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get a lot of satisfaction from installing
a pair of $17 Brusso butt hinges in a
gorgeous, one-of-a-kind jewelry box.

It takes a while to rout and chisel the mor-
tises to precise dimensions, center and drill
pilot holes and install the hinges with eight
little screws. I also find joy in producing a
short run of six to a couple dozen beautiful
boxes, quickly sliding a pair of $1.75
barbed hinges into convenient slots—no
fasteners needed—and ending up with
some highly treasured gifts for holidays
and special occasions or for selling at
prices that most people can afford.

Barbed hinges (also known as slot
hinges) may seem chintzy to some wood-
workers at first glance, especially if they
are accustomed to using those thick, solid-
brass, high-end models. But the people
who buy or receive boxes outfitted with

barbed hinges think they are lovely. When
the hinges have been installed, you see on-
ly the barrel, no expanse of flashy metal,
which makes them ideal for contemporary
box designs.

These special hinges 
need special tools
Barbed hinges are available in two sizes.
The small hinge is 9⁄16 in. wide by 7⁄8 in. long,
measured with the leaves open. The large
hinge is 7⁄8 in. by 11⁄8 in. Hinges cost less than
$2 a pair, and you get discounts when you
buy more than 10 pairs.

To cut accurate slots you need a special
cutter, essentially a miniature circular-saw
blade intended to run at 3,000 rpm. You
need a different cutter for each hinge size,
and each costs $20. Then there’s the arbor
on which you mount the cutter, another

$20. The hinges, cutter and arbor are avail-
able from Rockler Woodworking and
Hardware (800-279-4441). I occasionally
receive hinges that are stiff and hard to
open and close; I send those back to Rock-
ler in exchange for new ones.

Box dimensions determine hinge size
Barbed hinges are often used on a box that
begins as a closed, six-sided box, where
the lid is then sawn apart from the carcase.
With this type of construction, the lid’s
sides (which frame a lid panel) must be
wide enough to house the hinge leaf. But
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The hinges come in two sizes.



you can use barbed hinges on
any box as long as the lid (if it’s
a solid, one-piece lid) or lid
frame is thicker than the depth
of the saw cut (3⁄8 in. for the small hinge; 
1⁄2 in. for the large hinge), so the leaf does
not poke through the lid.

As far as which size hinge to use, I have a
rule of thumb. If the perimeter of the box is
30 in. or greater, I use 1⁄2-in.-thick wood and
large barbed hinges. If the perimeter is less
than 30 in., I use 3⁄8-in.-thick stock and small
barbed hinges. You’ll develop your own
rules of thumb as you go—simply trust
your own eye and judgment—but if in
doubt, rely on mine.

Installation requires careful layout
and a simple jig
Barbed hinges are very easy, forgiving and
quick to install. However, one drawback is
that once you install them, they are difficult
to remove from the slots without tearing
out a bit of wood. That’s because these
hinges have barbs die-cut into the leaves,
which keep them in place. After the hinges
have been installed, you can adjust them
horizontally with impunity. But if you need
to remove them, pull them out very slowly
and carefully to minimize tearout.

You won’t receive any instructions when
you purchase barbed hinges. I learned to
install them by trial and error, with helpful
advice from other woodworkers. Before
you cut your first slots, you’ll need to lay

out the locations and build a simple jig to
support the workpiece on the drill press. 

Laying out the hinge locations—Start
by marking the locations of the slots on the
mating edges of the box carcase and lid
frame. For easy reference later, make cor-
responding marks on the outside surfaces,
pointing to the centers of the slot locations.
The slot for a large hinge should be cen-
tered about 11⁄2 in. from the end of the car-
case or lid; a slot for a small hinge should
be centered about 1 in. from the end. A
barbed hinge needs at least 3⁄16 in. of wood
supporting it on both sides (see the top
drawing at left). But if the lid panel is heavy
or the lid frame is made of softwood, you
should leave at least 7⁄32 in. of wood on both
sides of the hinge.

Setting up the cutter—With the locations
laid out, chuck the cutter in the drill press
and set the speed to 3,000 rpm. Clamp a flat
auxiliary table to the drill-press table. To
ensure accuracy and safety, build a simple
right-angle carriage jig to help slide the
workpiece upright on the auxiliary table
into the cutter (see the right photo above).
Without the support of the carriage jig, the
workpiece may wobble as you move it in-
to the cutter, causing a sloppy cut or bend-

Vertical slots are centered 3⁄16 in. from the
edge for small hinges (1⁄4 in. for large hinges).
The 45° chamfers should end no more than
3⁄64 in. from the outside edge of the slot. The
1⁄32-in. rabbet cut in the lid and carcase
makes room for the 1⁄16-in.-dia. hinge barrel.
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Slots cut on a 22° canted jig minimize the
visibility of the chamfers. The beginning of
the slot cut is centered 3⁄32 in. from the
outside edge for small hinges (1⁄8 in. for large
hinges). The chamfer should end about 1⁄32 in.
from the back of the slot. Then the rabbet is
cut 1⁄32 in. deep on the lid and carcase.

SIMPLE, VERTICAL SLOT

ADVANCED, ANGLED SLOT
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Angled slots for a slightly more pleasing
look. By making an angled carriage jig and

cutting the slot at a 22° angle, you can start

the slot cut closer to the back of the box, re-

ducing the size and visibility of the chamfer.

On the drill press. With a spe-

cial arbor and cutter chucked in

the unplugged drill press, move

the box and its jig up to the cutter

so that it hits your layout marks

(above). Use a spacer or measure

(3⁄8 in. for the small hinge) from

the carriage jig to a stop block

that will limit the depth of cut.

Remove the spacer, turn on the

drill press (3,000 rpm) and move

the box into the cutter at the

hinge layout marks (right).
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ing the thin cutter. Wax the bottom
of the jig so it will slide smoothly.

To set up the cut, set the box car-
case on the carriage jig, with the
bottom flat against the jig’s vertical
backstop. With the power off, slide
the jig toward the cutter until the
carcase’s rim almost touches the
cutter’s teeth. Adjust the table up
or down to align the cutter with
your layout marks.

Set a stop to limit the depth of cut
(see the inset photo on the facing
page). Measure the width of your
chosen hinge leaf at its widest
point, and add 1⁄8 in. So, for the
large hinges, the depth of cut will
be about 1⁄2 in.; for the small hinges, 3⁄8 in.
This extra 1⁄8 in. gives you some flexibility if
the mated slots aren’t precisely positioned. 

Cutting the slots—With the setup com-
plete, turn on the drill press. Hold the box
carcase tightly to the carriage jig and slow-
ly slide the jig forward, into the cutter. Aim
the left-hand center mark on the carcase
toward the cutter first. Push the carcase in-
to the blade until you feel the base of the
jig hit the stop, then back it away from the
cutter. Repeat the procedure for the right-
hand mark. Then turn off the drill press.
With a slip of paper, measure the depth of
the slots to make sure they’re at least as
deep as the hinge leaf. Repeat the proce-
dure for the box lid, but remember to reset
the stop because the lid is a different size
than the box carcase.

If you are tempted to cut the slots on a
router table, don’t. The router’s high speed
can cause the cutter to burn the wood.

Even at the low end of a variable-speed
router, a cutter will generate so much heat
that it may present a fire hazard.

Chamfers and rabbets 
provide clearance for the lid
Before installing the hinges, cut 45° cham-
fers along the back edges of the lid and car-
case to provide clearance for the lid to
open. Then cut small rabbets to accommo-
date the hinge barrel, which is about 1⁄16 in.
dia. This is done quickly and simply on the
router table. The chamfers, which are cut
first, should end no more than 3⁄64 in. from
the back edges of the slots, so that the
chamfers theoretically point to the center
of the hinge barrels. And thanks to the
chamfers, the lid opens just past 90° and
stops, so you don’t need lid supports.

If you think the 1⁄4-in.-wide chamfer in the
back is unsightly, you can cut angled slots
to minimize the width and visibility of the
chamfer. By angling the slots 22° from ver-

tical, you can start the slot closer
to the back of the box (cut the dis-
tance in half), putting the hinge
barrel closer to the back (see 
the bottom drawing and photo 
on the facing page). You will 
need rabbets with the same di-
mensions as for vertical slots.
However, the chamfers, which
must still point to the hinge bar-
rel’s center, will be practically
negligible (they end 1⁄32 in. from
the back of the slot). 

The rabbets should be slightly
larger than 1⁄32 in. deep. With the
lid and carcase held in the closed
position, measure the rabbet after

you cut it to make sure that it is big enough
for the 1⁄16-in.-dia. hinge barrel.

After you’ve cut the slots, finish the box
completely. When the finish has cured, in-
sert the hinges in their slots in the box car-
case. Then slide the exposed leaves into
the slots in the lid. Close the box and press
the lid and carcase together at the hinge lo-
cations. Adjust the lid so that the sides are
flush, and you’re done.

Barbed hinges might not be suitable for
boxes in museum displays, but for small
gift boxes, the hinges are quite respectable.
In fact, you will find them at high-end, ur-
ban craft galleries around the United States.
Alexander Thomas, who operates Wood of
a Kind in Los Angeles, sells thousands of
such boxes each year, and he says he’s
never heard a negative comment from a
customer about the hinges. �

Dave Freedman is the author of Box-Making
Basics (The Taunton Press, 1997).

On the router table. Cut a 45°

chamfer on the carcase and lid.

The chamfer should end no

more than 3⁄64 in. from the out-

side edge of the slot.

Cut the rabbet. After cutting

the chamfer, cut a rabbet slight-

ly more than 1⁄32 in. deep on the

carcase and lid to make room

for the 1⁄16-in.-dia. hinge barrel.

Finish the box before assembly. After the finish has cured, insert the

hinges into the carcase (left photo), then the lid (middle). If necessary,

you can easily make minor adjustments after the lid and carcase have

been pressed together. Simply slide the lid side to side (right) to make it

line up perfectly. However, unlike other hinges, these barbed hinges can-

not be removed without tearing out the wood around the slots.
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