
Cherry Chest of Drawers
Dovetail joinery decorates this Shaker-inspired case piece
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C U T  L I S T

PART NAME QUANTITY DIMENSIONS

Back boards 8 5⁄8 x 41⁄2 x 303⁄4
Bracket base, front 1 3⁄4 x 41⁄2 x 363⁄4
Bracket base, sides 2 3⁄4 x 41⁄2 x 20
Case bottom 1 3⁄4 x 187⁄8 x 353⁄8
Case sides 2 3⁄4 x 191⁄2 x 311⁄2
Case top 1 3⁄4 x 191⁄2 x 353⁄4
Drawer divider, second row 1 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 x 63⁄4
Drawer dividers, top row 2 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 x 53⁄4
Drawer fronts, top row 3 7⁄8 x 53⁄8 x 113⁄8
Drawer fronts, second row 2 7⁄8 x 63⁄8 x 171⁄4
Drawer front, third row 1 7⁄8 x 73⁄8 x 343⁄4
Drawer front, bottom row 1 7⁄8 x 83⁄8 x 343⁄4
Drawer stretchers, front 3 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 x 35
Molding, top front 1 3⁄4 x 1 x 371⁄4
Moldings, top side 2 3⁄4 x 1 x 201⁄4
Stretcher, top front 1 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 x 341⁄4

Bracket base, rear 2 3⁄4 x 41⁄4 x 6
Drawer backs, top row 3 1⁄2 x 41⁄2 x 107⁄8
Drawer backs, second row 2 1⁄2 x 51⁄2 x 163⁄4
Drawer back, third row 1 1⁄2 x 61⁄2 x 341⁄4
Drawer back, bottom row 1 1⁄2 x 71⁄2 x 341⁄4
Drawer guides 3 3⁄4 x 1 x 133⁄4
Drawer sides, top row 6 1⁄2 x 51⁄8 x 18
Drawer sides, second row 4 1⁄2 x 61⁄8 x 18
Drawer sides, third row 2 1⁄2 x 71⁄8 x 18
Drawer sides, bottom row 2 1⁄2 x 81⁄8 x 18
Drawer stretchers, rear 3 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 x 35
Runners, outside 8 3⁄4 x 2 x 151⁄4
Runners, center 5 3⁄4 x 3 x 151⁄4
Stretcher, top rear 1 3⁄4 x 21⁄2 x 341⁄4

Drawer bottoms, top row 3 1⁄2 x 173⁄4 x 103⁄8
Drawer bottoms, second row 2 1⁄2 x 173⁄4 x 161⁄4
Drawer bottom, third row 1 1⁄2 x 173⁄4 x 333⁄4
Drawer bottom, bottom row 1 1⁄2 x 173⁄4 x 333⁄4
Misc. screw and corner blocks 3⁄4 in. thick
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y daughter Anna, going on 3
years old, loves to dress up. But
picking out her own clothes

means she has to deal with the cumber-
some drawers of the flea-market dresser in
her room. 

After she had an especially frustrating
day wrestling with those drawers, I decid-
ed she needed a new place for her clothes.
So I made her a simple dresser with seven
drawers in four rows, with each row grad-
uated in size and each drawer outlined
with a thumbnail profile. The bracket base
is decorated with dovetails at the corners,
which echo the exposed dovetails at the
top of the case. These small details, along
with some carefully chosen lumber, com-
plete the ornamentation.

There’s a lot to consider when designing 
a chest of drawers, and the look you choose
will affect your construction method (for
various approaches, see “Anatomy of a
Chest of Drawers” in FWW #163, pp. 36-43).
In this case, my decision to expose the
dovetails at the top of the case required a
molding applied around the edges of the
top, which in turn required an extra drawer
stretcher attached behind that top molding.
When it comes to design decisions, this
domino effect is common, and it’s a big 

T H E  C A R C A S E  B E G I N S  A S  A  D O V E TA I L E D  B O X
The top is joined to the sides with through-dovetails, which will be partially concealed by
molding. The bottom is attached with half-blind dovetails. 
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Leave a half tail at the
back of the top to conceal
the rabbet in the sides.
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D O V E TA I L  S H O R T C U T S  O N  T H E  TA B L E S A W
The carcase top and bottom require dovetails of different lengths. To save time and
reduce the number of setups, Pekovich cuts dovetails of equal lengths on both
pieces, then trims the bottom dovetails later.

The tablesaw saves time. The tails on the top and
bottom panels are cut using a tablesaw blade with
the teeth ground to the angle of the dovetail.

Rabbet helps align the dovetails dur-
ing marking and assembly. The 1⁄8-in.-
deep rabbet extends to the baseline of 
the tails.

Finally, trim 1⁄8 in. from each end of
the case bottom. Shorter tails are nec-
essary for the half-blind dovetail joint at
the bottom of the case.

reason why I try to figure out the details on
paper before I begin to build.

Top-quality lumber is square one
Like many woodworkers, I’ve made the
mistake of trying to save money by choos-
ing lesser-quality lumber, working around
knots and sapwood and gluing up lots of
narrow boards. I’ve come to realize that
the investment in materials is small com-
pared with the investment in labor. 

For this piece, I purchased lumber from
Irion Lumber Co. (570-724-1895; www.iron
lumber.com), a mail-order dealer in Penn-
sylvania. The supplier found multiple
boards from the same tree, saving me the
trouble of dyeing or staining mismatched
boards. The total cost of the roughly 125 bd.
ft. of lumber, including shipping, was $685,
about $20 more than what my local lum-
beryard would have charged.

Dimension lumber as you go
Things go wrong when I follow strict mea-
surements. For this project, I started with
the overall dimensions in the cut list and
adjusted some of the measurements as I
worked. To this end, you must be careful
not to dimension all of the parts ahead of
time, because some parts, such as the
drawer stretchers, may change in dimen-
sion slightly as you go. When sizing the
case, the important thing is that corre-
sponding parts match. The pieces also
must be cut square and glued up square.
The foundation of the dresser is its carcase;
as it goes, so goes the rest of the project.

Flat panels are a must—The carcase 
of the dresser may be just a dovetailed
box, but it’s big and cumbersome. The
various parts must be glued up into pan-
els and surfaced before you can work on
the joinery. Begin with 4/4 rough stock
and shoot for a finished thickness of be-
tween 3⁄4 in. and 7⁄8 in. Glue up the boards
into larger panels, and take the time to get
the panels as flat as possible. It will save
time later. 

When it comes to surfacing the case
parts, I don’t mind getting out a handplane
and scraper and working up a sweat. But
you might want to think about locating a
cabinet shop or lumberyard in your area
that will rent time on a wide belt sander.
These big machines can flatten panels in a
hurry; the cost for sanding these four pan-
els would have been around $40.

C U T  P I N S  O N  
T H E  C A S E  S I D E S  

Mark the pins with a knife.
The rabbet helps align the
large panels for marking. Cut
along the scribe lines with a
backsaw.

Support
block

Spacer
block

Work-
piece

Cope and rout out the waste between the
pins. Clamp a support block to the workpiece
and rout close to the sawkerf with a 1⁄4-in.
straight bit. Chisel away any remaining waste.

Add a fence to the router for half-
blind pins. The bit depth establishes
the dovetail depth while the fence sets
the height (left). A pair of skew chisels
help clean out the corners (above).
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Once the case sides, top, and bottom
have been surfaced, it’s time to start build-
ing the carcase.

Assemble the carcase with dovetails
I normally cut dovetails by hand, but the
large number required for this project
prompted me to look to machines for help
in speeding the process. 

I cut the tails in the carcase (as well as in
the drawer sides) using a tablesaw blade
ground especially for the purpose
(FWW #152, pp. 56-61). Then I re-
moved most of the waste with a

coping saw and pared to the baseline with
a chisel. I scribed the pins with a knife and
cut them with a backsaw, but I used a
router to remove most of the waste. The fi-
nal result has the look of handsawn dove-
tails but without the drudgery.

In this dresser, the case top is joined to
the sides with through-dovetails, while the
bottom is joined with half-blind dovetails.
This design requires that the top and bot-
tom have dovetails of different lengths,

which means that the bottom will be short-
er than the top but must be precisely the
same length between the bases of the
dovetails. To ensure that everything ends
up square, you need to crosscut the case
top and bottom to the same size and cut
tails of equal length on each piece. The
bottom tails will be trimmed later.

To accommodate the shiplapped back,
the sides are rabbeted. So you must exer-
cise care when laying out the dovetails
along the top to avoid exposing the rab-
bets in the case sides. 

After cutting the tails, run a shallow rab-

U S E  A  J I G  T O  RO U T  DA D O E S
A N D  D OV E TA I L E D  S L O T S

Router jig aligns carcase dadoes. The simple jig made from 3⁄4-in.-thick poplar is sized
to fit your router’s base. Align the jig with layout marks on the case side and clamp it se-
curely. Use a 3⁄4-in. straight bit to rout the 1⁄8-in.-deep dadoes for the drawer runners.

The same jig is used for dovetailed slots. After
routing all of the dadoes, use a 3⁄4-in. dovetail bit to
cut slots for the front and back drawer stretchers.

I N S TA L L  D R A W E R
F R A M E S  A F T E R
G L U E - U P

Rout dovetails on the front and
back stretchers. Use the same
bit that was used for the slots in
the case. A horizontally mounted
router allows the workpiece to re-
main flat on the router table.

Installing the drawer frames. Begin by gluing the front stretchers in place (left). Then flip over the
case and insert the runners into the front stretchers, applying glue only at the front tenons (right). 
Finally, glue the back stretchers into place.
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bet (about 1⁄8 in. deep) the length of the tails
along each end of the case top and bottom.
This shallow rabbet helps keep the case
parts in alignment while you scribe the
pins on the case sides. Now trim 1⁄8 in. off
each end of the bottom piece. This method
ensures that the distance between the base
of the dovetails on the top and the bottom
is equal.

To lay out the pins, clamp the case side
to be scribed in the front vise of a bench,
and clamp the other case side along the
rear apron of the bench; this serves to sup-
port the top and bottom panels while
marking. Snug up the rabbet on the case
top (or bottom) to the case side and use a
marking knife to scribe the pins. Then saw
right along the line. Remove the waste be-
tween the pins using a router equipped
with a 1⁄4-in. straight bit, and clean up with
a chisel.

Rout dadoes for drawer partitions
before gluing up the case
Prior to gluing up the case, you need to rout
the dadoes and the stopped-dovetail slots
for the stretchers, runners, and dividers.
Rout all of the dadoes the full width of the
sides using a 3⁄4-in. straight bit. A simple jig
can help guide your router (see the top left

photo on p. 55). The base of my router is
not perfectly concentric to the collet, so I
marked an X on the base, making sure the
X sat on the right side of the jig while rout-
ing. This ensured that the dovetail keys
would align with the dadoes. Rout 3-in.-
long stopped dovetails at the ends of each
dado using a 3⁄4-in. dovetail bit. 

To prevent clamps from marring the case
during glue-up, make a set of cauls for
each corner. Notch the cauls to fit around
the dovetail pins and secure them to the
case using double-faced tape to prevent
shifting. After the case is clamped, check
for square with a tape measure.

Stretcher systems support the drawers
Once the case has been glued up, mill the
parts for the stretcher systems that support
the drawers. The front and back drawer
stretchers are dovetailed to the case. The
drawer runners are mortised into the
stretchers. The runners are housed in shal-
low dadoes in the case sides and are cut 
1⁄8 in. short and glued only at the front

tenon to allow for seasonal movement of
the case sides. 

Because the molding around the top of
the dresser is thicker than the top, I screw
what is basically another drawer-stretcher
assembly to the underside of the top to fill
the gap. The front and back stretchers on
this upper assembly don’t need to be dove-
tailed to the case sides, and the runners are
glued only at the front stretcher. 

Molding and base require dovetails
The molding is glued along the case front
and attached with dovetail keys along the
case sides to allow for wood movement. I
learned this method from Christian Becks-
voort (FWW #165, p. 49). A dovetail slot is
routed along the side moldings, and
matching keys are screwed to the case
side. The molding slides on from the rear
and is glued only at the front corner. 

The bracket base is dovetailed at the front
with the upper portion of the joint mitered
for a clean look. Run a rabbet along the top
of the bracket base for setting in the car-

M O U N T  T H E  C A R C A S E
O N  A  B R A C K E T  B A S E

The corner joints combine dovetails with a
miter at the top (above). The miter allows for
the rabbet on the inside edge that supports
the case, as well as the decorative chamfer
along the outside edge. To mount the base,
glue on blocks that can be screwed to the
carcase (right). Elongate the middle and rear
screw holes to allow for seasonal movement.
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case. Glue the carcase to the base along the
front, and attach the base to the sides with
screw blocks that are glued to the base and
screwed to the carcase in elongated holes
to allow for seasonal movement. 

Size and fit lipped drawer fronts
The drawer fronts on this dresser are rab-
beted along the top and sides to create a
lip. This adds visual interest to the piece
and does away with the need for stop
blocks inside the case. However, it does
make fitting and dovetailing the drawer a
bit tougher. 

Normally, when making drawers I start
with a snug fit and plane the sides until
they fit the opening on the carcase. But the
lipped front makes planing the sides diffi-
cult, so it’s important to get the dimensions
right the first time. I do this with the help of
a story stick. Before making any cuts, note
the widths and heights of all drawer open-
ings and adjust your cut list accordingly.

Begin by ripping all of the drawer parts
to width. The sides are 1⁄8 in. narrower than
the height of the opening. The backs are 
5⁄8 in. narrower than the opening, as they al-
so must provide clearance for the drawer
bottoms. The fronts are cut 1⁄8 in. wider than
the height of the opening.

Next, crosscut all of the drawer parts to
length. The sides are cut so that they reach
just short of the case back. Size the drawer
backs to fit snugly in the opening. The
fronts are cut 1⁄2 in. longer than the drawer
back. Once all of the pieces have been di-
mensioned, run a 1⁄4-in.-wide by 9⁄16-in.-
deep rabbet along the top and on the end
of each drawer front. Don’t profile the
lipped edges yet.

Dovetail the drawer parts—Now you are
set to cut the dovetails for the drawer parts.
Begin by cutting the tails on the drawer
sides using the same tablesaw method used
for the carcase. The through-dovetails on
the drawer backs are straightforward. How-
ever, the half-blind dovetails on the drawer
fronts pose a challenge. The rabbeted lip
prohibits you from sawing the full length of
the pins. Instead, scribe the pins with a
knife and use a router equipped with a
fence to remove the waste. Then use a chis-
el to pare to the scribe lines where the
router bit can’t reach.

Before assembling the drawers, you
must run a groove along the inside bottom
edges of the drawer sides and drawer

AT TA C H  
T H E  M O L D I N G
The front molding is glued on but
the side moldings are held in place
with dovetailed keys. To position a
key, insert it into the molding, leav-
ing a few inches exposed at the
front. Align the molding flush with
the case top and screw the key to
the case. Gradually slide the mold-
ing back, exposing more of the key.

Slide the molding into place. After attaching the key, cut it apart at 3-in. intervals to al-
low the case to expand and contract with seasonal humidity changes. Apply glue at the
front corner of the case and slide the molding onto the case from the back.

Molding, 
3⁄4 in. by 1 in.

1⁄4-in.
radius

3⁄4-in.
radius

Key, 1⁄4 in by
1⁄2 in.
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fronts to accommodate the drawer bot-
toms. You also must trim 1⁄32 in. off the bot-
tom edge of each drawer front with the
jointer. This will allow you to do the final
fit of the assembled drawers by trimming
only the bottom edge of the drawer sides.
Trimming also prevents the bottom of the
drawer front from scraping the stretcher
when closing the drawer.

Next, rout a thumbnail profile along all
four edges of the drawer fronts using a 
1⁄4-in. roundover bit. Finally, glue up the
parts and flush the front dovetails with a
shoulder plane and the back dovetails with
a block plane.

Turned knobs top off the drawers—
Turned cherry knobs are available through
catalog retailers. However, I turned my
own to ensure that the wood color
matched. Making them by hand also al-
lowed me to graduate the size of the knobs
to match the graduated drawers.

Oil finish highlights the wood
I finished the dresser with Waterlox, a
wipe-on oil-based finish. Wipe-on oil fin-

ishes are easy to apply, they don’t mask the
beauty of the wood, and they don’t depend
on a dust-free environment for application.
The biggest key to success in using an oil
finish is surface preparation. Many finish-
ing experts will insist that sanding with an
abrasive greater than 150 grit is a waste of
time. I’m certainly not a finishing expert
and I’m no big fan of sanding, but I’ve
learned that if I want a blotch-free oil fin-
ish, I have to sand to at least 400 grit before
applying the first coat of oil. 

Start by wiping on two heavy coats, let-
ting each dry thoroughly, not worrying
about raised grain or dust nibs. Apply a
third coat and, with 600-grit sandpaper,
sand the dresser while it’s still wet; then
wipe off the excess oil with a dry rag. After
this coat has dried, apply two to four very
thin coats of oil using a circular motion to
work the oil into the surface, followed by
long strokes with the grain. Finish by ap-
plying paste wax with steel wool. Buff with
a soft cloth for a smooth, satin luster. �

Michael Pekovich is Fine Woodworking’s art
director and an avid furniture maker.
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D O V E TA I L I N G  L I P P E D  D R A W E R  F R O N T S
Begin by routing a rabbet along the sides and top of the drawer front (1). After scribing the pins
with a knife (2), remove the waste with a router equipped with a fence (3). A platform clamped to
the benchtop makes it easy to secure the drawer front while routing. Then pare to the scribe line
with a sharp chisel (4). After assembly, use a shoulder plane to trim the pins flush (5).
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