
Efficient storage and a lesson in working thin

B y  M i c h a e l  P e k o v i c h

Make a Dovetailed  
Desktop Organizer 
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A little desktop organizer that I 
picked up at a flea market years 
ago is one of my favorite things in 

the house. It has a spot for upcoming bills 
and one for paid bills that I need to hang 
onto, an overstuffed space for various re-
ceipts, and a drawer for stamps and pens 
and such. In short, it is the sole reason for 
my fiscal solvency over the years. 

Update to an old friend. This project was 
inspired by an over-stuffed flea market find that 
has served Pekovich well for over 20 years.

For those lacking the luxury of a home 
office space, this gallery can quickly trans-
form a table into a work desk. Or better 
yet, fill it with stationery and a nice pen 
and you have an instant writing desk. I like 
its functionality and I’ve wanted to make a 
piece based on it for a while now.

My version uses dovetail construction 
and quartersawn ash, and I’ve cleaned up 

upper shelf detail
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Rabbet,  
5⁄16 in. wide 
by 1⁄8 in. deep 

Dado, 3⁄16 in. 
wide by 1⁄8 in. 
deep

Dado, 1⁄4 in. 
wide by 1⁄8 in. 
deep

93⁄8 in.

121⁄4 in.

91⁄16 in.

19⁄16 in.

121⁄32 in.

1113⁄16 in.

59⁄16 in.

2 in.

Sides, 5⁄16 in. thick 
by 121⁄4 in. wide by 
59⁄16 in. long

Pins and tails, 
11⁄32 in. long

33⁄4 in.
7⁄16 in.

Bottom, 5⁄16 in. thick 
by 121⁄4 in. wide by 
101⁄16 in. long

Bottom,  
3⁄16 in. thick

Sides and back, 
1⁄4 in. thick

Front,  
1⁄2 in. thick

Edging, 1⁄4 in. 
thick by 5⁄16 in. 
wide

Vertical 
diVider detail

upper shelf detail

Edging, 
3⁄16 in. thick by 
11⁄16 in. wide

Cut profile 
after edging 
is glued on.

Cut scallops after 
gluing on lip.

Edging, 3⁄16 in. thick 
by 9⁄16 in. wide

Top, 5⁄16 in. thick 
by 97⁄16 in. wide 
by 101⁄16 in. long

Upper shelf, 3⁄16 in. 
thick by 83⁄4 in. wide 
by 95⁄8 in. long

Vertical divider, 3⁄16 in. 
thick by 83⁄4 in. wide 
by 13⁄4 in. long

Frame, 5⁄16 in. 
thick by 1 in. wide

Panel, 5⁄16 in. 
thick, with 1⁄8-in.-
thick by 5⁄16-in.-
wide tongue to 
fit groove

Groove, 1⁄8 in. 
wide by 1⁄4 in. 
deep

Lower shelf, 1⁄4 in. 
thick by 111⁄2 in. wide 
by 95⁄8 in. long

Through-dado, 3⁄16 in. 
wide by 1⁄16 in. deep

Centered dado on 
underside of top, 
3⁄16 in. wide by 1⁄8 in. 
deep, stops 3⁄8 in. 
from front edge

11⁄32 in.
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Careful clamping. 
Alternate clamps top 
and bottom for even 
pressure, and tighten 
them from the center 
out, checking that 
the strips are aligned 
as you go. Clamping 
from the top and 
bottom helps to 
keep the panel flat, 
but any bow should 
go away once the 
clamps are removed. 

the lines a bit, but at its heart, it’s the same 
piece. Taking a cue from the original, I 
kept the elements really thin to avoid a 
clunky look. To make assembly easier, I 
glued up the case first and then slid the 
shelves and divider into their grooves from 
the back. A frame-and-panel back glued 
into a rabbet hides the grooves.

Milling the case parts
wild figure can be overpowering on a 
small piece like this, and I find that quiet, 
straight grain complements the design 

Shopmade quartersawn stock

Quartersawn slices from a plainsawn 
board. To create the tight, straight grain for 
the case parts, Pekovich starts with an 8/4 
plainsawn board and rips off vertical strips. 
A triangle marked on the end grain helps to 
keep the strips in order for gluing. Joint the 
board’s edge before each bandsaw cut. 

Edge jointing ensures a flat glue-up. Mark the 
orientation of the strips with a cabinetmaker’s triangle. 
Then add a D for down and U for up at each joint. With 
a handplane on its side, use a shooting board to joint 
each edge, orienting the stock up or down depending 
on its mark. 
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Careful clamping. 
Alternate clamps top 
and bottom for even 
pressure, and tighten 
them from the center 
out, checking that 
the strips are aligned 
as you go. Clamping 
from the top and 
bottom helps to 
keep the panel flat, 
but any bow should 
go away once the 
clamps are removed. 

When gluing up the panels, try to keep 
the strips as level as possible. begin by 
tightening clamps at the center of the pan-
el and work toward the ends, aligning the 
strips as you move along. Alternate clamps 
top and bottom to keep the pressure even. 

When the glue is dry, scrape off any 
squeeze-out and run the panels through 
the planer. The final thickness of the outer 

case parts isn’t critical, but you will need 
to get the shelf and divider stock to the 
precise thickness. To help with that, use a 
test block with 3⁄16-in. and 1⁄4-in. dadoes cut 
into it when planing the shelf and divider 
stock down to final thickness. Aim for a 
fit that’s a little too snug so that you can 
surface the parts without making them too 
thin for the dadoes.

 better. I like the light color and tight, 
straight grain of quartersawn ash, but ash 
is usually sold plainsawn. A way around 
that is to make your own quartersawn 
stock. Start with an 8/4 plainsawn board 
and rip it into thin vertical strips that will 
yield the tight, straight grain you’re after. 
This results in more gluelines, but if all of 
the strips come from the same board, they 
shouldn’t be noticeable. 

To cut the strips, first joint and plane the 
8/4 board flat, and then joint each edge 
square. Head to the bandsaw and rip 
7⁄16-in. strips off each edge. This is enough 
thickness to flatten the strips before and af-
ter glue-up. After each pair of rips, re-joint 
the edges of the board; each strip will have 
one smooth face and one bandsawn face. 
Finally, run them all through the planer to 
dress the bandsawn face. 

before gluing the strips into panels, use 
a handplane to joint the edges where the 
strips meet. Start by laying out the strips 
looking for the best grain match, and mark 
their orientation with a cabinetmaker’s tri-
angle. At each joint, mark one strip with 
a D for down, and the other with a U for 
up. This will ensure that even if your plane 
blade isn’t perfectly square, the panel will 
still glue up flat. I find it easiest to joint 
the edges with the strips flat and the plane 
on its side. A shooting board elevates the 
stock off the benchtop for planing.

Plane to final thickness. Once the glue is 
dry, scrape any squeeze-out from each face 
of the panel. Take a light pass off one face at 
the planer and then flip the panel to take it to 
final thickness. Use test dadoes to dial in the 
thickness of the stock for the shelves and divider.

Cut the parts to size. After ripping the panels to width and then using a crosscut sled to square 
up one end of each panel, Pekovich rips the parts to final length using a push pad. This sequence 
ensures consistent lengths and parallel edges.
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Minimize flex when scribing the pins. Add 
blue tape on the end grain and clamp the pin 
board low to the benchtop. If the panel is wider 
than your vise jaws, clamp the unsupported 
end to the front edge of the bench.

Alignment is everything. Clamp a piece of MDF 
along the baseline of the tails. This creates a lip 
that makes it easier to align the parts for scrib-
ing. If the parts shifted or flexed during scribing, 
you’d have a tougher time fitting the joint.

Peel and saw. After scribing though the tape, 
peel away the pieces from the waste areas, 
creating a clear road map for sawing. The tape 
can also help when paring the joint to fit later.

Lots of little dovetails
rip the case parts to width and then cut 
them to length. rather than crosscut all 
of the parts with a crosscut sled, I square 
up one end of each panel on the sled, 
and then use the rip fence to cut them to 
length. while this is technically a crosscut, 
which should usually be avoided on the 
rip fence, the panels are wide enough and 
short enough to make it a safe operation. 
The benefit of this technique is that mat-
ing parts will be exactly the same length 
and the ends will be perfectly parallel to 
each other, increasing the odds of ending 
up with a square case once you’re done.

The case is joined by dovetails. The twist is 
that I build a rabbet into the joint for the case 

Dovetailing thin parts
Cut tails in both sides 
at once. The author 
uses a tablesaw blade 
ground for dovetails, 
but whether you cut 
them by hand or 
machine, taping the 
sides together will 
make faster work of 
the many dovetails. 
Create an extrawide pin 
socket (circled) at the 
front of the top edge to 
make scribing for the 
case top easier later.
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Cope out most of 
the waste. Use a 
fretsaw (or a coping 
saw) to remove 
the majority of the 
waste, staying just 
above the baseline. 
This makes getting 
down to the baseline 
easier and provides 
an opportunity to 
test the fit of the 
joint before moving 
on.

Two ways to get to 
the finish line. With 
most of the waste 
removed, you’ve 
avoided a lot of wear 
and tear on your 
chisel from heavy 
chopping. Now use 
the chisel to pare to 
the baseline. Another 
alternative is to rout 
to the baseline using 
a bearing-guided bit. 
If you don’t mind the 
noise and dust, a 
router makes quick 
work of the job.

One last task. 
Because of the 
rabbet at the back 
of the case, there’s a 
tab at the back edge 
of the pin board that 
needs to be trimmed 
so that the tail board 
can fully seat.

back. Start by cutting the rabbet in each case 
part and then move on to the tails. You can 
tackle them by hand, but I head to the table-
saw and use a blade ground for dovetails. 
either way, this step isn’t overly critical be-
cause you’ll scribe the pins directly from the 
tails. be sure to skip the half-pin socket at the 
back corners of the case where the rabbet is.

 
On to the pins
I always do the pin layout and sawing by 
hand. The challenge is keeping the thin, 
flexible panels aligned while scribing. To 
ensure that the pin board stays flat, I clamp 
it fairly low in my vise, reducing flex. And 

to help with alignment, I clamp a thin 
piece of mDF along the tail board’s shoul-
der line as a registration stop. I use a block 
to set the height of the pin board above the 
benchtop, and then use the same block to 
support the far end of the tail board when 
scribing. The case top is narrower than 
the sides, so be sure to register the back 
edges of the parts. As a visual aid when 
sawing, I add blue tape to the pin board’s 
end grain. After scribing the pins, remove 
the tape from the waste areas and you’ll 
have a clear road map for sawing. 

The last task is to remove the waste 
between sawkerfs. I cut out the majority 
of waste with a fretsaw, then chop to the 
baseline with a chisel. Another option is to 
rout to the baseline with a flush-trimming 
bit. This creates a nice flat baseline along 
the width of the board. If I’ll be routing, I 
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Stop and drop. Mark the stop point on the workpiece and slide the sled forward until the mark is 
aligned with where the tablesaw blade meets the surface (1). With the sled in that position, clamp a stop 
to the saw at the back of the sled to limit the cut and prevent the sled from moving backward during the 
plunge cut (2). With the saw running and the workpiece snug to the side stop and the rear fence of the 
sled, pivot the workpiece down onto the blade (3) and then continue the cut by advancing the sled.

still remove most of the waste with a fret-
saw. For information on making a support 
stand for routing dovetails, see “All-in-One 
Workstation for Dovetails,” FWW #282.

Dadoes for the shelves
You can cut the stopped dadoes with a 
router, but I use the tablesaw. On typical 
projects I cut the dadoes narrower than 
the thickness of the shelves and then rab-
bet the shelves to fit. On thin stock like 
this, I prefer to let the shelf’s full thickness 
into the dado. (This is the reason for tak-
ing such care when thicknessing the parts 
earlier.) To cut the dadoes I use a box-joint 
blade set, which is basically a two-piece 

Stopped dadoes on the tablesaw

CUT STOPPED AT  THE FRONT

It’s better to stop 
short. You’ll chisel the 
end of the dado square 
later, so it’s OK to stop 
before hitting the layout 
line. Over-shooting it a 
little isn’t the end of the 
world either, but make 
sure not to go so far 
that the dado extends 
beyond the front edge 
of the shelf.  

Pekovich uses a crosscut sled for the stopped dadoes in the case sides. In order to 
register all parts against the same side stop, he cuts half the dadoes so the stopped 
end is at the front of the sled and the other half so the stopped end is at the back.

1. Add a stop at 
the back of the 
crosscut sled.

2. Pivot the workpiece 
onto the blade to 
begin the cut.

1

2

3

To learn how to accurately and safely 
cut stopped dadoes on the tablesaw, 
go to FineWoodworking.com/285.

Online Extra
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Stop and drop. Mark the stop point on the workpiece and slide the sled forward until the mark is 
aligned with where the tablesaw blade meets the surface (1). With the sled in that position, clamp a stop 
to the saw at the back of the sled to limit the cut and prevent the sled from moving backward during the 
plunge cut (2). With the saw running and the workpiece snug to the side stop and the rear fence of the 
sled, pivot the workpiece down onto the blade (3) and then continue the cut by advancing the sled.

cut stopped at  the back

A simpler cut. To stop 
the cut at the trailing 
edge of the workpiece, 
mark the stop point on 
the sled and advance 
it until the mark is 
aligned with where the 
blade stops cutting 
(1). With the sled in 
that position, clamp a 
stop at the front of the 
sled (2). Pull the sled 
back, lay the workpiece 
flat on the sled, and 
hold it in place with 
a push pad (3). Then 
advance the sled until 
it hits the stop. Hold 
the workpiece in place, 
turn off the saw, and 
allow the blade to come 
to a complete stop 
before removing the 
workpiece.

Squaring the dado. 
Extend the side walls 
of the dado to the 
stop line with a wide 
chisel. Take care not 
to widen the dado, or 
you’ll create a gap once 
the shelf is installed. 
Use a narrow chisel to 
establish the end of the 
dado and excavate the 
bottom.

1 2

3

1. Add a stop at 
the front of the 
crosscut sled.

2. Advance the sled 
through the cut until 
contacting the stop.

dado set that cuts a groove with a flat bot-
tom. Stack the blades for the 1⁄4-in. dado, 
and use a single blade for the 3⁄16-in. dado. 

making stopped cuts can be tricky. I 
cut these stopped dadoes with a crosscut 
sled. For positive side-to-side registration I 
clamp in an mDF stop that spans from the 
sled’s front fence to the back. I also clamp 
stop blocks to the tablesaw top to limit the 
sled’s travel. because I use the same side 
stop for both case sides, half of the dadoes 
must be stopped near the front of the sled 
and half near the back. 

For the dadoes that stop at the leading 
edge, I drop the workpiece down onto 
the blade to begin the cut. To make this 
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safer, clamp a stop at the rear of the sled. 
This determines where the cut starts and 
prevents the sled from moving backward 
during the plunge cut. To locate the stop, 
mark the end of the stopped dado on the 
edge of the workpiece, place it on the sled, 
and slide the sled forward so that the mark 
is aligned with where the blade begins its 
cut. Then clamp a stop to the tablesaw top 
at the trailing edge of the sled. 

Position the rear edge of the stock against 
the crosscut sled fence, pivot the leading 
edge down onto the spinning blade, and 
then advance the sled though the cut. 

The remaining dadoes stop short of the 
trailing edge. To set the stop block for this 
cut, move the sled forward until the stop 
mark is aligned with the point where the 
blade stops cutting. Then clamp a block 
to the tablesaw at the front of the sled. 
Start the cut in the same way you’d cut 

Glue up the case

Put the pressure 
where you need it. 
Notched cauls the 
same thickness as the 
case parts center the 
clamp pressure directly 
over the joint. Thicker 
cauls would tend to 
bow the parts. Hold the 
cauls in place with a 
dot of double-stick tape 
on each end. Tighten 
the clamps just until 
the joints seat and then 
back off the pressure 
to avoid distorting the 
case or racking it out of 
square.
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a through-dado, and stop when the sled 
contacts the block. Let the blade come to 
a stop before removing the piece. Square 
up the ends of the dadoes with a chisel. 

Finish the case by sawing and smooth-
ing the curved cutouts in the sides. rather 
than trimming the dovetails flush, I lightly 
chamfer the pins and tails and leave them 
proud. It’s a small detail that adds interest 
to a simple design. When gluing the case, 
I make notched cauls that allow me to put 
clamping pressure right over the dovetails.

Installing the shelves
The shelves extend beyond the stopped 
dadoes in the case sides, so their front edg-
es need to be notched. rather than sawing 

out the notches, I create them—and get an 
exact fit—by gluing a shorter strip along 
the shelf’s front edge. Slide the shelf into 
the case from the back until it hits the end 
of the dado. Then take a strip that’s slightly 
thicker than the shelf and trim its ends 
until it fits snugly into the case opening. 
With the shelf still in place, glue the strip 
to its leading edge using tape as a clamp. 
once the glue dries, slide the shelf out and 
plane the strip flush. With a decent grain 
match, the glueline is almost invisible. be-
cause the top shelf has a scalloped front 
edge, I make the strip for it wide enough 
so that I don’t cut into the glueline. I find 
it easier to cut the scallops after gluing the 
strip to the shelf.

make the back slightly oversize and trim 
it to fit the case. Slide the shelves in place, 
and then glue the back into the rabbet. □

Michael Pekovich is a furniture maker, 
woodworking teacher, and FWW’s editor and 
creative director.

Add the shelves

Glue on a lip to make 
a notch. Rather than 
sawing out the notches 
in the front corners of 
the shelves, Pekovich 
creates them by gluing 
on a lip. Start by sliding 
the shelf in place until 
it hits the end of the 
dado (1). Then take a 
strip of wood slightly 
thicker than the shelf 
and trim it to length so 
it just fits between the 
case sides (2). Glue 
on the strip while the 
shelf is still in place 
using painter’s tape as 
a clamp (3). Once the 
glue is dry, slide the 
shelf out and plane 
the lip flush with the 
surface.

Finish off the case with a frame-and-panel back. Fitting into the rabbet at the rear of the case, 
the frame-and-panel back conceals the shelf dadoes and keeps everything square. Build the back 
slightly oversize and trim it for a snug fit.

1

2 3
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