
Expert Answers

Dovetail Anatomy 101

Depending on the 
drawer opening 
I need to suit, 

I’m discovering that the 
fixed template on my new 
dovetail jig doesn’t always 
allow for terminating a 
joint at each end with a 
half-pin, as in traditional 
dovetail drawer joinery. Is 
it a problem if a joint ends 
on a half-tail instead? 

Mark Clemmons 
Cincinnati, Ohio

The answer lies in the joint’s inherent 
grain direction, and in your ability 
to size the joint elements.

 First off, consider that the perimeter is where 
the most stress occurs with dovetailed corner 
joints in drawers and cabinets. If a joint is going 
to fail, it’ll happen at the outer edges. That’s why 
it’s a good idea to cluster more pins at the corners 
to keep these areas as strong as possible.
 The reason for half-pins and not half-tails 
at the corners is, again, for strength: The grain 
in a half-pin runs straight, as opposed to a 
half-tail where the grain is truncated by the 
angle of the tail at its inside corner, making this 
area short-grain and subject to breaking.
 As you’ve discovered, the fixed layout of a 
dovetail jig template doesn’t always allow you 
to end with half-pins of sufficient width. As a 

rule of thumb, leave at least 11⁄44" of width at the 
narrowest part of a half pin for joint strength. 
When this isn’t possible, switch your layout to a 
sufficiently wide half-pin and a correspondingly 
wide half-tail. Keep in mind that a half-tail needs 
extra width at its narrowest section, so keep 
this area as wide as possible for strength.
 Finally, if you’ve decided to lay out one 
half-pin and one half-tail, position the half-
pin at the top of the drawer or at the front of 
the case, and leave the half-tail at the bottom 
or back where it’s less likely to be seen.
 Although a dovetail jig affords speedy 
production, I’m a big fan of hand-cut dovetails 
for their hand-made look and feel, the ability to 
fashion any desired dovetail angle, and the option 
to lay out half-pins at the ends every time. n

Andy Rae
Author of Taunton’s Complete 
Illustrated Guide to Furniture 

and Cabinet Construction
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We’ll do our best to find the expert 
and provide the answer.

Email us at editor@woodcraftmagazine.com, 
and put “EXPERT ANSWERS” in the subject line.

Or mail your query to:
EXPERT ANSWERS
Woodcraft Magazine

P.O. Box 7020 
Parkersburg, WV 26102-7020

Illustrations: Frank Rohrbach III

Have a tough  
woodworking question?

Ideal hand-cut dovetail configuration Avoid half tails at the ends

Acceptable configuration
Avoid thin half-pins; keep at least 
11⁄44" of material on narrow face. If jig forces you to end 

in a half-tail, position it 
at bottom of drawer box 
or at the back of case 
for best appearance.

Keep as much 
material here as jig 
template allows.

Half-pin
Cluster pins 
at corners

Weak area of 
short grain

Tail socket Pin socket

Area of strong, uninterrupted 
straight grain

 June/July 2020 | woodcraftmagazine.com 59



SUBSCRIBE!

go to woodcraftmagazine.com
and click SUBSCRIBE

Complete the form below and 
mail in an envelope addressed to:  

-or-

WOODCRAFT MAGAZINE
PO BOX 7020

PARKERSBURG WV 26102-9916

2 YEARS for $29.99!

Outside of the U.S and Canada add $30 for postage. 
Foreign orders must be prepaid. Payment in U.S. Funds only.

By providing my e-mail address, I am indicating I’d like to receive information 
about my subscription and other offers from Woodcraft Magazine via e-mail.

□ Payment Enclosed □ Bill Me

Name 

Address 

City

State               Zip      

Country

E-mail 

Send in now to get

2 Years for $29.99!
Projects, Techniques and Products

  Dovetail a case
  Divide a cabinet into 
compartments

  Create a cornice

  4 more projects
  Famous furniture

And learn how to…

Plus…

Best-ever
LUMBER RACK

DECORATIVE FINISHES 
Done Right

Build Better
with a CUT LIST

SPICE BOX
Build this 
classic

or go to woodcraftmagazine.com and click SUBSCRIBE


