
How to cut BIG dovetails on the band saw. 

Cutting dovetails by hand is a very satisfying activity, but there are times when a little mechanical 

assistance is welcome. If you have a lot to cut, say a set of drawers for a kitchen, then the 

satisfaction can fade. When the dovetails are very large, for example the dovetails on a bench end 

vice, it is very difficult to accurately make the long cuts required. In both these situations I use the 

band saw. In this article I will describe my method for cutting big dovetails using a workshop made 

jig. A subsequent article will deal with bulk dovetailing. 

Construction of the jig 

The basis of this method is an angled jig that can be turned through 90⁰ to cut both tails and pins. . 

The jig is in two parts: 

 The angled piece that defines the angle of cut for the dovetails (1). 

 A bracket piece that the angled piece is fitted onto to cut the pins (2). 

     

1.                                                                                2. 

Hardwood dovetails are usually cut at a slope of 7or 8 to 1. I use 8:1 this gives an angle of 83⁰ for the 

angled jig. As with most jigs accuracy is very important. The dimensions can be varied to suite your 

band saw, I find the sizes given in the sketchup drawing are convenient for my medium sized band 

saw (Startrite 352e). I will use these dimensions in my description, they are in millimetres (apologies 

to my US readers!). I used 18mm birch ply for this jig but 18mm mdf would suffice. 

The bracket piece is fairly straight forward. Dimension the base (282x300) and upright (100x300) 

ensuring they are precisely square (3). Biscuit and glue and clamp the corner joint between the two, 

check the joint is square (4).  

                    

3.          4. 



There are actually two angle pieces, but they are made as one then cut in half. Make up the corner 

piece about 310mm long. The angled face is 83⁰ to the base. The 230x210 base is biscuited to the 

corner piece (5.), it is important that the base surface is true as it will be used to bear against the 

band saw fence and the bracket piece. The upper part is biscuited to the upper angled face of the 

corner piece and a small support piece cut to fit into the angle at the other end. Accuracy in gluing 

up these parts is critical. Dry clamp and check all dimensions and angles are consistent from one end 

to the other (6,7). When you are happy go ahead with the glue up and check the dimensions again 

(6,7). 

   

5.                6.             7. 

The angled piece can now be cut in half (8). One piece can be permanently fixed to the bracket while 

the other will be used to cut the tails then fitted to the bracket for cutting the pins. I fitted both 

using two screws each through the base and one into the corner piece (9). 

             

8.        9. 

Setting up the band saw. 

I have tried cutting the tails using a fine blade on the band saw (about 6tpi) but find that a good 

sharp 3tpi is just as good. The fence must be adjusted for drift and the blade checked to ensure it is 

cutting at 90⁰ to the table (10). 

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 (11) 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. To correct this take a cut freehand along the gauge line (12). You may have to angle 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 (13,14). 



    

11.                12.           13. 

 

          14. 

The fence on most saws can be adjusted by slackening a couple of bolts that secure it to the clamp. 

Cutting the tails. 

This jig was first developed for a table design that featured some large dovetails at the top of the 

legs. Since making the jig I have made a number of these tables (15) (it has also been used to cut the 

big dovetails on my bench making course (16)). The pictures used in this article are from a set of 

nesting tables made in walnut and maple. 

          

 15.                                                                              16. 

As with most machine work it is useful to have some off cuts of appropriate dimension to set up the 

jig and band saw. Mark the shoulders of the tails with a marking knife or cutting gauge.  Mark up the 

position of the tails on an off cut (you don’t need to mark the tails on the actual tail pieces). Remove 

the angle piece from the jig and offer up it’s base to the fence, place the tail piece against the angle 

with it butted up to the end stop. The fence can now be adjusted so that the line of cut is just on the 

waste side of the dovetail line (17). Take a test cut and adjust as necessary, a stop can be positioned 

to limit the length of cut if a number of pieces have to be cut. When you are happy with  the position 

make the actual cuts, first in the off cut then in the actual pieces (18). If the dovetails are 

symmetrical the dovetail pieces can be flipped over to cut either side (19). 



        

  17.                                                                                      18. 

    

19.           20. 

 In my example a single tail is being cut, if further tails are to be cut in the set adjust the fence to cut 

the next set and so on. When all the angled cuts have been taken the fence can be reset to cut the 

outside shoulders. If you have been accurate in making the jig square you can use the bracket base 

to hold the piece square to the fence (20). 

The waste will have to be chiselled out but you can help with this by taking successive cuts to break 

it up (21, this image shows the same process but it’s cutting the pins)). Now chop away the waste 

using a sharp chisel, working back to the cut marked shoulder line. Do similar on the off cut piece. 

This can now be used to mark the pins on an off cut using the tails as a template (22). 

          

21.      22. 



Cutting the pins.  

Position the angle piece back on the bracket and screw in place. The off cut pin piece can now be 

placed in the jig against the corners and held in place with a toggle clamp. Adjust the fence until the 

line of cut is just on the waste side of the line (23). When cutting the pins there is not the option to 

flip the piece so you will need to make all the cuts in this position then move to the next cut. When 

you have made all the cuts on one side of the pins turn the whole jig through 180⁰ to take the cuts 

on the other side (not easy to explain, I hope the pictures tell the story (24)). Again the waste can be 

broken up using repeated cuts then chopped away with a chisel (21, 25). 

       

23.                                                                           24. 

       

25.      26. 

The joints can now be tested for fit (26). It’s best to err on the tight side when setting up the pin cuts 

but try not to leave too much paring to fit as this wastes time, the optimum is a nice sliding fit. 

Using this jig is a considerable time saver, the 20 dovetails on the tables in the illustration took about 

6 hours to cut. More than that the tails were very neat, difficult to achieve on such large joints (27).  



 

                                                         27. 

 

         


