
Options when Cutting Mortice and Tenons III 

 

In this last article I am rounding off the series by talking about cutting tenons on the band saw. Using 

a band saw is a quick way of cutting tenons, but perhaps not as accurate as using the router table. 

Firstly you should check the blade for accuracy. Obviously a sharp blade is useful but you should also 

ensure that there is no drift ( ie the tendency for the work piece to drift away from the fence or 

wedge into the fence)  and that the blade and fence are square. 

                 

1.                                                      3. 

Drift is caused by a bias in the cut of the blade causing it to drift from the direction decided by the 

fence. The main cause of this is a difference in sharpness between the teeth on either side of the 

blade, although it can also be caused by a fractional twisting of the blade. To check for drift gauge 

mark a line on a straight edged piece of scrap(1) and set the fence so the blade should cut along the 

line. Take a cut, If the cut drifts away from the gauge line the fence is not aligned with the cut of the 

blade (2). To correct this take a cut freehand along the gauge line (3). You may have to turn the piece 

to get it to run true to the line, when it is running true hold the piece steady and set a sliding bevel 

to the edge and use it to set the line of the saw fence (4,5). The fence on most saws can be adjusted 

by slackening a couple of bolts that secure it to the clamp. 

 

4.                                                    5.                                                    6. 

The blade should run square to the saw table and the fence should also be vertically parallel to the 

blade. Use an engineer’s square to check if the blade is square (6). Most tables can tilt to give angled 

cuts, there should be an adjustable stop somewhere that ensures the table returns to the same 

position (7). Use this stop to correct any out of squareness. The fence should be square to the table 

(8), again there should be a method for adjusting this.  If the fence cannot be adjusted a tapered 

false fence may be needed to correct this. 



 

                           7.                                                              8. 

 

Cutting the tenon is achieved in three parts. The cheeks, the ends and the shoulders. 

There are two approaches to cutting the tenon cheeks.  

 Cutting from either side.  

o On a piece of scrap exactly the same thickness as the workpiece mark out the tenon 

in the usual way using a mortice gauge set to the width of the mortice. The tenon 

should be precisely centralised. 

o Set the saw fence so the blade cuts down the near side of the nearest gauge line. 

o Take a cut then flip the piece over to take a second cut on the other side(9,10). 

o Trim off the waste (you don’t need to worry about accuracy here) and test the fit in 

the mortice(11). 

                      

                      9.                                                  10.                                                11. 

o Adjust the fence according to the fit. Any adjustments will be doubled up so it may 

require only very fine tweaking of the fence. Very fine adjustments to over thick 

tenons can be achieved by sticking masking tape to the fence (12). 

o Once the fence position is set take a full cut on a test piece until the blade is just a 

tad short of the shoulder line. Set a stop to ensure you can cut to this position every 

time, some saws have a proprietory stop otherwise just clamp a piece to the table 

(13). 

o You are now ready to cut the tenon cheeks. 

 



 
                            12.                                               13. 

 

 Cutting from the face side. 

o Mark up the tenon as before and set the fence to cut down the waste side of the 

outer gauge line (14). 

o Set a stop as above and cut all the out side cuts. Also take a cut in a test piece (or 

two!) 

o Using a vernier gauge measure the width of the saw kerf.  

o Move the saw fence towards the blade the width of the mortice plus the width of 

the saw kerf. 

o Take a test cut and check in the mortice, adjust the fence as required. 

o Now cut the inner cheek. 

                    

                   14.                                                15.                                                 16. 

If you like this method it is worth making a set of packing pieces for the different width of 

mortices that you use. For instance I often cut mortices using a 10mm router cutter so I have 

a packing piece 12mm wide (15,16) (my band saw blade has a 2mm kerf). Again fine 

adjustments can be achieved with masking tape. 

 

There is not much to choose between these two options. The first will give an accurately 

centralised tenon but can be tricky to get precise. The second may not be exactly central but 

is easier to set up, especially when using a packing piece. It is obviously better when you 

require an offset tenon.  I also feel happier cutting from the face side all the time rather than 

flipping the piece over to cut from both sides which offends against good practice! 

 

The ends of the tenon can now be cut. With the face side against the fence set the fence to 

cut on the waste side of the marked lines (17). You may need to adjust the end stop to allow 

for the haunch if you have one . 

 

 



 
 

17.                                               18.                                               19. 

 

 I used to be reluctant to cut the shoulders on the band saw as I felt it was not accurate 

enough, but recently have found that reasonably accurate shoulders can be cut. 

 

 Set the sliding mitre fence to 90°. If the fence is a little puny it may be necessary to fit a 

larger false fence to it. It’s important to ensure that whichever fence you use is square to 

the table (18). 

 Set the fence to the length of the tenon and slide it back so it is clear of the blade 

(19,20). 

 Take a cut on the test piece. With the piece held against the mitre fence slide it up to the 

saw fence then take the cut with the piece maintained in that position. The reason for 

backing the saw fence away from the blade is that the waste pieces jam between the 

saw and fence when they fall away. By backing off the fence you can locate the work 

piece to get an accurate shoulder without this jamming (21). 

 Cut the shoulders. This can be done on all sides. You may have to adjust the saw fence to 

allow for the haunch. Stops can be set to stop cutting into the tenon but this is not 

usually necessary as the waste dropping away indicates the cut completion (21,22). 

 

                      20.                                                21.                                               22. 

This completes the series on mortice and tenons. The intention was to take you through the 

different ways of cutting the joint, starting with simple hand tools and working through the different 

technology that may be available to the hobby woodworker. Using machinery certainly helps to 

speed up the job, but sometimes, when I have a workshop full of students machining mortice and 

tenons, I think it may be nice to get back to the steady whack of mallet on chisel! 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


