
Y
ou don’t need to be high-
tech to achieve high precision. 
whether you need to move your tablesaw fence a 
few thousandths of an inch or craft a perfectly fitted 
mortise-and-tenon joint, you can see and control 
nearly invisible differences by using two of the most 

Pencil and paper
WORK PRECISELY BY USING THESE 
SIMPLE TOOLS IN UNCONVENTIONAL WAYS

B Y  H E N D R I K  V A R J U

get a waterstone 
trulY flat  

A waterstone needs to be per-
fectly flat to work well, but it is 
hard to tell when this has been 
achieved. To track your prog-
ress, draw light pencil strokes 
on the face of the stone before 
flattening it. (A number of abra-
sives can be used; pictured at 
right is silicon-carbide lapping 
grit on glass.) The marks will 
disappear first on the high 
points, so keep rubbing until all 
pencil strokes are gone. 

Whether sharpening, planing, or routing, sometimes the amount that needs to be 
removed is so little it’s hard to see with the naked eye. Drawing pencil lines on the 
workpiece or the tool can make your progress easily visible. 

common and ancient tools around—a pencil and paper. The 
next time you want to dial in a higher level of accuracy, don’t 
reach for your credit card to buy the latest alignment gadget. 
Instead, pull a few business cards from your wallet and a pencil 
from your tool belt. 

Pencil strokes highlight your progress
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see where You’re Planing 

If you’re flattening a glued-up panel, start by finding all of the 
high areas using a straightedge and marking them with pencil 
strokes. This way you can concentrate on the areas that need 
the most wood removed. You’ll also be able to track any places 
you missed. Use a different pattern of pencil strokes in the low-
est spots as a warning to avoid planing these areas.

aVoid taPering 
too far 

A jointer or handplane 
is used to refine table-
sawn tapers on a leg, 
with each pass extend-
ing the taper farther 
up the leg. But stray 
into the designated 
flat area, and you’ll 
see a gap when the 
apron is attached to 
the leg. A few pencil 
strokes near the start 
of the taper highlight 
when to stop planing.

set a router’s 
dePth PreciselY 

When bringing trim or 
a plug level with its sur-
roundings, you need to 
set a straight bit to cut 
exactly level with the 
surface. Mark a piece 
of plywood with some 
heavy pencil strokes, 
then gradually lower 
the bit until the pencil 
marks get lighter but 
are just visible. While 
this might sound dif-
ficult to attain, a good 
microadjust system on 
your router will easily 
allow you to dial in just 
a couple of thousandths 
of an inch at a time. If 
you go too deep, back 
off, draw some more 
lines, and try again.

fit a mortise 
and tenon 

When fitting a tenon 
to its mortise, it 
can be difficult to 
assess where the 
tenon is too thick. 
Pencil strokes on 
the tenon cheeks 
will rub off where 
the fit is too tight, 
showing where to 
pare the tenon for a 
proper fit.

33T o o l s  &  s h o p s  2 0 0 9www.finewoodwork ing.com T o o l s  &  s h o p s  2 0 0 9

COPYRIGHT 2008 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.



Paper shims
I constantly need to adjust a setup, fence, or workpiece by a few 
thousandths of an inch to achieve perfect accuracy. Paper is a great 
way to make precise adjustments. A non-embossed business card is 
typically 0.011 in. to 0.012 in. thick, standard 24-lb. printer paper is 
0.005 in., and phone-directory paper 0.002 in. to 0.003 in.

Precision dadoes 
and rabbets 

If you need to widen a dado 
or rabbet by a very small 
amount (1), moving the 
tablesaw fence a few thou-
sandths of an inch isn’t an 
easy task. Clamp a straight 
piece of milled stock behind 
the fence, but with a few 
business cards sandwiched 
between them (both at the 
front and back of the fence 
to keep it from racking) (2). 
After making a test cut, re-
move or add business cards 
or paper shims to move the 
fence one way or the other 
by precise amounts, and 
make the cut (3). The width 
of the dado or rabbet will 
be perfect (4).   

set uP a 
hollow-chisel 
mortiser 

You need a space be-
tween the chisel and 
its mating auger bit. 
Place business cards 
between the top of 
the mortising bit and 
its holder when insert-
ing both auger bit and 
chisel. With the auger 
secure, release the 
chisel holder, remove 
the business cards, 
and raise the chisel 
before retightening 
it. Use three cards 
for the 1/2-in. chisel, 
two for the 3⁄8-in. size, 
and one for the 1/4-in. 
chisel. 

1 2

3 4

business cards change grinding angles 

Adjusting the tool rest to a specific angle on a grinder can be an ex-
perimental task. Now I change the angle by placing shims between 
the tool rest and the tool. On my 6-in. grinding wheel, I’ve found that 
adding seven business cards lowers the grinding angle by about 2.5°. 
I have my tool rest set at a standard 30° angle, but when I need 25° 
for my low-angle block plane iron, I simply install 14 business cards 
and tighten the clamping mechanism, and the job is done.
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snug-fitting laP joints

A lap joint must be cut to precisely 
the width of its mating part. Set a stop 
block on the auxiliary miter gauge so 
that the cut will end up fractionally 
wide, but then place a number of paper 
or business-card shims in front of the 
block so that the cut will be too narrow. 
Remove the shims one at a time until 
the cut matches the desired width. 

flush joints 
start with shims

Where the face of one 
board must end up flush 
with the end grain of an-
other, place a couple of 
business cards under the 
face-grain board when 
cutting the joint either  
with biscuits or dowels. 
This will guarantee that 
the end grain ends up frac-
tionally proud. Now flush 
the joint using a low-angle 
block plane. 
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