
In the article “How to Fix Flaws and 
Mistakes” (FWW #228), we asked 
the magazine’s most frequent con-

tributors for their favorite methods for 
concealing flaws in the wood, whether 
self-inflicted mistakes or courtesy of 
Mother Nature. Their clever tricks for 
getting out of a problem without having 
to go back and start over struck a chord 
with our  readers. 

That article focused on cosmetic fixes 
for surface flaws, but we saved a whole 
other family of invaluable remedies, for 
mistakes made while cutting joinery. 
While these mistakes may or may not 
affect the look of a piece, they most cer-
tainly have an impact on its strength, and 
can force you to scrap a valuable work-
piece. Once again, the pros have a bunch 
of tricks up their sleeves. 

Compiled by FWW staff.

5 pros share their favorite saves

Fast Fixes for
Joinery Mistakes

D O V E T A I L S

M I T E R S

T E N O N S
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Widen the gap. A slight gap can be hard to fill. To make it easier, widen it slightly with a dovetail 
saw, angling the saw and cutting to the baselines of both the pins and tails.

Insert the shim. Chop the bottom of the strip at an angle so it will fit the 
widened gap, then glue it in place. Be sure to orient the end grain of the 
strip in line with that of the tail board.

Trim it flush. After the glue dries, use a wide chisel to slice the shim 
flush.

ANgLED ShIM fOR 
ThROugh-DOVETAILS

A common mistake when hand-
cutting through-dovetails is 

to cut on the wrong side of the 
scribe line, which leaves a small but 
noticeable gap between the pin and 
tail when the piece is glued up. A 
surefire solution is to fill the gap with 
a thin shim that’s the same wood 
species as the project. Widen the 
gap first, glue in the shim, then trim 
it flush.

—Michael Pekovich is fWW’s art director,  
and a prolific furniture maker.

Obvious mistake. 
Even a small dovetail 
gap can be a big 
eyesore on a cabinet 
case.

Solutions for gappy dovetails
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Tight joint. After re-routing the 
shimmed key, it fits perfectly.

Make a wedge. 
Cut a shim slightly 
wider and thicker 
than the gap. Then 
taper the sides and 
ends using a chisel 
and block plane.

Dovetails continued

Spring into action. Glue a piece of veneer or 
a thicker shim to the face of the dovetail key. 
Brown uses spring clamps and a thin caul to 
ensure a good glue bond across the width.

WIDE ShIM fOR A LOOSE SL IDINg DOVETAIL

This fix came to me while I was working on a wall shelf made with sliding dovetails. As 
always, I’d set up the router-table cuts using test pieces and verified the fit. But after 

I finished routing the dovetail keys, I discovered that I was off by a little more than 1⁄16 in. 
Yikes! Turns out that I’d not tightened down my fence sufficiently, and it shifted slightly 
as I made the cuts. Fortunately, I came up with a fix that was pretty quick and easy. I 
filled the gap with a piece of thick veneer, glued along the face of the key. Be sure to run 
the grain in the same direction. Then I re-routed the joint to get a tight fit.

—Greg Brown is a furniture maker in New Hampshire.

Loose key. If your 
router-table fence is 
misaligned, you’ll end 
up with an unsightly 
gap on a sliding 
dovetail.

Here’s a simple way to fix a gap in a half-blind dovetail. Use end-grain shims that 
closely match the color and grain pattern of the pin. This fix is slightly different from 

the through-dovetail fix on p. 49, which uses a triangular, flat shim. Because there’s no 
way to widen the gap cleanly, and it’s trapped by the edge of the drawer front, I taper the 
shim to create a wedge that is easier to put in. I tap it into the gap with a hammer, then 
trim it flush. 

—Garrett Hack is a contributing editor.

Glaring gap. This small gap will 
drive a veteran woodworker nuts 
every time the drawer is opened.

TApERED ShIM fOR hALf-bLINDS

Caul

Shim thickens 
dovetail key.

Apply paraffin 
wax under caul 
to prevent it from 
sticking to the repair.
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Drive it home. Put glue on the tip of the shim and tap it in place (above). 
Saw off the excess and trim the patch flush (right).

Joint the back. Run the back of the 
molding over the jointer, taking a shallow 
cut. Be sure to use push blocks. If the 
molding is too small for a safe jointer 
pass, use a handplane.

Tight miter. Taking material off the back 
brings the miter together.

When miters don’t meet
RELIEVE ThE bACK, NOT ThE CORNERS

When trimming the miters on moldings, it’s easy to take 
off too much from one end, leaving a small gap. Instead 

of cutting a new piece of molding, you can fix the pieces you 
have. Simply take a very light jointer pass off the back face of 
the molding (a handplane will work too). This has the effect of 
lengthening the distance between the miters, giving you one more 
chance to close the gap. 

—Will Neptune is a furniture maker in Massachusetts.

Gap

Molding

Frame

Remove material here 
to close the gap.

Open corner. It’s easy to trim too 
much off a miter, creating a gap.
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Rx for tenon troubles

Top it off. Glue in the cap over the tenon for a 
seamless repair. 

Make a cap. Mill a slip tenon for a snug fit in 
the outside of the mortise. Then cut off a piece 
long enough to meet the end of the real tenon. 

A little off the top. Trim the edges of the veneer flush, and then plane 
the fattened tenon until it fits. 

Hanging tight. A perfect fit is one where the joint stays together when 
you hold it in mid-air.

fATTEN up A ThIN TENON

It’s easy to trim too much from a tenon, creating a loose fit in its mortise. There 
is an easy fix, which I learned from Phil Lowe. You just glue veneer to the tenon 

cheek and try again. First partially assemble the joint and look for a gap to see 
which face of the tenon is undercut (shimming the wrong face can mess up the 
alignment of the parts). Now resaw a strip of veneer just a bit thicker than the gap. 
Glue it on, using a small caul to get even pressure and a tight glueline, and then trim 
the tenon again to creep up on a perfect fit.

—Tom McKenna is managing editor, and Phil Lowe runs the Furniture Institute of Massachusetts.

CAp A bAD ThROugh-TENON

A through-tenon is an attractive detail, but it’s easy to end up with a gap or chipped corner while you’re fitting the extralong tenon. A 
simple fix is to cut back the bad tenon and then cap it. The cap can either be flush or protruding, depending on the style. Start by 

cutting a slip tenon for a snug fit in the mortise. Then trim the damaged tenon back so that it’s about 1⁄4 in. shy of the outside end, and 
insert it fully into the mortise. Cut the cap long enough to bottom out against the internal tenon, especially if it is designed to protrude 
evenly. Now you can glue in the real tenon and add the cap on the outside. If it is a chamfered cap, be sure to do that beforehand.

       —Michael Pekovich

Bad corner. When fitting a long through-
tenon, it’s easy to chip out a corner or just 
over-trim it, ruining the look.

Shim splint. Add a strip of veneer to thicken 
a loose tenon. Cut the veneer so that it over-
hangs the tenon just a hair on each side. 
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Slippery glue-up. When gluing in the tenon, you need to 
clamp it in three directions: One clamp pushes the tenon in, 
one keeps it from pivoting out, and one goes across the face 
to ensure a good bond with the cheeks.

Curved piece fits 
right in. Mill a slip 
tenon for a snug fit 
in the groove, with 
one end curved to 
match the arc of 
the blade. You can 
use the blade to 
trace the arc.

Clear a path for 
a new one. Use a 
dado set to plow a 
groove where the 
tenon should have 
been. Stop the cut 
when the blade 
is at the apex of 
the curve, turn off 
the saw, and hold 
the piece until the 
blade stops. 

Remove the tenon 
altogether. Cut off 
the tenon at the 
shoulder.

REpLACE A TENON COMpLETELy

It’s all too common to orient an offset tenon 
backwards on a rail, creating a big step on the 

finished frame. But it’s not a fatal error. You can simply 
slice off the miscut tenon, cut a big stopped groove in 
the rail, and slide in a slip tenon. This fix works for bad 
tenons of all kinds. Here’s how to do it.  

Install a dado set on the tablesaw equal to the tenon 
thickness. Set the height for the width of the tenon 
and use the rip fence to locate the dado set in the rail 
thickness. Be sure you have the location right this 
time! Feed the rail in far enough to cut a reasonable-
size pocket—stop the cut just after you reach the apex 
of the blade. Turn off the saw and wait for the blade 
to stop. Use the same species of wood to make a slip 
tenon that fits snug in the curved pocket. Cut the 
tenon to length and glue it into the rail. When the glue 
dries, clean up the bottom edge and fit the new tenon 
to its mortise.   

—Will Neptune

Bad shoulder. 
Get an offset 
tenon wrong and 
the problem is 
obvious. But even 
this can be fixed 
without starting 
from scratch.
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