
Tool Tote
Think of this compact bench as a project 
manager you don’t have to pay. You’ve 
already got the wood scraps to build it.

BY GARY M. KATZ

I 
spent a lot of years walking to my truck every time I needed a 
tool. After trying to carry tools in a drywall bucket and then a 
milk crate, I finally built my first tool tote. Without having to 
make all those trips, I had a lot more energy. 

My tool tote became indispensable on the job site. More than just a 
toolbox, it gave me a small portable workbench where I could clamp 
a board, and it was there when I needed a stepstool to reach that top 
door hinge. Most important, it was a seat for my morning tea break. 

Not too big, and keep it clean
Having made a few tool totes over the years, I’ve learned a 
couple of valuable lessons. First, don’t make the tote 
too big. Keep in mind that you’ll always 
fill it up, and once you do, you’ll have to 
lug it to wherever you need it. Make it 
the right size for you, one that holds the 
essentials but that’s not so big that it dis-
courages you from grabbing it without a 
second thought.

The second lesson is to keep the tote organized. 
Clean it out regularly. Take out the fasteners, the hard-
ware, and the tools that you may have carried for a specific 
job. While the tote is empty, vacuum out sawdust and other debris.

Made from scrap material
I made this tote out of leftover 1⁄2-in. Baltic birch, but it could be made 
from almost any type of scrap lumber. A comfortable working and 
sitting height is 15 in. to 16 in. Make the drawer about 2 in. deep, a 
suitable depth for fasteners and most odds and ends. 

To customize the top, I cut out squares in a rectangle of 1⁄2-in. ply-
wood, then glued a layer of 1⁄4-in. ply underneath that beefs up the top 
and turns the squares into fastener trays. Two parallel slots 1 in. wide 
by 4 in. long and 1 in. apart make a comfortable handle. I added large 
holes to hold tools, such as a drill. 

I also added a chisel holder with a skirt to protect the chisels while 
I’m carrying the tote. Finally, I attached reinforcing pieces on both 
sides that strengthen the tote and keep things from falling out of the 
middle shelf. 

Contributing editor Gary M. Katz lives in Reseda, Calif. His 
Web site is www.garymkatz.com. Photos by Roe A. Osborn.
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Holes and a handle. Lay out the top of the 
tote (or the seat) with a comfortable handle, 
holes for tools such as drills, and trays for 
fasteners. A hole saw makes a place for a 
drill, and a jigsaw cuts the handles.

I made this tote using a tablesaw, a jigsaw, a hole saw, a drill, and a router. Half-inch Baltic-birch plywood is the primary 
material. All the joints are glued and pinned with brads, and then reinforced with screws. Use a roundover bit in a router 
to ease the edges of the handle and top holes.to ease the edges of the handle and top holes.

BASIC  TOOLS AND S IMPLE JOINERY CREATE A STURDY WORKHORSE

Drawers assemble 
with just glue and 
brads. Put in only a 
couple of dividers so 
that the drawer can 
hold larger items.

Holder for chisels, 
bits, and awls

HandleFastener tray Hole for drill

A tablesaw with a dado 
blade cuts rabbets and 
grooves into the sides to 
accept the top and shelves.

Glue and small pins hold the tote 
together initially. Then screws are 
driven to reinforce every joint.

USEFUL SHAPES ARE BUILT INTO THE SEAT

Chisel skirt, 
made from 1⁄4-in. 
plywood 

Base of holder has a 
slot to clear debris.

Flip-down latch 
holds drawer in place.

A layer 
of 1⁄4-in. 
plywood 
reinforces 
the top 
and forms 
the bottom 
of the 
fastener 
trays.

Crosspieces form 
compartments and 
provide racking 
resistance, reinforcing 
the tote.

DECEMBER 2005/JANUARY 2006 81


