÊÃvÌÜ`ÃÊ>`Ên°xcÊvÀÊ >À`Ü`Ã°Ê
For all the years I’ve been cutting dovetails, I’ve used the angles used by
ÞÊwÀÃÌÊÃÌÀÕVÌÀ\Ê£äcÊvÀÊÃvÌÜ`ÃÊ>`Ên°xcÊvÀÊ >À`Ü`Ã]ÊÕÃÌÊiÊ
Cosman. But for some reason, I’ve become dissatisﬁed with the way the
joints look when they are visible on a piece of casework.
So I hit my library, and now my head hurts from the bludgeoning.
Dovetails might take their name from a bird, but reading about them is a
trip down the rabbit hole.

7 >ÌÊÌ iÊ i>`ÊÕÞÃÊ->ÞÊ
To understand how little that is certain with dovetails, let’s take an
abbreviated journey through the literature. I promise to be quick like
a bunny. Charles H. Hayward, the mid-20th-century pope of hand-cut
joinery, suggests three slopes: Use 12° for coarse work. Use 10° or 7° for
decorative dovetails. There is no advice on hardwoods vs. softwoods.
° °Ê>À`Ê>`Ê°7°Ê>ÀÜ]ÊÌ iÊ>ÕÌ ÀÃÊvÊÌ iÊ£xÓÊÌiÊº/ iÊ
>LiÌ>iÀ½ÃÊ/Ài>ÃÕÀÞ]»ÊÃ>ÞÊÞÕÊÃ Õ`ÊÕÃiÊ£xc°Ê*iÀ`°Ê
“Audel’s Carpenter’s Guide,” an early 20th-century technical manual,
Ã>ÞÃÊÌ >ÌÊÇ°xcÊÃÊvÀÊ>ÊiÝ«Ãi`ÊÌÊ>`Ê£äcÊÃÊÀ} ÌÊvÀÊº i>ÛiÀÊÜÀ°»Ê
No advice on hardwoods vs. softwoods. “Modern Practical Joinery,” the
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