
A Cabinet for Hand Tools

Make the outside plain or fancy, 
but design the inside around your tools

B Y  M I C H A E L  P E K O V I C H

Big storage in 
a small space. 
Swing-out panels in 
the doors and upper 
case let you pack in 
more tools without 
taking up any more 
wall space.
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When I stop to think about it, I 
probably spend as much time 
in my shop with power tools 

as I do with hand tools. But when the 
dust and noise from milling parts finally 
settles and I head to my bench, that’s when 
the fun begins—when I feel like I’m really 
woodworking. And that’s why my cobbled-
together hand-tool cabinet was always the 
heart of my shop. Over the years, though, 
as my tool collection grew, I finally had to 
admit that I had outgrown my old friend 
and it was time to build a new one. 

Space is limited in my shop, so I needed 
a way to pack more storage into the new 
cabinet without taking up more wall space 
than the old one. I solved the problem in 
two ways. First, I made the case deeper, 
giving me more room for handplane stor-
age in the lower portion and enough depth 
for swing-out panels above. Also, I built the 
doors as shallow boxes instead of flat pan-
els, an idea I borrowed from contributing 
editor Chris Becksvoort (see his tool cabi-
net on p. 54). These deeper doors combine 
shelf space for smaller planes and swing-
out panels for extra space to hang tools. 
After some careful design and layout, I now 
have all my hand tools in one easy-to-reach 
place—and the cabinet looks great, too. 

Tools drive the design
Designing a tool cabinet can be a chal-
lenge. It’s not just the number of tools. 
You have to figure out ways to store tools 
of varied sizes and shapes. Even a bigger 
cabinet would not have room for every 
tool I own, so I took a hard look at my 
collection to determine which tools I use 
regularly, which ones I use only occasion-
ally, and which ones simply gather dust. I 
wanted to make sure that the tools I use 
most are always within easy reach; that the 
tools I use once in a while, like carving 
gouges, are stored in less accessible parts 
of the cabinet; and that the dust gatherers 
find a home somewhere else. By the way, 
I also built in a little extra space for new 
tools I have my eye on. To help with the 
design, I made a full-sized mock-up out of 
plywood scraps. This gave me a better idea 
of the space I had and how to use it to its 
fullest. To customize the cabinet for your 
tools, I’d recommend you do the same.

Exposed joinery is beautiful and strong 
I’m not big on dressing up most shop cabi-
nets, but I think a tool cabinet deserves 

A dovetailed case
Tablesaw makes quick work 
of tails. Pekovich attaches a 
sled with a tall fence to a pair of 
miter gauges to cut the tails. With 
the blade tilted, he makes a pass 
at each pin location and then 
rotates the board to complete the 
pin socket.

A custom blade leaves clean 
corners. The top of each tooth 
is ground to 71⁄2°. When the 
blade is tilted to the same angle, 
it creates a flat-top cut, leaving 
just a sliver of waste in the 
middle.

The pins are next. 
Start by scribing 
the pins from the 
tails board (right). 
After sawing to the 
scribe lines with a 
backsaw (below), 
remove the waste 
in between the 
pins with a router 
equipped with a 
spiral straight bit. 
Pekovich uses a 
simple box (below 
right) to bring the 
workpiece to a 
comfortable height 
for routing.
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some extra attention. For me, that means a solid-wood case with 
dovetails at the corners, and frame-and-panel doors mounted with 
mortised butt hinges. Still, I made good use of Baltic-birch plywood 
in the back and door panels as well as in the interior of the case. 
It provides a solid surface for mounting tool holders and its thin, 
void-free plies mean that the exposed edges look nice. You could 
certainly build the whole cabinet from plywood or go to the other 
extreme by adding veneer or marquetry. It’s a great place to show 
some flair and dress up your shop, or you can keep it simple.

I cut the dovetails on the tablesaw (see Steve Latta’s article “Table-
sawn Dovetails,” FWW #152). Then I cut the pins with a handsaw, 
hogging out the waste between pins with a router and paring to 
the line with chisels. 

To give the case more rigidity, I joined the fixed shelf to the sides 
with through-tenons. Normally I start by cutting the mortises, but in 

Sides, 7⁄8 in. thick 
by 10 in. wide by 
42 in. long

Door box, 
7⁄8 in. thick by 
3 in. wide

Butt hinge, 
2 in. wide by 
3 in. long

Back, 1⁄2-in.-thick 
plywood, glued and 
screwed to case

Door frame, 7⁄8 in. 
thick by 13⁄4 in. wide

Door panel, 
1⁄2-in.-thick 
plywood, 
rabbeted to 
fit groove

Groove, 1⁄4 in. 
wide by 1⁄2 in. 
deep

Shelf, 3⁄4 in. 
thick by 3 in. 
wide

Top and bottom, 7⁄8 in. 
thick by 91⁄2 in. wide 
by 28 in. long

Fixed shelf, 7⁄8 in. 
thick by 81⁄2 in. wide 
by 28 in. long

Rabbet for back, 1⁄2 in. 
wide by 1⁄2 in. deep

Dowel, 1⁄4 in. dia. 
by 11⁄2 in. long

14 in.

171⁄4 in.

28 in.

42 in.

10 in.
3 in.

137⁄8 in.

French cleat, 1⁄2-in.-thick 
plywood, screwed to wall 
at stud locations

Tenons, 
3⁄4 in. square

Serious tool storage
The spacious cabinet doesn’t devour a lot of wall space, yet 
holds a wealth of hand tools. The case and door boxes are 
made from solid beech. Baltic-birch plywood is used for the 
door panels, swing-out panels, and plane till.
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Butt hinge, 
115⁄16 in. 
wide by 
15⁄8 in. 
long

Gallery top, 
5⁄8 in. thick by 
5 in. wide by 
261⁄4 in. long

Hinge strip, 
5⁄8 in. thick by 
3⁄4 in. wide

Hinge strip, 
5⁄8 in. thick by 
21⁄4 in. wide 
by 151⁄4 in. 
long

Shelf cleat, 
3⁄4 in. thick by 
4 in. wide by 
151⁄4 in. long Shelf, 3⁄4 in. thick 

by 4 in. wide, 
dadoed into cleats

Short top, 
5⁄8-in.-thick 
beech, 41⁄4 in. 
wide by 77⁄8 in. 
long

Plane till support, 
71⁄4 in. wide by 
131⁄4 in. long

Plane till, 
165⁄16 in. wide by 
261⁄4 in. long

DIvider, 3⁄8 in. 
thick by 1⁄2 in. 
wide

Gallery bottom, 
1⁄2-in.-thick plywood 
edged with beech, 
91⁄4 in. wide by 
261⁄4 in. long

Panel, 1⁄2-in. 
plywood

Groove, 1⁄4 in. wide 
by 1⁄4 in. deep

Edging, 5⁄8 in. 
thick by 3⁄4 in. 
wide

Hinge strip
SWING-OUT PANEL DETAIL

Groove, 1⁄4 in. wide 
by 1⁄4 in. deep

Divider, 1⁄4-in.-thick 
plywood, 51⁄2 in. high 
by 91⁄4 in. long

Drawer parts, 
3⁄8 in. thick

151⁄4 in.
131⁄2 in.

4 in.

81⁄2 in.

5 in.61⁄8 in.

67⁄8 in.

51⁄4 in.

43⁄8 in.

291⁄8 in.

103⁄8 in.

To purchase digital plans and 
a complete cutlist for this 

tool cabinet and other projects, 
go to FineWoodworking.com/
PlanStore.

SOURCES 
OF  SUPPLY

Butt hinGes
House of Antique 

Hardware

houseofantiquehardware
.com

Part numbers: 
R-08BM-1822-OB

R-08IH-83020-10B
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this case it was easier to transfer the tenon layout to the mortises 
rather than vice-versa (see photos, left). 

First I cut the tenon shoulders using the tablesaw. I formed the 
cheeks by cutting a shallow rabbet, with the blade buried in a 
sacrificial fence. The rabbet has three benefits. First, it provides a 
consistent shoulder line to pare to when removing waste between 
the tenons. Second, it obscures any gap at the mortise. And finally, 
I can give a shelf a final handplaning without affecting the thick-
ness of the tenons. 

For the mortises, I started by marking the shelf location on the 
back edges of the sides and then carried those lines across the 
faces. Next, I stood the shelf on each case side to mark the mor-
tises on the inside and outside faces. I roughed out the mortises 
on the drill press and squared them up with a chisel. 

Once the joinery was completed, I dry-fitted the case, making 
sure the assembly was square. I also lightly chamfered the ends 
of the dovetails and through-tenons with a block plane because 
I planned to leave them proud instead of trimming them flush 
after glue-up. After gluing up the case, I made and installed the 
plywood back panel. I cut it and the lower French cleat from the 
same piece, beveling their mating edges at 45°. The bevel cut is 
hidden by the fixed shelf and centered in its thickness. Then I 
assembled the doors and the door boxes (see photos, above).

Inside, planes get priority
With the case complete, it was time to work on the storage com-
ponents. I started at the heart of the cabinet with the plane till 
and the gallery, designed to hold my collection of handplanes. 
The till not only displays the larger planes nicely but it also makes 
them easily accessible because it tilts back at 30°. Triangular cleats 
screwed to the case sides support the till.

Cut the shoulders. Use a marking gauge to scribe 
shoulder lines on the shelf and then mark the 
tenon locations with a pencil. Set the blade height 
to the scribe line to form the tenons.

Scribe the 
mortise 
locations. Stand 
the shelf in place, 
using a square to 
align it flush with 
the back edge. 
Knife around each 
tenon and repeat 
on the opposite 
face of the case 
side.

Drill and chop. 
Remove most of 
the waste on the 
drill press. Then use 
a chisel to chop 
out the rest, work-
ing back to the 
scribe lines gradu-
ally. Chop halfway 
down, undercutting 
slightly, then flip to 
complete the cut.

Cheeks next. Bury a portion of the sawblade in 
a sacrificial fence to cut the shallow rabbet that 
forms the cheeks. 

Clean up the waste. Bandsaw most of 
the waste and then chisel to the base-
line. To ensure a tight fit, chop halfway 
down, undercutting the joint slightly, 
then flip and work from the other side  
in the same way.

Add the fixed shelf
Cut tenons first

then Chop the mortises
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The planes are separated by a series of dividers screwed to 
the till. I used the actual planes and a 1⁄4-in.-wide spacer strip to 
locate the dividers.

At the bottom of the cabinet I created a gallery that also includes 
a couple of drawers, useful for everything from drill bits to tape 
measures. The whole section slides in and out as a unit and is 
screwed to the base of the cabinet at the back. 

The gallery is narrower at the top than at the bottom, and the 
dividers are curved. This allows easier ac-
cess to the handplanes. The 1⁄4-in.-thick 
plywood dividers slide into dadoes in the 
1⁄2-in.-thick top and bottom. I added hori-

Big glue-up made easier. To provide clearance for the proud dovetails and 
the through-tenons, Pekovich elevates one side using wood strips (left). Then he 
assembles the main carcase, checking it for square. Once the case is dry, he 
attaches the back with glue and nails (above). Screws add a little extra security.

Add a frame-and-panel front to the doors. The 
plywood panels are glued into a stub-tenon frame 
(above). This creates a handsome yet rigid assembly 
that helps keep the door from sagging while provid-
ing a solid, flat surface for attaching tool holders. The 
frame-and-panels attach to the door boxes (right) with 
a simple glue joint.

Assembly tips

zontal dividers to two of the partitions to double-up block plane 
storage, gluing in stops to keep the smaller planes from sliding 
in too far.

Doors within doors double the storage area—At the top of 
the cabinet, just above the plane till, I added cleats to the cabinet 
sides. These not only support a small shelf but also act as a place 
to attach a pair of swing-out plywood panels made from 1⁄2-in.-
thick Baltic-birch plywood. I relieved the bottoms of each panel so 

they wouldn’t block access to the 
planes below. I also added swing-
out panels to the inside of each 
cabinet door. The panels give me 

V I D E O  WO R K S H O P
Watch Pekovich build this tool cabinet 
from start to finish in a members-only 
video at FineWoodworking.com/extras.
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Build the dividers around your tools. The plane till is simply a ply-
wood panel screwed to triangular cleats mounted to the case sides. It’s 
easier to add the plane dividers before installation. Set each plane in 
place and slide a 1⁄4-in.-thick shim against it to create some wiggle room. 
Screw down the dividers without glue to make future alterations easier.

The interior is divided into 
three basic zones that 
can be customized to fit 
anyone’s tool collection. 
The vertical surfaces 
are great for saws, 
spokeshaves, chisels, 
screwdrivers, and layout 
tools. The angled till 
keeps handplanes within 
easy reach. The shelves 
at the bottom can be 
outfitted with dividers for 
even more plane storage 
or filled with drawers for 
screws, hardware, router 
bits, and small tools.

Clean dadoes for the gallery dividers. Cut the dadoes for the dividers 
with a dado blade and a crosscut sled. A fresh plywood base taped to the 
sled eliminates tearout.

Six dividers, one cut. Tape the dividers into a single stack and cut all 
the profiles at once. A symmetrical curve creates offcuts with the same 
profile.

Glue up the gallery and slide it in as a unit. The left side of the gallery 
is outfitted with a pair of drawers for odds and ends. The shelves are for 
block planes.

Customize the interior
pLAne tiLL AnD GALLerY

DOORS/SWING-OUT PANELS

PLANE TILL

DRAWERS/SHELVES

mAKe it Your oWn

another strong surface to attach tool holders, helping the cabinet 
pack in even more storage in a shallow space. 

Neat tricks for customized tool storage—The final step of the 
construction was to create a safe, secure home for each tool in the 
cabinet. Some solutions, like chisel racks, fit a variety of tools. Oth-
ers, such as holders for marking gauges and saws, are customized 
for each tool. Finding the right solution for each tool is half the fun.

My chisels hang on a holder with concentric-sized holes that 
accommodate a variety of handle diameters. I have several 
spokeshaves of various shapes and sizes, but a pair of racks 

Leave out the shelves in the doors 
and extend the swing-out panels for 
even more vertical storage space.
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Add the door shelves. Use spacer 
blocks to locate each shelf while you 
drill and pin them in place. You can 
change the location of the shelves 
later by drilling out the pins.

A swing out panel increases storage. The 
1⁄2-in. plywood panel is edged with a thicker 
hardwood strip on one side to allow for hinge 
mortises. The panel is attached to a cleat that is 
mounted to the drawer box.

with upward-angled arms handles all of them. Squares can 
be secured with a simple slotted block of wood. Handsaws 
require a custom-fit holder. I started by making a block to fit 
the opening in the handle, then screwed on a pivoting tab 
to hold the saw in place. Rare-earth magnets set into blocks 
help keep long tools from swinging. For the finish, I kept it 
simple. I just wiped on a few coats of shellac to give the case 
a little protection and make it easier to clean.

To hang the cabinet, start by attaching the French cleat to the 
wall with 3-in. screws at the stud locations. Rest the cabinet 
on the cleat and screw through the back of the case into the 
studs. □

Michael Pekovich is FWW’s art director and a longtime furniture maker.

sWinG-out pAneLs

Versatile holder for chisels 
and gouges. The stepped holes 
fit handles large and small.  After 
drilling, cut the access slots on 
the tablesaw.

1 in. dia.
3⁄4 in. dia.

3⁄4 in.

13⁄8 in.

13⁄8 in.
3⁄16 in.

3⁄8 in.

Simple spokeshave rack. A pair of uprights hold 
the shaves securely. Start by drilling holes, then 
finish the profile at the bandsaw.

1 in. dia.1 in. dia.

21⁄4 in. 45˚

11⁄4 in.

2 in.

tooL hoLDers
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