
A Chessboard Made Easy
Go with veneer every time

B Y  C R A I G  T H I B O D E A U

TWO WAYS 
TO USE IT

Chessboard or chess 
table? Add solid-wood 
edging for a simple chess-
board that can be stowed 
away, or incorporate the 
veneered panel into a table 
design of your choosing, 
like Thibodeau’s Art-Deco-
style game table at right.
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A SHORT L IST 
OF SUPPLIES

Veneer

standard commercial veneers 
work great for this project. 
For the 2-in. grid you see at 
left, you’ll need two pieces 
of contrasting veneer, 
each about 10½   in. wide 
by 18½   in. long. if need 
be, you can cut the strips 
from a narrower stack of 
matching veneer. For a 
more decorative pattern, 
try alternating the grain 
direction of one color. Use 
an even darker wood for 
the banding at the edges, 
and don’t forget to veneer the 
back to prevent the panel from 
warping. any species will do there.warping. any species will do there.

At some point in your woodworking life, you’ll 
probably make a chessboard. The classic par-
quet pattern adds fun and function to an or-

dinary table. And a stand-alone chessboard makes a 
great gift.

If you haven’t worked with veneer, you may be 
tempted to make your game board from thick squares 
of solid wood. don’t. you’ll have to contend both with 
wood movement and weak end-grain joints. Veneer 
is much easier to cut accurately, and is easy to apply 
to a stable MdF substrate. Also, veneer is available 
in hundreds of beautiful species and grain patterns. 
By the way, the following technique works for other 
parquetry patterns, too, such as diamonds.

Standard chessboard squares range from 2 in. to 
21⁄2 in. square, but you can size the squares  

to fit the chess pieces you have 
on hand. 

Veneer taping 101
Because of the V-groove that a 
knife or veneer saw leaves be-
hind, it’s important to keep track 

of your “glue face” and “show face,” 
as they are called. when cutting the veneer, 

keep the glue face on top, which guarantees that 
the lower edges of all of your cuts meet cleanly on the 
opposite show face. And generally, as you assemble 
any veneer pattern, you bring the pieces together by 
using blue masking tape on the glue face, and then 
thin moisture-activated veneer tape goes on the show 
face. when the veneer tape is dry, you peel off the 
masking tape and you are ready to apply the veneer 
to a substrate. 

Simple jig ensures accuracy
Start by making a straight block of hardwood or 
plywood roughly 3⁄4 in. thick by 20 in. long. Rip it 
precisely 2 in. wide, and stick coarse sandpaper to the 
bottom to help keep it in place. This will be the guide 
you use to cut the strips of veneer into equal squares, 
so make sure the sides of the jig are truly straight 
and parallel. 

when cutting with the veneer saw (a single-bevel 
marking knife or razor also works), make sure the 
blade stays 90° to the cutting guide so you will have 
square edges on the strips. If you decide to use a 
more delicate veneer for your squares, such as burl or 
heavily figured woods, it may be necessary to cover 
the face of the veneer with a layer of veneer tape to 
prevent chips and breakage along the cut line. Cut a 
sample strip or two to check. 

Using your guide, cut one straight edge on each 
piece of veneer. Start with a light pass just 
to create a path for the blade, and then bear 
down a bit more on the next few strokes 
until the waste veneer falls away cleanly. 
Next, align one edge of the guide with the 

tape

Veneer saW

For initial assembly, you’ll need 
blue masking tape. it has some 
stretch to it, so when you pull 
on it as you apply it, it draws 
the pieces together tightly. it 
also peels off easily. moisture-
activated veneer tape goes on 
next and stays on until the veneer 
is applied. i prefer the wide, thin 
variety (34-gram, 50 mm veneer 
tape; from veneersystems.com), 
which covers more ground and is 
easier to remove after your panel 
is done and dry.

You can use a razor knife 
or a sharp veneer saw 
to do the cutting, but i 
greatly prefer the veneer 
saw because it cuts 
quickly, and doesn’t tend 
to follow the grain of the 
veneer and wander off 
the cut line. Veneer saws 
are inexpensive, but they 
require a quick tuneup 
(see photos, right) with a 
fine file. it only takes a few 
minutes, and then you are 
ready to make perfect cuts.

sQuares

bacK

edging

Quick tuneup. First, sharpen the teeth with a fine 
file (left), following the angles already estab-
lished. Then bevel the outside edge (right) 
to bring each tooth to a sharp point. 
Last, knock the burr off the back.

To watch a video on 
sharpening a veneer saw, go to 
FineWoodworking.com/extras.

Online Extra
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Tape the strips together. Use blue tape to pull the 
strips together tightly (above) and then tape each 
seam (right). Alternate four of one color with five of 
the other; it doesn’t matter which.

Burnish for a better 
bond. Here’s a tip for 
both blue tape and 
veneer tape: Burnish 
them with a brass-
bristle brush after ap-
plying, and they will 
hold much better.

cut edge of the veneer and cut the first 2-in. strip.  
Repeat this process, using the straightedge as the siz-
ing guide, until you have four dark strips and five  
light strips or five dark and four light—it doesn’t re-
ally matter. Ensure that all of the strips have clean  
edges free of tearout and chips, and replace any dam-
aged strips.

Strips become squares
Now use blue masking tape to create an array of al-
ternating strips, applying the tape on the glue face, 
where you did your cutting. Start by just taping across 
the joints every 2 in. or so, and then run long pieces 
of tape along the joints. 

The next step is to square off one end of the veneer 
sheet. This is critical, so use an accurate square to line 
up your guide. Now use the guide to crosscut 2-in.-
wide strips from the veneer sheet until you have eight 
equal strips of alternating squares.

All of the strips now need to be flipped over to 
the show face so you can see the veneer and align 
the squares when taping. Just flip one strip at a 
time end for end so they stay in order and the grain  
remains aligned. Now slide every other strip down 
one square to create the chessboard pattern. Use 
more blue tape to join the strips one at a time, be-
ing careful to align the intersections of the squares. 
Use enough tape to hold the joints together but don’t 
run tape along the entire joint at this time. Peel away 
the overhanging squares that remain outside the  
playing surface and you have your chessboard pat-
tern. These blue tape strips on your show face are 

precise strips

Straightedge doubles 
as a template. Make 
a plywood guide exactly 
as wide as your desired 
squares, and use it to 
guide a sharp veneer 
saw. Glue sandpaper  
on the bottom to keep 
the guide from slipping. 
For each new strip, line 
up the guide with the 
edge you just cut, and 
simply saw along the  
opposite side.

From strips to stripes to squares
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Veneer tape locks 
in the pattern. Peel 
off the small pieces 
of blue tape from the 
show face. Then veneer-
tape the entire surface 
(above), overlapping 
the pieces slightly and 
trimming away the 
excess. Draw the tape 
across a wet sponge 
to dampen it. After the 
veneer tape has dried, 
remove the blue tape 
from the opposite face 
(left).

for alignment only, so your taping is far from over. It 
goes quickly, though.

Whole lotta taping
To get the veneer tape where it belongs, you need to 
flip the pattern over again and cover the other side 
with blue tape, pulling it across the joints first and then 
putting long strips along the joints.

Now flip it over once more and remove the small 
amount of blue tape from the show face. Then apply 
moist veneer tape to this face one long strip at a time, 
making sure the strips overlap slightly and cover the 
entire chessboard. when all the wet strips are in place 
and burnished, place the entire veneer assembly under 
a piece of MdF or plywood for a few hours. other-
wise the wet tape will distort the veneer and pull the 
squares apart as it dries.

After the tape has dried, trim off any overhanging 
pieces with a razor knife, and remove all of the re-
maining blue tape from the glue face.

Tips for a handsome border
A nice way to create a transition between solid-wood 
edging and chessboard squares is to add a decora-
tive veneer banding, in a color that contrasts with 
both chessboard colors and the edging. Black is an 
easy choice, but any contrasting veneer will create a 
transition.

Before you add any decorative banding, it is likely 
that the outside edges of the chessboard pattern will 
need to be straightened slightly. Line up the straight-
edge with each side of the pattern and trim just enough 
veneer to clean up any misalignment of the squares. 

Now, using your guide, slice four 1⁄4-in.-wide strips 

the chessboard emerges

Crosscut the strips. Use the guide again, setting up the first 
cut with a framing square.

Blue tape for assembly. Keep the strips in order as you 
create the chessboard pattern. Work on the show face, which 
allows you to see the alignment clearly. Just a few pieces of 
tape are fine here, and then flip to the glue face and put blue 
tape both across the seams and along them.
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Finishing touches

Cutting guide strikes 
again. Line up your 
cutting guide with the 
corners of the overlap, 
and use a sharp knife 
to cut through both lay-
ers (right). Remove the 
waste pieces, and you 
should have a perfect 
miter (far right). Do the 
blue-tape dance again 
to get veneer tape on 
the show face and you 
are ready to lay up the 
panel.

Blue tape again. Put 
a strip around each 
edge of the show face, 
leaving about half of 
the tape overhanging. 
Then flip the pattern 
over.

Place the banding. 
Pull it tight to the edges 
of the pattern as you 
press it down, and sim-
ply overlap the ends.

of banding veneer. Flip the pattern over so the veneer 
tape is facing up and lay a strip of blue tape around 
the perimeter leaving about half overhanging. Flip the 
sheet again and begin sticking the banding strips onto 
the tape, pressing the banding strips up against the 
chessboard to create tight joints. Allow the banding 
strips to overlap each other at the corners. 

Now you miter the corners simply by aligning 
the cutting guide at 45° on each corner and cutting 
through both pieces of banding with a razor knife. 
Remove the excess pieces, and then press the mitered 
corner together, pulling it tight with a piece of blue 
tape across the joint if necessary. once the corners are 
finished, do the whole tape dance again. Apply blue 
tape to the joints between the banding and the chess-
board pattern. Flip it over and remove the blue tape 
from the veneer-tape side. Check for tight miter joints, 
and veneer tape all along the banding line, and then 
stick the whole thing under that piece of MdF again.  

Now turn it into a real chessboard
Cut your MdF substrate as close as possible to the size 
of the veneer pattern but not smaller, and join and cut 
a backer veneer too. Normal yellow glue works fine, 
and the panel is small enough that you can use clamps 
to do the pressing, as opposed to a vacuum bag. Scuff-
sand the MdF on both sides to help with adhesion.

Use MdF or particleboard cauls for the glue-up, a 
layer of thin cardboard to spread the pressure, and thin 
plastic sheeting to resist the glue. you’ll need plenty 
of clamps, and either some deep-reach versions or 
bowed cauls to get pressure in the center of the panel.

Apply an even layer of glue, and then carefully place 
your veneer (tape side up) on the substrate and press it 
all over to help secure it. Then quickly tape it in place 

add mitered banding
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You don’t need a vacuum bag. A vacuum bag is easier, but clamps and cauls will 
work, too. If you come up short on clamps, add extra cauls to distribute the pressure.

Lock it down quickly. Wrap a few pieces of tape around 
the bottom and top veneers to keep them from curling or 
sliding around.

Veneer both sides. Get your clamps, cauls, glue, and other materials together, and 
start with the backside veneer when making the sandwich. Put glue on the substrate 
only, using a roller or a finely notched spreader to control the amount.

clean up the edges

mount the pattern on a panel

Use a crosscut sled. Start by 
scraping and sanding the squeeze-
out off one edge (above), and put 
that edge against the fence on your 
crosscut sled. You might need to 
add a shim to align this first cut.

with several pieces of blue tape wrapped from the 
backer veneer over the top of the chessboard veneer. 

After the panel is dry, remove the veneer tape. wet 
the surface with a sponge, allow the tape to soften, 
then peel and scrape it off. you’ll also need to clean 
up the edges of the panel before gluing on solid-wood 
edging. I find it easiest to sand one edge flat with a 
hard block and some 60-grit paper, before placing that 
flat reference edge against the fence of a crosscut sled 
on the tablesaw. Trim 1⁄16 in. off each of the four edges, 
or whatever it takes to get the miters of the veneer 
edging to line up perfectly at the corners. 

Then fit and glue mitered pieces of solid wood to 
the edges, just as you would with any veneered or 
plywood tabletop.  

Chessboards are beautiful and functional, and look 
great in a variety of tables. □

Craig Thibodeau is a furniture maker in San Diego.

MDF or particleboard caul
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smart sandwich
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