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Tips & Tricks

TOP TIP

In my finish carpentry work, 
it’s not uncommon to have to 
fit a countertop into an alcove 
that’s badly out-of-square. 
That’s when I turn to a pattern-
transfer trick that I learned 
from an old carpenter.

First, screw temporary ledger 
strips to the alcove walls 3⁄4" 
below the height of the desired 
countertop. Then cut a piece of 
3⁄4"-thick plywood to the depth of 
the alcove and somewhat shy of 
the three walls. Place the plywood 
on the ledger strips, and tape a 
large piece of paper to it. Next, 
cut a point on the end of a stick of 
wood and mark one face as “up.” 
Place the point of this transfer 

stick against each corner of the 
alcove in turn, and trace the 
outline of the stick onto the paper.

Remove the paper and tape 
it to your countertop material. 
Position the stick inside each 
set of traced lines, and make 
a mark at the point onto your 
material. Connect the points with 
a straightedge, and you’ve 
got the shape of your top. 
If a wall isn’t flat, scribe 
and fit a cardboard 
template against it, 
then use the template 
instead of a straightedge 
to connect the points.
—Sam Williamson, 
Birmingham, Alabama

Share a Slick Tip.  
Win Cash or a Prize!
Here’s your chance to help someone become 
a better woodworker and get rewarded for the 
effort. Next issue’s Top Tip winner will receive 
the following Starrett precision layout tools: a 
12" Combination Square, a Centerhead for a 12" 
Square, and a Protractor Head for a 12" Square. 
(Total value: $215) Runners-up will receive $125 
for an illustrated tip; $75 for an unillustrated 
one. Winning entries become the property of 
Woodcraft Magazine. Send your original ideas to: 
Tips & Tricks, Woodcraft® Magazine, P.O. Box 
7020, Parkersburg, WV 26102-7020 or email 
editor@woodcraftmagazine.com. Important: 

Please include your phone number, as an editor 
will need to call you if your tip or trick is 

considered for publication.

Step 1: Tape paper 
to scrap board.

Step 2: Trace around 
transfer stick, with its 
point resting against 
corner of alcove.

Transfer stick 
outlines

Paper

Undersized 
scrap board

Temporary 
ledger

Step 3: Tape the paper to 
the countertop material.

Countertop 
material

Step 4: Position transfer stick inside 
traced lines and mark at the point.

Perfect alcove-fit countertops

Finished 
countertop 
cutline
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When turning bowls, I like to 
rough out the round shape on 
the bandsaw first. The problem 
is that it's difficult to mark 
out the shape on a half-round 
blank that must be fed flat-side 
down for safety on the saw. My 
approach is to first create a 
circular pattern from 1⁄8"-thick 
hardboard, with a 1⁄8"-diameter 
hole at its center. I nail the 
pattern to my blank through the 
center hole, and then bandsaw 
just outside the edges of the 
pattern to create the round 
blank. (Leave the nail proud 
for easy removal.) Afterward, 
I place the pattern onto the 
flat side of the blank, and mark 

through the hole to establish 
the center on that face for quick, 
accurate mounting on the lathe.

For convenience, I made 
a series of these 
patterns in 1"-diameter 
increments from 4" 
to 24", which is 
the limit of my 
lathe capacity. 
I just draw 
them out and 
bandsaw them 
to shape. They 
don't have to be 
terrifically accurate since 
they're just a rough guide.
—Mike Kehs, Quakertown, 
Pennsylvania

Bowl blank templates Nail template to half-round blank, 
then bandsaw around perimeter 
to create round bowl blank.
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If you have a framing square 
that’s not square don’t toss it–
yet. If the error is small, there’s 
a good chance it can be fixed. If 
the edges are straight and the 
legs are uniform in width (not 
tapered), give this old trick a try. 
If the square is obtuse (greater 
than 90°), dimple the outer 

corner area a couple times using 
a center punch and a hammer, 
and check your results. If the 
square is severely off, you may 
need to do this several times. 
What you’re doing is stretching 
the metal on the outer corner 
to push the legs towards each 
other. Conversely, if the square 

is acute (less than 90°), you’ll 
need to dimple the area near 
the inside corner of the square.
—Craig Bentzley, Chalfont, 
Pennsylvania

Tips & Tricks

Squaring a square

Step 1: Scribe a line Step 2: Flip 
square and see 
if it is parallel 
to scribed line

Straight edge 
of panel

Obtuse angle correction 
(if greater than 90°)

Acute angle correction 
(if less than 90°)

Dimpling 
here pushes 
legs inward.

Dimpling 
here pushes 
legs outward.

Straight edge 
of panel



 April/May 2012 woodcraftmagazine.com 18

Winding sticks provide a time-
honored way to check the flatness 
of workpieces or assemblies. 
Used in pairs, winding sticks are 
placed parallel to each other at 
opposite ends of, for example, 
a board being hand-planed. To 
check for twist, or “wind,” crouch 
so that your eyes are level with 
the top edges of the sticks, and 
then sight across them with both 
eyes open. Any deviation in the 
flatness of the surface will be 
immediately apparent.

 

Traditionally, winding sticks 
are made from straight-grained, 
identically sized pieces of 
hardwood–often of strongly 
contrasting colors for easy 
sighting. The problem with wood 
is that it can warp over time, 
requiring occasional redressing. 
Instead, I use aluminum angle 
from my local home supply 
store. (For straightness 

and rigidity, get the 1⁄8"-thick 
stock.) To provide contrast, crown 
one with black electrical tape.
—Will Murphy, San 
Francisco, California

Aluminum angle winding sticks

Electrical tape creates 
visual contrast 
between sticks.

Aluminum angle 
winding sticks 
maintain stability.

Sight across winding 
sticks to detect 
twist in board. 
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