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¥ Gap-free
dovetails with
a hand-cut look
really make
your project
stand out.

It's tough to beat the look and
strength of a hand-cut dovetail
joint. But cutting dovetails by hand
is a time-consuming and fussy
practice. And most router jigs can’t
replicate the hand-cut look.

I've found that using a “hybrid”
technique that takes advantage
of a dovetail router bit to cut
consistent tails gives me a good
start. And for the mating pins, a
combination of hand tools and
the router table results in a first-
rate joint without a steep learn-
ing curve. The lap desk on page
16 features dovetail joinery made
using this technique.

14° (1:4) Profile  &° (1:7) Profile

The combination of a router table and hand-tool techniques
results in great-looking dovetails with a minimum of hassle.

SELECT THE BIT. The biggest give-
away that a joint is routed is often
the use of the standard 14° carbide
bit. However, today there are doz-
ens of different profiles and sizes
of dovetail bits on the market.
Many are designed to cut tradi-
tional 1:6, 17, or 1:8 ratios (photo
below). It’s these bits that make
this technique so appealing.

Having the ability to use a
wider selection of profiles opens
up all kinds of design possibili-
ties on projects from small jewelry
boxes to large case pieces. And
since this technique isn’t limited
by ajig, you can lay out the spac-
ing of the joint however you like.

PREPARING THE WORKPIECES. Once
you've chosen a router bit, the
next step is to mill your stock flat
and square. As with any dovetail
joint, warped stock will prevent
you from getting a good result.

With that done, I mark the cen-
terlines of the tail locations on the
sides of the piece. (Normally the
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& Marking the centerlines of the
tail locations makes it easy 1o
set the fence properly.

sides of a box or drawer have
the tails and the front and back
have the pins.) The photo above
shows how to use a small square
to transfer the layout marks to
both faces of the piece.

s1ED. You'll need to build a sim-
ple sled to hold the workpiece
upright on the router table. It's
just a base that rides on the table
glued to a vertical face. I also
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add a support behind the face to
keep everything rigid. The exact
dimensions of the sled aren’t too
important. The main thing is to
make sure the face is square to the
table and fence. The face of the
sled also backs up the cut to pre-
vent tearout on the workpieces.

ROUTING THE TAILS. At this point,
you can install the dovetail bit in
the router and set the bit height to
match the thickness of the stock.
I also draw a pencil line on the
router plate to match the center-
line of the bit. This way, you can
match the layout lines perfectly.

I start by routing the half-tails
on the outside edges first. Then
cut the half tails on the other end,
as well. Now it's just a matter of
adjusting the fence, cutting, flip-
ping, and resetting. By flipping the
workpiece side-to-side, you main-
tain the symmetry of the spacing.
This is a quick way to take care of
the tails. When you're done, you
can turn your attention to the pins.

PINS. To guarantee a good fit,
you'll use the tails to lay out the
pinlocations for the mating pieces.
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4 By coloring in the waste areas between the pins, you
make it easier to line up the cuts with the straight router
bit and reduce the chances for making a mistake.

4 Install a straight bit sized to fit between the pins to
remove the bulk of waste. Keep the wider side of the pins
toward the bit to avoid accidentally cutting into them.

For this, clamp the pin board in a
vise and lay the tail board over it.
Then you can trace the outlines of
the tails with a marking knife, as
shown in the photo above.

The rest of the process is cov-
ered in the photos below. It starts
by marking the waste areas so
you don’t get disoriented and cut
away the wrong side of the joint.
(Believe me, it's easy to do.) I
extend the layout lines down both
faces of the workpieces.

To remove the waste between
the pins, I use a combination of
tools. You can begin by placing
the workpiece in a vise and using
a dovetail saw or dozuki to make
the initial cuts. (You'll need to
leave a bit of the knife line intact
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for a snug fit — you can always
remove more during the fitting.)

After you've completed the saw
cuts, head back to the router table.
This time, you'll need a straight
bit in the router. You'll work more
or less by eye to align the fence
as you remove most of the waste
between the pins. I find this router
method leaves a smooth bottom
edge between the pins and leads
to a gap-free joint.

I turn to a coping saw next to
begin removing the final bit of
waste. All that remains is some
chisel work to fine-tune the fit.

The result is a tight-fitting and
attractive joint. It's the perfect
solution for getting that heirloom
look without all the fuss.

i i Use a marking

knife to transfer
the tail positions
to the pin board.

& Use a hand saw to begin cutting the pins. The key is to
leave the knife line intact on the pins for a good fit. You
can clean up any excess during the final fitting.

of the waste is easy to remove. | start with a
coping saw to cut away the bulk of the material and
then clean up and fine-tune the pins with a chisel.




