


recently met a talented cabinetmaker

who lost his thumb to a mishap with a

dado set. Amazingly, doctors were able
to put one of his toes in its place, and only
a close look can detect the difference. Of
course, his hand will never grip the way it
used to. Lesson: Medical technology is ad-
vancing at an amazing clip, but you don’t
want to test it by making a bad move in
your workshop.

The dado set is a great tablesaw acces-
sory that is unmatched at a variety of oper-
ations—grooving, dadoing, rabbeting, and
tenoning—but it can be very dangerous.
Staying safe requires proper use. Good
techniques will improve your results, too.

A sandwich of blades and chippers
Most dado sets consist of two exterior saw-
blades, with chippers inserted between
them to produce cuts of different widths.
Chippers have just two or four teeth, and
come in standard thicknesses of Vs in.,
Y16 in., and V32 in. A typical set stacks up
to about 2732 in. thick (just under 78 in.).
Shims inserted between chippers can help
fine-tune the width. Some manufacturers
make adjustable dado sets that let you alter
the cutter’s width without adding chippers
or shims. To compare sets, visit the Tool
Guide at FineWoodworking.com.

When mounting a dado
set, the tooth points on
the exterior blades should

MAKE AN ARRAY

point outward. The tips on the chippers
should be staggered evenly. Make sure the
teeth don’t touch each other: You'll get a
false width measurement and damage the
carbide when you tighten the arbor nut.
One of the first things you should do
with a dado set is spend a little time malk-

Just as it does with a regular
sawblade, a zero-clearance
insert enhances safety and
helps eliminate tearout. A
full inventory of inserts will
include one with a full-
width opening and others
with openings in Ys-in.
increments, from % in.

to % in. Latta makes

his plates from %-in.
plywood.

OF THROAT PLATES l

FOR GROOVES,
STOCK RIDES
THE FENCE

Use a long push stick to
hold down the work. Steady
downward pressure helps en-
sure consistent depth. The stub
splitter helps keep the work-
piece from pulling away from
the fence and kicking back.

ing a set of zero-clearance throat plates for
standard dado widths. These plates reduce
tearout by ensuring that the stock is sup-
ported where the cutters exit the work.
They also increase safety by minimizing
blade exposure and reducing areas where
pieces can hang up. I make mine from
Ya-in. plywood with adjustment screws on
the bottom to level the insert to the table
surface. (For more on making these in-
serts, see Fundamentals: “Get safer, cleaner
cuts on your tablesaw,” FWW #200.)

Grooves and dadoes are easy
The dado set’s bread-and-butter is cutting
dadoes (of course) and grooves. Both are
square-bottomed channels with a wide va-
riety of joinery applications. A dado cuts
across the grain; a groove runs with it.
Because grooves typically run with the
long dimension of the stock, it’s simple
enough to guide the workpiece against the
rip fence during these cuts. Use a long
push stick to hold the work flat over the
cutterhead and to keep your hands clear
of the blades. If your saw’s arbor flange
and fence are both on the same side of the
blade, you can use a stub splitter to reduce
the chance that the stock will drift off the
fence and kick back. Whether the splitter
is a metal one mounted to the saw or a
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Dadoes

wood version glued into the throat plate,
be sure it sits slightly lower than the height
of the blades and is aligned with the fence
side of the dado set.

The safest and cleanest way to cut da-
does is with a dedicated crosscut sled.
Mine is identical to a traditional crosscut
sled in most respects. I cut the blade open-
ing in the sled using the widest setup my
dado set will allow. Then, when I want
to cut a narrower dado, I tack down a
scrap of Y-in. plywood to the sled’s deck
and recut the opening. This creates a zero-
clearance opening that will support the
workpiece along both edges of the cut,
radically reducing tearout. It also gives a
definite reference point for locating the
cut. To eliminate blowout at the end of
the cut, I tack a ¥%-in. medium-density fi-
berboard (MDF) auxiliary fence along the
back edge of the sled. Make this fence long
enough to accommodate any stop blocks
that you might need. Another crucial safety
measure when dadoing is to always re-
move the workpiece from the saw before
pulling back the sled. This eliminates the
chance that the cutter will snag and throw
the work during the return stroke.

In some instances—such as dadoing for
large casework or kitchen cabinets—the
workpiece will be too wide for the sled
and too long for a miter gauge. These
pieces must ride along the rip fence. This
requires extra attention because the force
generated by multiple cutters slamming
into the stock can pull the workpiece away
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FOR CLEAN,
SAFE DADOES

Create a zero-clearance sled for
dadoes of any width. Tack down a
sheet of ¥-in. plywood to cover the
sled’s full-width opening (above)
and clamp a piece of %4-in. MDF to
the fence. Next, cut a new slot to
match your intended dadoes (left).
The plywood and MDF will prevent
chipout where the cutter exits the
workpiece.

Two extra touches. A stop block ensures matching workpieces. A toggle clamp screwed to the
deck of the sled and a block clamped to the fence help hold down long stock like this case side.

Photos: Steve Scott; drawings: Kelly J. Dunton
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LARGE PANEL, LARGE PUSH STICK

the back edge of the workpiece to
help him push it forward.

Base,

by 16 in.
long

from the fence, creating a kickback danger.
Again, depending on your saw’s design,
a stub splitter in this setup can radically
reduce the chances of this happening.

Rabbets need an extra fence

To cut a rabbet along the edge of a board
or case back, the dado set always should
be buried into an auxiliary fence mounted
to the main rip fence.

Never try to rabbet an edge with the da-
do set mounted away from the fence and
the opposite edge of the stock riding the
fence. Why? Running the stock this way
means you have an open cutterhead spin-
ning along the stock edge. This is extremely
dangerous! Should your hand make con-
tact, it will be disastrous. Also, dust from
the cutting action will be sprayed all over
the surface of the saw, rather than landing
in the base where it belongs.

In contrast, cutting rabbets against a
sacrificial fence buries the cutter in the
work and keeps hands at a safe distance.
Also, stock that drifts away from the fence
doesn’t get ruined, and you can rabbet
workpieces of different widths without
resetting the fence.

To make a sacrificial fence, use a 3-in.-
wide piece of ¥%-in. MDF, about the full
length of the rip fence. If the material is
bowed slightly, clamp it so that it flattens
out against the fence. Use a stack of dado

www.finewoodworking.com

How to guarantee a great fit

IN PLYWOOD

% in. thick S
by 5 in. wide

For applying firm downward pressure over a large area, Latta
uses this push paddle. The rear cleat hooks over

Cleat,
%, in. thick
by 1 in. wide

Too large for the sled? Wide piec-
es can run against the rip fence, but
use caution. Latta uses a big push
stick and his left hand to keep the
work tight against the table and

fence, helping to prevent kickback.

IN SOLID
WO0O0D

Mill the stock to fit
the dado. One way
of ensuring a snug
dado in solid stock is
to cut a test dado in
a piece of scrap and
use it to gauge the
mating pieces as you
mill them to final
thickness.

Plywood is typically
thinner than its stated
thickness, creating

a loose fit in a
standard-width dado.
A simple and reliable
path to a good fit is to
cut a narrower dado
and then rabbet the
stock to fit. Orient
shelves with the
tongue on top.

Standard-width
dado yields a
loose fit.

Cut dado and
rabbet to fit each
other.
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Rabbets

If you bury the dado set

in an auxiliary fence, any
hitches while cutting a rabbet
won'’t cause kickback or mar
the work.

USE A
SACRIFICIAL
FENCE

A simple scrap of
MDF. Clamp a piece of
%4-in. MDF in place to
protect the tablesaw
fence. Then slide the rip
fence over so the MDF
partially covers the cut-
ter. Lock the rip fence.

blades wider than the rabbet you plan to
cut. If you're running a 3-in. rabbet, for
instance, mount a %2-in. stack and bury at
least Y in. of it into the MDF to create the
opening in the sacrificial fence.

To create the opening, first lower the
dado set all the way. With a properly sized
throat plate, there isn’t any guesswork as
to where the head is, so move the auxiliary
fence to straddle the opening. Turn on the
saw and slowly raise the dado set to the
desired height. Check the height by run-
ning a piece of practice stock and measur-
ing. Once you've found the desired height,
move the fence to set the width.

Whenever possible, clamp a piece of
stock over the cutterhead to eliminate the
possibility of a hand making contact with
the head. Set the block to ride the top of
the stock, but not too snugly. You don’t
want to fight it when making your cuts.

If you can’t use a hold-down block, use
a long push stick with a notched end. This
holds the stock flat on the table, gives con-
trol, and keeps hands away from the cutter.
Rabbeting narrow workpieces is danger-
ous. It’s much better to rabbet wider stock
first and then rip it to final width.

Frame and panel made easy

One very satisfying way to use a dado set
is in creating a quick frame-and-panel as-
sembly. With a floating, solid-wood panel,

Bury the cutterhead. Turn on the saw and raise the cutter. Creep up on the right
height by taking test cuts. Then adjust the fence for the right rabbet width. When cut-
ting rabbets, clamp a block over the cutterhead. The block will hold down the work-
piece, so you can keep your hands away from the blades.
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Stub tenons

this assembly works well for lightweight
doors, dust panels, and other light-duty
applications. With a plywood panel glued
in, the assembly will be strong enough for
the most demanding situations.

A couple of different setups will let you
make all of the cuts for the stub-tenon join-
ery. As one example, consider a frame of
¥-in.-thick by 2-in.-wide stock combined
with a 3s-in.-thick panel. To make the
frame, cut a groove, ¥ in. wide by V2 in.
deep, centered into the edge of the frame
members. This can be done before or after
the stiles and rails are cut to length. For ef-
ficiency and accuracy, it is very important
that the groove is centered.

To cut the tenons on the ends of the rails,
bury a %-in. dado set into a sacrificial fence
so that a little less than %2 in. is exposed.
The tenons need to be a little shorter than
the depth of the groove to allow for ma-
chining glitches and glue. Mount an aux-
iliary fence to a miter gauge so that it is
just about rubbing on the sacrificial fence.
Using some practice stock of the same
thickness, make opposing shoulder cuts by
pushing the stock through with the miter
gauge until a snug-fitting tenon remains
in the center. Tenon the rails. Dry-fit the
frame and get the panel size by measuring
groove bottom to groove bottom in both
directions. Cut the panel to size, and rabbet
it to fit the groove. ]

Contributing editor Steve Latta teaches
furniture making at Thaddeus Stevens College
of Technology in Lancaster, Pa.
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Groove the stock on edge.
The dado set’s two outer
blades cut a perfect Y-in.-wide
groove. The zero-clearance
throat plate is crucial here for
supporting the narrow piece.

A QUICK
FRAME AND
PANEL

Cut the stub tenons with a rabbeting setup. Use a miter gauge with an auxiliary fence to bring
the work to the cutter. This is one time you can use the miter gauge and rip fence at the same time.

The panel is rabbet-
ed. That way, you can
be sure its edge is ex-
actly ¥ in. thick. If the
panel is plywood, it can
be glued in place for a
more rigid assembly.
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