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Excerpted from a contractor’s 
new-employee handbook, 
these fundamentals will improve 
the efficiency and quality of 
any finish carpenter’s work

’m a busy contractor 
with a half-dozen trim 
carpenters working on 
two or three jobs on any 

given day. needless to say, I’ve 
had a number of employees on 
my crew of carpenters over the 
years. To maintain quality and 
consistency, I’ve written up a 
list of work habits and proce-
dures that I’ve organized in 
a three-ring binder. On their 
first day, every new carpenter 
receives a copy. It’s as much a list 
of results as a list of techniques. 
each point sounds minor by 
itself, but added together, this 
list creates a foundation for 
efficient finish carpentry. even 
veteran carpenters can let these 
simple guidelines slip away from 
them over time, and that can 
result in careless work. Finish 
carpentry is more than just tight 
miter joints. It’s a method of work 
defined by standards that can be 
easily replicated.

Tucker Windover trims houses 
in the Greater Boston area. 
Photos by Charles Bickford, 
except where noted.
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It’s better to have 
some material in 
each room rather 
than to have one 
big pile. Start each 
project by unpacking 
the doors and setting 
them at the openings 
where they will be 
installed. This is the 
time to double-check 
that the doors swing 
correctly, that the 
doors don’t swing 
over a light switch, 
and that they open 
cleanly against walls. 
Stock enough window 
casing, door trim, and 
baseboard in each 
room to complete 
that room. This way, 
it’s much easier to 
account for missing 
material. 

DECEMBER 2009/JANUARY 2010

1

When the job site becomes a mess,  
    people no longer care

Corral stair parts at the stairs. 
These smaller pieces are easy to 
misplace, so put everything within 
easy reach of the stairs. The risers 
go in one pile, with treads nearby 
and newel posts next to the hand-
rail fittings. 

I knew a guy every-
one called Yard Sale 
because he left tools 
all over the job site. 
He could never put 
his hands on the tools 
he needed. To set 
up an efficient site, 
keep tools organized, 
plan tasks for simple 
repetition, and lay out 
job-site materials so 
that they are easy to 
access and find.

Keep 
THe SITe 
clean
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Be neaT  
aBouT  
naIlIng

one good work habit to 
develop is establishing a 
pattern to your nailing. on 
standing and running trim, 
place nails regularly in pairs 
every 16 in., or until the 
material is tight. This keeps 
the work neat and orderly. 
avoid nails inside mold-
ing profiles; it’s hard for 
a painter to fill and sand 
these holes. use 2-in. nails 
for baseboard because  
21⁄2-in. nails will eventually 
hit a wire in a 2x4 wall. 
use 18-ga. nails for wood-
to-wood connections and 
15-ga. nails for applying 
molding over drywall and 
for setting doors. 

2

Always use a nail set. In an 
average 2800-sq.-ft. house, 
there might be 5000 nails in 
the trimwork. The painters 
shouldn’t find one unset nail 
after the finish carpentry is 
complete.

Don’t expect the painter to 
           make your work look good

Snap a line as a 
guide for the bot-
tom edge of crown 
molding. If there 
are waves in the 
ceiling, at least the 
bottom edge will 
be true. Thin gaps 
at the ceiling can 
be caulked, and 
wider gaps can be 
reduced by flexing 
the crown to con-
form to the ceiling.

THInK and See 
STraIgHT and 
parallel
Installing most trim is the 
discipline of connecting two 
points with a straight line. 
at this stage in the building 
process, the work sometimes 
becomes more a game of  
appearances than of perfec-
tion. The trick is to make 
bows, bends, and out-of-
plumb conditions appear 
straight and true.

3

Approx. 
16 in.
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It may not be noticeable now, but after 
semigloss paint hits the trim, any sawblade 
marks, tearout, or imperfections will stand 
out like a sore thumb. carry a piece of 
150-grit sandpaper in your tool belt. on 
wood that gets a clear finish, erase or 
lightly sand out pencil marks. Sand field 
joints so that they become flush. When you 
walk away from the work, the stock should 
be ready for paint or stain.

4

Parallel trumps 
plumb installations, 
usually

Don’t expect the painter to
           make your work look good

After the carpenters are gone, no one inspects the 
house with a level. Converging lines, however, will 
stand out to anyone with a good eye. This is especially 
true where a door is set close to a wall, as in a hallway. 
If the wall is out of plumb and the door is hung plumb, 
the casing will show a taper against the wall. How-
ever, the aesthetics must be balanced with the door’s 
function, especially if a door is likely to be kept open. 
Hung out of plumb, a door may swing shut by itself. 
In that case, the door must be installed so that it oper-
ates properly.

IMproVe THe 
SurFaceS BeFore 
THe FInISH goeS on

A rag dipped in dena-
tured alcohol can erase 
many pencil marks and 
doesn’t affect the sur-
face of the wood. 

TIP 
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5
MaKe MITerS 
FluSH
after door and window 
casings are painted, mat-
ing surfaces that aren’t 
flush will stand out. a 
miter should be tight and 
flush, but a thin gap in 
the miter can be filled 
with caulk and will disap-
pear. uneven surfaces will 
stand out and should be 
leveled. a shim placed 
under one side of the 
miter (above) can help 
to line up the joint. Tack 
it in place, and trim the 
excess. a little sanding 
can blend discrepancies 
between the two sides.

KnoW WHen To MaKe precISe cuTS
not every joint shows, so don’t waste valuable time on cuts that don’t matter. 

Use your time wisely. There are plenty of times 
when a miter or cope will be covered with a suc-
cessive layer of trim, so only the visible part of 
the joint needs to be tight. Corners are almost 
never square, so miters cut at 45° (photo above 
left) will often show a gap. Instead, use a back-
beveled miter that creates a tight outside joint; 

the gap (photo above right) will be hidden by 
the band molding. Likewise, shoe molding will 
cover gaps under a run of baseboard. When 
installing base or crown at an inside corner, the 
first piece can be cut a little short because the 
small gap will be covered by the cope of the 
next piece.

alWaYS uSe 
a reVeal on 
STandIng TrIM
avoid a flush joint on layers of 
standing trim, such as applied win-
dow stool or door casings. Typically, 
any additional layer of trim on a 
door or window jamb should have 
a reveal, or it will leave a distract-
ing seam. The size of the reveal 
depends on the proportions of the 
trim, but a 3⁄16-in. reveal is a good 
rule of thumb.

Window stool

Window casing

Open Tight

6

7

Use a 
small 
combi-
nation 
square to 
mark a 
consistent 
reveal on 
standing 
trim.

TIP 
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Most trim measurements can be made faster and more 
accurately with a more appropriate technique. choose 
the most appropriate method for the task at hand.

8
You don’T HaVe To pull ouT 
Your Tape eVerY TIMe You 
MarK and MeaSure

For repeated measurements or a series of 
measurements taken from the same reference, 
use a story pole. They are typically made from 
scrap at hand and have the room to display mea-
surements legibly.

1. To measure any angle, cut a scrap 
piece of the stock, hold it in place, and 
mark the outside and inside lines.

If you can’t see the joint,    
         don’t waste time on it

Mark a piece of stock in place. After cutting 
one end to fit, locate the stock, and use a knife 
or sharp pencil to scribe the cutline. 

Pinch sticks let you take an exact mea-
surement between surfaces and transfer 
it to the stock. The simplest version 
consists of identical rips of 3⁄4-in. stock 
that are extended and locked in position 
with a spring clamp. Bevel the outer stick 
ends for a more accurate read.

Most trim measurements can be made faster and more 
accurately with a more appropriate technique. choose 
the most appropriate method for the task at hand.

You don’T HaVe To pull ouT 
Your Tape eVerY TIMe You 

TIP 

2. Next, place the stock on the 
opposite side, and mark the 
lines.

3. Transfer the crossed marks onto the 
scrap, and use it to determine the angle 
of the cut. 

Pinch 
sticks
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Installing Baseboard
One builder's take on installing this
fundamental trim element

BY JOHN SPIER

M 

ost trim carpenters I know started
their trade by learning to run base-
board, and the first baseboard they

ran was probably in a closet. You might think
this happened because baseboard is easy to in-
stall or because mistakes are harder to see near
the floor, especially in a closet. The real reason
is that the teacher has bad knees and probably
doesn't fit so well in the closet anymore.

There are lots of types of baseboard, from a
simple 1x4 to elaborate assemblies of multi-

ple moldings. To illustrate the basics, the base-
board featured in this article has a flat profile
with a simple bead along the top, and I in-
stalled it in a new house.

Which comes first: flooring
or baseboard?
Whether flooring or baseboard comes first
depends on the type of flooring in each room.
For wood floors, I install the floor first so that
I can sand the floor edges and then run the base.

I also install and grout tile before the base-
board goes in, unless the tile is so rough and
irregular that I would have to scribe the bottom
of the base to fit the rile. In this case, I run the base
first, finish it and then tile and grout to it.

In areas prone to wetness, tile should be in-
stalled first so that water doesn't collect
around the bottom of the baseboard. Because
vinyl flooring is so easily damaged, I don't like
working over it. In rooms that will receive
vinyl floors, I often cut and fit pieces of base-

Knife marks the spot.
Wherever possible the author places
a slightly oversize piece of stock in place
and then marks the exact length with the
blade of a razor knife



MITER
OUTSIDE
CORNERS
The quickest way for a tight outside
baseboard corner is to scribe both
pieces to the corner (1). The author ad-
justs the miter cut by eye to make up
for any out-of-square condition and fol-
lows the scribe lines to compensate for
any differences in plumb. The pieces
then are dry-fit (2), and the first piece
goes into place (3). The joint then is
glued and pinned before the second
piece is nailed to the wall (4).

Mark both pieces.

Test the fit.

Long piece goes in first.

Glue and pin the joint.



COPE INSIDE
CORNERS
With the first piece cut square
and installed in the corner, the au-
thor cuts a 45° angle on the ad-
joining piece as if for an inside
miter (1). The piece then is flipped
up, and the miter saw plunges
down the straight part of the pro-
file with a slight back bevel (2). A
coping saw then cuts the detailed
part of the profile (3), and a sharp
chisel or a rasp can be used to
clean up small areas of the cut.

Start with a bevel.
Using a miter saw, the
author cuts a 45° bevel.
This cut exposes the
profile for the cope.

board and then take them away to be paint-
ed while the vinyl installer works. Carpeted
floors are generally the easiest. I install and
finish the baseboard first, usually with a -in.
space underneath where the carpet layer can
tuck the edges of the carpet.

Baseboard butts to door casings
In most simple trim jobs, baseboard butts to
the outside of the door casings, so the casings
must be installed first. Other things that base-
board runs into, such as built-in shelving, win-
dow seats and fireplace surrounds, also should
be installed or at least precisely located.

Stair skirtboards often tie into the baseboard
and should be in place as well. When the trim
is to butt into baseboard heating units, the
plumber or electrician gives me the exact lo-
cations and dimensions for the spaces to be
left out of the baseboard. Last, I check for any
steps, ramps, landings or other changes in
floor level or material, such as where a car-

peted living room makes a transition to a
vinyl kitchen floor. If the difference is mini-
mal, the baseboard can be ripped down to
keep the top all at the same level.

Mark the lengths with a knife
I like to work from a pile of baseboard stock
at a miter-saw table centrally located in the
house. Here, I can keep offcuts organized so
that I use the stock more efficiently. Almost
invariably, I work my way around each room
from left to right. I choose this direction be-
cause as a right-handed carpenter, I find that
most base profiles are easier to cope on the left
end of each piece.

My first piece starts at the right-hand side
of a door casing and runs to a corner or to the
next casing or wall interruption. There are a
couple of ways to get the right length of each
piece. The most obvious way is getting the ex-
act measurement of each piece with a tape
measure. Wherever possible, though, I prefer

to take a piece of stock that's slightly long, put
it in place and then mark the exact length
with a razor knife (photo p. 84).

Coping is easier than it looks
Installing baseboard requires the same joints
as the rest of the trim in the house. Inside cor-
ners are coped, outside corners are mitered,
and long runs are joined with scarf joints.
Simple butt joints suffice where baseboard
meets stair skirtboards or casings. I often use
a biscuit to align and strengthen a butt joint.

Coped joints are easier to make than they
look, and they're actually quite forgiving. A
coped joint has the baseboard on one wall
running square into the corner with the ad-
jacent piece scribed or shaped to fit into it.

The coped piece starts with a 45° bevel on
the end that joins with the square-end piece,
as if it were to be mitered for an inside corner.
Then the excess beyond the mitered edge is
removed so that the two pieces fit together.



A flip and a plunge.
The baseboard then is
flipped upside down on
edge, and the saw is
plunged down the straight
part of the profile at a
slight back bevel.

Cutting the profile.
Following the edge of the
exposed profile at a slight
back bevel, the author
uses a coping saw to finish
cutting the profile.

I make the initial 45° cut with a miter saw
(photo facing page). Next, I flip the board on
edge and plunge the miter saw down the
straight part of the profile with the blade set at
about a 5° back bevel (photo top left). The ex-
cess for any decorative detail then can be cut
back with a coping saw (photo top right). The
bead on this baseboard was tough to cut per-
fectly with the coping saw, but I used a sharp
chisel to clean it up. Again, only the top edge
of the profile needs to be square and precise.
The back bevel along the rest of the profile
makes it easier to fine-tune the fit.

Working around the room means mat only
one end of each piece is coped. So after the
cope is cut, the length is measured, and the
other end is cut square. If that end goes to a
corner, it is in turn covered by the next cope.

Don't measure for outside corners
Outside corners are mitered together, but I nev-
er measure these pieces. Instead, I cut them a

few inches long, hold them in place and scribe
a line on the back of the piece for the cutline
(top photo, p. 85). I mark both pieces before
fastening either one.

Often, corners are not exactly square, and base-
board isn't always exactly plumb. I usually can
estimate how much I need to adjust the miter,
and following the scribed cutline takes care
of the out-of-plumb condition. For problem
areas, I test the angles with two scrap pieces.

When I've cut the two outside corner pieces,
I try them to make sure they fit and form a
tight corner (photo bottom left, p. 85). Then
I fasten the first piece in place (photo center
right, p. 85). After running a bead of carpen-
ter's glue along the joint, I install the second
piece, pinning the corner together with a brad
nailer (photo bottom right, p. 85).

Join long runs with a scarf joint
When a wall is too long for a single piece of
baseboard stock, I break the run on a stud

DEALING WITH LITTLE PIECES
A little bevel is
a big help.
Putting a slight
back bevel on a
small piece of
baseboard com-
pensates for any
irregularities in
the corner so
that it slips easi-
ly into place.

Narrow pieces
shouldn't be
nailed. Most
small pieces that
fit into corners
cannot be nailed
without danger
of splitting, but
the adjacent
piece often can
hold it in place
without nails.



USE SCARF
JOINTS ON
LONG RUNS
When a run is too long for a single
piece of baseboard, a scarf joint
can join two or more pieces. The
first piece goes in with a 45° angle
cut into the end. The next piece
extends past the first, and the
length is marked (1). After that
piece is cut and dry-fit (inset pho-
to), glue and brads secure the
overlapping joint (2),

Mark length. Cut to length, test, and install.

HOW TO FIND THOSE STUDS

When all else fails, make lots of holes.
Sometimes the only way to find a stud is
to make a series of nail holes in the wall
(photo above). When the stud is located,
find the edges and mark the centerline of
the stud.

Knock, knock, stud's here. Electrical box-
es in new construction are also a good in-
dication of stud location, and a rap with a
knuckle shows on which side of the box the
stud is running, A tape measure is used to
find the rest of the wall studs (photo left).

with a scarf joint, preferably in a place where
the joint will be hidden—by furniture, for in-
stance. A scarf joint is simply two pieces cut
with 45° bevels so that the one piece overlaps
the other. Scarf joints don't tend to separate
like butt joints, and they look smoother.

When a scarf joint is called for and the run
begins in a corner, I start with the coped end
first. I make the 45° cut so that the face is the
short side of the angle, and I tack that piece
in place. Next, I line up a piece a few inches
too long, butting the square end into the op-
posite corner, and I mark the distance to the
backside of the cut, or the short side of the 45°
angle (photo top left). I test-fit the joint, ad-
justing the length on the square end to get the
scarf just right (inset photo, facing page).
When I'm satisfied with the fit, I tack the
pieces in place, and then I glue and pin the
joint with a brad nailer before nailing off the
rest of the piece (photo left, above). If you try
to glue that slippery glued bevel joint first, it's
bound to slip out of alignment.

Another baseboard detail found in many
houses is an intersection with a stair skirt-



BASE MEETS SKIRTBOARD

Cut the angle
before the
skirtboard
goes in. The
baseboard
meets the skirt-
board at an an-
gle cut into the
skirtboard be-
fore it's in-
stalled. A small
piece of base-
board with the
same angle
tests the fit.

A butt joint
simplifies the
fit. A glued
butt joint
makes fitting
the base to
the skirtboard
a whole lot
easier.

board at the top of a stair. Before it's installed,
I cut the angle of intersection in the skirt-
board. To keep the joint simple, I join the
baseboard to the skirtboard with a butt joint,
and I cut a small piece to test the fit (photo top
right). I then measure, cut the piece and glue
the joint before nailing it in place (photo bot-
tom right).

Little pieces need a little help
I was taught to install baseboard using a ham-
mer, a nail set and 8d finish nails, but that was
many years and two good knees ago. Now I
fasten most of my base using a 15-ga. angled
finish nail gun with 2-in. or -in. nails.
Along with a dab of wood glue, I fasten scarf
joints and miters together with an 18-ga. brad
nailer. Coped joints are supposed to allow a
bit of movement, so they should not be glued.

Spaces next to door casings in a corner of a
room require pieces of baseboard too small to
nail. Also, these tight spots are usually out of
square, so I cut the piece with a slight back
bevel where it fits against the adjacent wall
(photo bottom center, p. 87). The adjoining

piece of baseboard is usually enough to hold
the short piece in place (bottom photo, p. 87),
but I also use a shot of construction adhesive
on the back of the piece for added strength.

Find studs before firing the nail gun
Before fastening baseboard, you should have a
good idea where the studs are. There are lots
of clues and tricks to locating studs. If I can
still see the subfloor, I usually have the marks
I made before the drywall was installed. If
wood flooring has been installed, fastened to
the joists, the studs are directly above those
joists, at least on the bearing walls. I also frame
every standard closet with studs 12 in. from
the corners for the shelf cleats and one in the
center for the pole bracket. In many cases, I'm
able to take a common stud layout for the en-
tire house from certain outside walls.

But sometimes all these tricks fail, and I
need to go hunting for the studs. On longer
walls, I try to find one stud and then lay a tape
measure on the floor next to the base as a
guide to locate the rest. To find that first stud,
I look for subtle clues in the drywall or plas-

ter job, such as a seam or a dimple in the fin-
ish over a screw. Failing that, I look for an
electrical box that's probably on a common stud
(photo bottom left, facing page). A rap on the
wall with my knuckle or a look inside the box
lets me know which side the stud is on.

Before the base goes in, a nail driven through
the drywall in a series of holes can locate both
sides of a stud (photo bottom right, facing
page). If you're looking for a stud after the
base is in place, tapping a knuckle on the wall
usually can get you close, and on a paint-
grade job, I sometimes shoot an extra nail or
two into the baseboard to help find the first
stud. A quick-and-dirty trick I used to use on
tract jobs was to tip the baseboard forward,
rest the nose of the gun on top of it and ma-
chine-gun a row of nails into the drywall be-
hind the base. The first nail that didn't go
clean through hit a stud.

John Spier and his wife, Kerri, own Spier
Construction, a custom-home building
company on Block Island, Rl. Photos by
Roe A. Osborn.



Basic Scribing Techniques
A finish carpenter shares his secrets for fitting trim to

uneven, unlevel or unplumb surfaces

by Jim Tolpin

Th e first thing I learned as a finish carpenter

floors and ceilings don't exist on this planet. And
because that's just the way it is, it was up to me to
learn how to work with these unfortunate diver-
gencies from the way it ought to be. As the finish
man, my job was to fit the pretty stuff to the struc-
tures that framers and rockers left behind, no
matter how crooked they were.

In my quest for perfect fits, I learned how to
use bevel squares and base hooks, among other
tools, and became proficient in the use of a
slightly customized pencil compass. I learned
from legendary boat builder Bud Macintosh
how to use something called a spiling batten to
solve certain awkward scribing problems, such
as fitting the last ceiling board. I even paid hom-
age to the linoleum trade and learned the inge-
niously simple "Joe Frogger" method of creating
a template that can produce dead-accurate fits
every time.

Using the bevel square—A bevel square is a
layout tool with a wood, metal or plastic body
having an adjustable metal blade attached to
one end. The square is used mostly for deter-
mining the angle at which a piece of trim needs
to be cut to fit tightly against a surface.

My first bevel square came from my grandfa-
ther. It's a nice rosewood-bodied job with a 6-in.
long blade. It's pretty and has sentimental value,
but like many contemporary bevel squares, it's
not the best tool for taking angles. This is because
its locking lever, which is located at the pivot
point of the tool, often sticks beyond the edge of
the body and gets in the way. Also, the body is
quite thick, which holds the blade away from the
stock. This can throw off the angle measurement.
What's more, the body is relatively short, which
can also produce inaccurate readings.

I like my all-metal Japanese bevel square better
(bottom left photo, facing page). It's much thin-
ner than a conventional bevel square; the lock is
a knurled knob that's out of the way; and it can
be held and locked with one hand.

Although the use of a bevel square may seem
straightforward, it's not. Always extend the blade
fully before pressing the outside edge of the body
against a surface to measure an angle (such as
when measuring an inside corner where two
walls meet). Any protrusion of the blade beyond
the outside edge of the body will hold the body
away from the surface it's resting against, throw-
ing off the angle reading.

Also, don't assume that you can simply press
the square against converging surfaces to get an
accurate reading. Say, for instance, that you want
to fit a baseboard to a door casing (top photo,
facing page). To measure the angle of the end
cut, set the baseboard where you want it on the
floor, then place the body of your bevel square
on top of the baseboard to measure the angle of
the casing. If you simply lay the body of the
square on the floor, any bumps or dips in the
floor next to the joint will fool the square into
measuring a false angle. An alternative is to set a
level or a straightedge on the floor and to mea-
sure the angle off of that.

Once you measure an angle, be careful not to
jar the bevel before you scribe the workpiece.
Fortunately, there's an easy way to ensure against
the loss of an angle setting on a bevel: Record it
with the help of a boat-builder's bevel board.

Saving angles—Boat builders, who confront
compound angles on nearly every piece they fit,
have developed a simple, shop-made accessory
that makes it easy to measure and record a se-
ries of angles for future reference at the saw
table. Called a bevel board, it's a board with a
bunch of lines drawn across it at angles ranging
from 0° to 45° (bottom left photo, facing page).
The bevel board allows you to measure an an-
gle with your bevel square and then read the de-
grees of the angle directly from the board. If the
angle scale on your bandsaw, table saw or chop-
saw is calibrated to the bevel board, you need
only to set the saw to the appropriate degree
mark and cut away. If more than one angle is be-
ing taken at once, the angles are simply recorded
on a scrap of wood or paper that represents a
story board of the piece or pieces to be cut.

The bevel board should be made of a stable
wood, such as mahogany or teak, that has an in-
terlocking, split-resistant grain. You can also use a
scrap of -in. plywood. Using a protractor, scribe
the lines to the board with an awl and then fill
them in with an indelible ink. Keep the board
thin so that it will be lightweight ( -in. thick is
sufficient); leave room at both ends of the board
for indexing the body of the bevel against it; and
radius or chamfer the top edge of the board so
that you can orient it at a glance. An alternative
board, sans the romance (and not quite as easy
to read), is made by scratching the lines deeply
into a piece of Lexan plastic.

In lieu of a bevel board, you can scribe and la-
bel each angle on a wood block right after you

measure it, then reset your bevel square from the
block to mark your trim. If you need to quantify
an angle in degrees, measure it on the block with
a Speed Square.

The base hook—Another homemade tool,
called a base hook, eliminates the need for a
bevel square in some applications. Similar in
concept to a siding gauge (see the cover of FHB
#47), it's simply an L-shaped piece of a stable,
split-resistant wood used primarily for laying out
the end cut of baseboard where it butts against
standing moldings such as door casings (bottom
right photo, facing page). To use the hook, lap it
over the baseboard and hold it hard against the
standing molding while scribing a cutline across
the baseboard. Be sure the faces of your base
hook are perfectly square to the edges, or you'll
introduce a margin of error.

Scribing to irregular surfaces—Shortly after I
became a finish carpenter, I bought a $5 pencil
compass like the kind my kids tote in their school
bags. It has two adjustable arms, with a metal
feeler point at the end of one arm and a pencil at
the end of the other (bottom photo, p. 62). For
improved accuracy, I heated and bent out the
feeler point of my compass slightly so that the
point, rather than a portion of its side, contacts
the meeting surface. (The meeting surface is
whatever is being scribed to; I'll call the piece to
be cut the workpiece.)

Although I haven't tried it yet, I recently learned
a tip from Gary Katz, a contractor in Encino,
California. To ensure that he can always scribe a
fine line, Katz fits his compass with a Cross #3503
mechanical pencil (A. T. Cross Co./ATX Market-
ing, One Albion Road, Lincoln, R. I. 02865; 401-
333-1200). This pencil is expensive ($15.50), but it
scribes a very fine line, is well made and has a
wonderful warranty. No matter how you damage
it and regardless of its age, you can return it to
Cross, and they'll send you a new one.

When scribing a line with a compass, you are
actually transferring the pattern of the meeting
surface onto the workpiece. It is very important,
as you scribe the line, that the feeler point on
one side of the compass not get ahead of or lag
behind the pencil point on the other side.
Throughout the scribing process, these two
points must align parallel to the direction the
workpiece will move to contact the meeting
surface. If they don't, the result will be an inac-
curate pattern and, ultimately, a sloppy fit. (top

was that square corners, plumb walls and level



Fitting baseboard. Author Jim Tolpin uses
either a bevel square (photo above) or a home-
made base hook (photo below right) to lay out
baseboards for a tight fit against door casings.
Bumpy floors can fool a bevel square, so Tol-
pin always measures the bevel off of a straight-
edge or a piece of the baseboard Itself. The
base hook is used by holding it hard against
the casing (or plinth block in this case) while
scribing a cutline directly on the baseboard.

Boat builder's bevel board. Etched with 46
labeled lines spaced 1° apart, the homemade
bevel board (photo below) makes it easy to
read an angle off a bevel square, then adjust a
saw to that angle.



Scribing a panel

To scribe a wall panel to an uneven surface, plumb the panel and tack it up about in.
away from the closest spot on the meeting surface. Then scribe the panel with the
compass points set to distance "X" (the distance between the edge of the panel and the
bottom of the deepest valley on the meeting surface plus in.). Back-cutting the panel
will ensure a snug fit.

drawing, left). Chinkless-Iog-home builders, who
routinely scribe logs to fit together tightly, have
developed a homemade compass with an ad-
just- able bubble level on it that makes it easy to
keep the compass oriented properly while scrib-
ing. For more information about this compass,
see FHB #53, pp. 80-84.

It's amazing what the pencil compass allows
you to do. For instance, it really comes into its
own for fitting a wall panel or a vertical siding
board to a bumpy surface, such as a fireplace
(bottom drawing). The procedure is straightfor-
ward. First, plumb the panel or board and tack it
to the wall about in. away from the closest spot
on the meeting surface. Then set the compass to
distance "X" between the edge of the panel and
the bottom of the deepest valley on the meeting
surface, plus in. so that the scribed line won't
fall off the edge of the workpiece. Hold the com-
pass level along the entire vertical run and trace
the meeting surface with the feeling point so that
the pencil transfers the profile to the workpiece.
(If the workpiece is dark, a strip of wide painter's
masking tape applied to the panel will make the
line more legible.) Finally, remove the workpiece
from the wall, back-cut it (bevel it back) a few
degrees along the scribed line, then test fit it
against the meeting surface. If the fit is good in
some areas and way off in others, you probably
let the compass wander from level during scrib-
ing. If this happens, try again. If necessary, final
fitting is achieved through hand planing, sand-
ing, rasping and filing (more on that later).

Sometimes the closing (last) board or panel on
a wall must be scribed. This is tougher to do be-
cause the board has to fit into an existing gap.
For one solution to this problem, see Tom Law's
method on the facing page.

Another common scribing problem is fitting
stair treads between a pair of skirtboards (or sim-
ilarly, closet shelves between two walls). This is
accomplished by cutting the tread in. longer
than its final length; dropping it into place with
one end riding high on a skirtboard; scribing and
cutting the low end; marking the final length of
the tread by measuring off the scribed end; drop-
ping the tread back into place with its scribed
end riding high; and then scribing and cutting
the low end to the measurement mark (for an il-
lustration of this trick, see FHB #68, p. 61).

Some fitting jobs are accomplished using a
pencil compass in concert with a bevel square
and a combination square. Laying out a window
stool is a good example (photos p. 62). In this
case, use a combination square to locate the out-
side corners of the window opening (where the
wall meets the side jambs); a bevel square to lay
out the angles of the side jambs relative to the
front edge of the stool; and a compass to scribe
the stool horns to the wall. For added conve-
nience, a couple of sticks tacked to the sill (per-
pendicular to the window) will support the stool
while you lay it out.

Scribing with a spiling batten—Sometimes
it's awkward to hold a workpiece in position for
scribing. A perfect example is scribing the clos-
ing board of a wood-strip ceiling. Not only do
you have to hold up the board while scribing it,

Scribing with a compass Right
When scribing a line with a compass, an accurate pattern results from keeping the feeler
point and the pencil point aligned in the proper direction throughout the process. These
points should always align parallel to the direction the workpiece will move to contact the
meeting surface.

Wrong



Scribing the closing board
by Tom Law

The installation of wainscoting
and the installation of vertical
siding both have the same
problem—fitting the closing (or
last) board. I approach this
problem by nailing up all but the
last few boards. Then I tack up the
rest of the boards except for the
last one. I mark and cut this
closing board, remove the tacked
ones, then spring the whole group
into place at once and nail them to
the wall.

How I fit the closing board
depends on the nature of the
surface it meets. If the meeting
surface is straight and plumb, I

simply measure the gap and rip
the board to width. If the meeting
surface is straight but not plumb, I
measure across the top and bottom
of the gap, transfer the
measurements to the board,
connect the marks with a straight
line and rip the board with a
circular saw.

If the meeting surface is
irregular, the board needs to be
scribed as shown in the drawings
below. In this case, after I've
tacked up the next-to-last board, I
mark the top and bottom of its
leading edge on the underlying
wall (points A and B). Then I

remove all of the tacked-up
boards, hold the closing board
hard against the meeting surface
and mark the top and bottom of
its trailing edge on the wall
(points C and D).

Setting the closing board aside,
I now adjust my compass to span
either the top or the bottom two
marks, whichever are the farthest
apart (points A and C in the
example). I then use the compass
to make a new mark (point E) at
the opposite end so that the top
and bottom pairs of marks are the
same distance apart (if they
weren't to begin with). Finally, I
replace the closing board so that
its trailing edge falls on the
appropriate marks (C and E), then
use the compass, with its setting

unchanged, to scribe the board to
the meeting surface.

I almost always make the cut
with a handsaw, cleaning up to the
line with a block plane if
necessary. A handsaw cuts on the
downstroke, ensuring that any
tearout will occur on the backside
of the board where it won't show. I
undercut the board slightly so that
when it's sprung into place it
makes a nice, neat joint.

When installing wall paneling
instead of boards, only the
second-to-last panel is tacked
up and removed to fit the last
piece. Otherwise, the scribing
and cutting procedure is the same.

—Tom Law is a consulting
editor of Fine Homebuilding and

lives in Westminster, Md.

Drawings: Christopher Clapp

Here's a four-step method for fitting the last vertical board
on a wall to a bumpy surface.

Step 1:
Install a/I but the last board on the wall, tacking up the last few
boards for easy removal. Mark the leading edge of the second-to-
last board on the wall (points A & B),

Step 2:
Remove the tacked-up boards, hold the closing board hard against
the meeting surface and mark the top and the bottom of the board
along its trailing edge (points C & D).

Step 3:
Adjust a pencil compass to span either the top or the bottom two
marks, whichever are the farthest apart (points A and C this time).
Use the compass at this setting to mark point E on the wall.

Step 4:
Align the trailing edge of the closing board with points C & E, then
scribe the board off of the meeting surface with the compass
setting unchanged. Once the board is cut to fit, spring it and the
remaining boards in place and nail them to the wall.



but the oversize board tilts into the opening. This
tilt can throw off the scribed line.

Boat builders confront this exact situation
when planking a wooden hull, and they've come
up with a nifty device to cope with it: the spiling
batten. The spiling batten is simply a thin strip of
wood ( -in. thick softwood is standard) that's
tacked into the opening that the last plank (or
shutter) will have to fill. The batten is scribed (or
spiled, as boat builders would say) to the meet-
ing surfaces along its leading edges and ends,
then removed and clamped to the workpiece.
The scribe is then reproduced in reverse, from
the batten back to the work.

For ceilings, I cut the batten about 1-in. shorter
and -in. narrower than the ceiling gap, then
tack it up snug against the next-to-last ceiling

board, spaced -in. shy of the wall at either end
(drawing above). I then set my compass to the
maximum gap between the batten and the wall,
plus in. to make sure that the scribed line
doesn't veer off the edge of the batten. Before
scribing the batten, I draw a circle on the batten
with the compass to serve as a reference if the
compass is bumped inadvertently. Once the bat-
ten is scribed, I remove it and clamp it to the clos-
ing board, positioned with its trailing edge (the
edge that meets the second-to-last ceiling board)
flush with the trailing edge of the board. The
board is then scribed off the batten with the com-
pass setting unchanged (double-checked against
the insurance circle on the batten).

I back-cut the ceiling board about 5° to allow
the board to swing into place. And this cut makes

it easy to plane the board to fit if necessary.

Fitting floors to posts—The bottom right photo
on the facing page shows a wide floorboard that
fits tightly around a post. If the post had been
square and its faces flat, I would have laid out
the floorboard using a combination square. But,
of course, the post isn't perfect, and the combi-
nation square stayed in the toolbox.

Instead, I called on the Joe Frogger method,
as it's known in the linoleum trade, to make a
template that works like a spiling batten. You'll
need a pencil, a utility knife, a piece of heavy felt
paper or noncorrugated cardboard for the tem-
plate and a small block of wood measuring
about 1 in. square by about in. thick (the
block is the frog).

Photos this page: Jim Tolpin

Fitting a window stool. The author
uses a combination square to mark the
outside corner of the window opening
on the stool (top photo above). Then he
uses a bevel square to measure the angle
between the window jamb and the front
edge of the stool. This angle is scribed
on the stool through the corner point
(middle photo above). Finally, he sets his
pencil compass to span the distance be-
tween the corner of the opening and the
corner mark on the stool, then scribes
the stool's horn to the wall (bottom pho-
to above).

The best way to fit the closing board
(last board) of a wood-strip ceiling is to
use a spiling batten. Cut the batten
(typically a -in. thick strip of softwood)
about 1 in. shorter and in. narrower
than the ceiling gap, then tack it into the
gap tight against the next-to-last ceiling
board and centered end to end. Scribe
the leading edge and both ends of the

batten, remove it and clamp it to the
ceiling-board stock. Now scribe the
ceiling board off the batten with the
compass setting unchanged. Before
scribing the batten, it's a good idea to
draw an insurance circle on it with the
compass so that you can double-check
the compass setting against the circle
before scribing the ceiling board.

Fitting the last ceiling board (Looking up at the ceiling)



Joe Frogger. A trick of the linoleum trade called Joe Frogger makes it easy to fit a floorboard to
a post. First, Tolpin cuts a cardboard template to fit around the post and tapes it to the subfloor,
tight against the previously installed floorboard. Next, he holds a small block of wood (the frog)
against the post in several spots while marking the frog's outside edge on the template (photo
above). After removing the template, he tapes it over the next floorboard and uses the frog to trans-
fer each mark from the template to the board (photo above right). The marks are joined using a
straightedge and a pencil. The reward is a perfect fit (photo right).

The procedure is simple (photos this page).
First, use the utility knife to cut an opening in the
template that matches the profile of the post,
adding about in. clearance all around. Slip the
template around the post, tight against the last
installed floor board, and attach it to the subfloor
with double-stick tape. Then hold the frog against
the post at stations spaced a couple of inches
apart while you mark along the outside edge of
the frog on the template with a sharp pencil.
Rabbets at opposite ends of the frog make it easy
to orient the frog in the same way at each station
(scribing is always done off a rabbetted edge).

Next, remove the marked template from the
subfloor and tape it to the floorboard to be fit,
flush with the board's end and trailing edge.
Then index a rabbetted end of the frog against

each mark on the template while you mark the
opposite end on the floorboard. Finally, join the
marks using a pencil and a straightedge, then
back-cut slightly along the cutlines. If you're care-
ful, you'll be rewarded with a perfect fit.

Cutting it—Once a workpiece is laid out, there
are a number of ways to cut it. Unless the cut-
lines are relatively straight, allowing the use of a
circular saw, I always use a Bosch 1581VS jigsaw
to cut just to the line. The saw blows dust off the
cutline, its reciprocating blade cuts fast, and its
tilting base allows back-cutting. Besides making it
easy to trim stock for a tight fit, back-cutting al-
lows the workpiece to be squeezed into place.

I use a block plane and rasps to remove stock
up to the cutline, skewing the block plane to

reach into dips. Fine-tuning is accomplished with
flat and round files.

I've worked with a guy who insists that a belt
sander is faster and more controllable than a jig-
saw for wasting stock to a wiggly line. Another
guy uses an angle grinder. Still another scribes
with a small bandsaw, which he outfits with a
pair of wheels to make it maneuverable on the
job site (see Tools & Materials, p. 94).

Jim Tolpin is a finish carpenter, cabinetmaker and
writer in Port Townsend, Wash. His book, Working
at Woodworking, is available from The Taunton,
Press, Inc.; (800) 888-8286. His forthcoming man-

man Book Company. Photos by Patrick Cudahy
except where noted.

ual on finish carpentry will by published by Crafts-
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Coping moldings 

hen two pieces of trim
meet at an inside corner,
you could miter the joint,

but most professional carpenters prefer
to cope. An airtight coped joint is easier
to produce: It doesn’t require the per-
fectly square corner that a mitered
joint needs. A coped joint is also less
likely to open up after a few seasons of
expansion and contraction. 

Although you need a miter saw for
coping, the only specialty tools you need
are a $10 coping saw and an assortment
of blades. A 15-tooth coping-saw blade
is the best all-around performer, espe-
cially for simple chair rails and base-
boards. But you’ll want 18 teeth (or
more) to negotiate the intricate cuts
that crown molding requires. 

When installing a new blade, make
sure the teeth face forward (the same as
a standard handsaw) and tighten the
blade securely. 

Tom O’Brien lives in New Milford,
Conn., and is a contributing editor 
to Fine Homebuilding. Photos by 
Andy Engel.

2

B Y  T O M  O ’ B R I E N

Flat molding is straightforward

W Miter cut determines the profile. Although
you can trace the profile from one piece of
trim to the other, a 45° inside miter cut
achieves the same purpose. An efficient car-
penter chops all the profiles for a particular
room at the same time, then cuts each piece
of trim to length later.

Use a pencil to highlight the
cutline. To make the profile of
the molding more apparent,
draw the flat edge of a pencil
lead across the inside edge of
the miter cut.

4Angle the cut in-
ward. Start the cut
with a few gentle
pull strokes until
the coping saw
finds its groove;
then switch to long
push strokes.

Angle the blade into the
work so that the face of the
cut becomes slightly proud
of the back side. This slight
angle is called a back bevel,
or back cut. 

The back bevel 
allows minor 
adjustments to be
accomplished using
a few passes with a
wood rasp rather
than a belt sander.

1
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ST
EP Crown takes patience and a steady hand

If you measure your trim in miles
rather than feet, you might want
to invest $29 in the Collins
Coping Foot (Collins Tool Co.;
888-838-8988; www.collinstool
.com). The coping foot is simply
a curved baseplate that substi-
tutes for the standard, flat base
found on a typical jigsaw. The
manufacturer offers a coping
foot to fit all commercially avail-
able jigsaws. Most install with

the turn of a screw,
though some saws
require a shim to
position the base-
plate correctly.

With the coping
foot in place, the
saw is operated
upside down, which
takes a little prac-
tice but allows you
to see the cutline

perfectly. The curved base
makes it easy to back-bevel a
baseboard, but it was designed
for quickly negotiating the intri-
cate twists and turns that crown
molding requires. Instructions
for coping crown using a simple
jig are included with the tool.

TURN YOUR JIGSAW INTO 
A SUPERCHARGED 

COPING SAW

1 Place the crown molding upside
down in the miter saw and at an 
angle between the fence and base.
Then make a 45° cut to reveal the
profile for the cope.

Crown needs a steep back bevel.
Because it’s installed on an angle, 
unlike baseboard, crown molding must
be coped with a significant back bevel,
or the two faces won’t meet.

It’s not easy to turn corners when saw-
ing at such a steep angle, so the best
strategy is to cut as far as you can from
one end, back the blade out, and sneak
up on the cut from another direction.

Close won’t do. If the cope doesn’t fit
perfectly, a pencil serves to mark the
high spots, which are removed easily
with a rasp or some sandpaper. 

Fine-tune the curves. A medium-grit
sanding sponge is particularly effective
for shaping curved sections.

Work inward from both edges to en-
sure that the last saw stroke separates
the meaty center of the molding rather
than the fragile outer edge.

5 6



Installing Baseboard
There's a tad more to it than coping the joints

Baseboard installation is often done badly.
Why? Probably because it comes at the end of
the job, after the crowns and casings, and car-
penters are anxious to wind things up so they
can get on to new projects. Or it may be be-
cause it's uncomfortable work done on hands
and knees, with a lot of getting up and kneeling
down. But maybe it's just because a lot of car-
penters don't know how to do it right.

Shapes and styles—Baseboards are used to
cover any gaps that occur at the juncture of
walls and floors, and they also protect the lower
wall from dings and scrapes. Visually they give
weight, definition and presence to the wall,
working with the crown molding and comers to
"frame the wall." Baseboards are usually made
of the same wood that's used for trim elsewhere
in the house, and they can be either hardwood
or softwood. The central part of the back face
of baseboard stock is plowed away, like casings,
to help it lie better against the wall. Baseboards,
however, are usually thinner than casing stock.
This is because casing frequently has a rounded
outside edge, and a somewhat thinner baseboard
can be butted against this edge without looking
awkward (for more about door casing, see FHB
#30, pp. 55-57).

Standard baseboard comes in a variety of
shapes and sizes, and custom shapes can be
made in the shop with a table saw, router or

shaper. Another way of getting a unique base-
board profile is to assemble it from combina-
tions of standard moldings, as shown in the
drawing below. There's really no end to the
shapes that can be achieved when two or three-
piece combination baseboards are used.

Coping the joint—Many of the techniques for
cutting, fitting, nailing and finishing baseboard
are similar to those required for casing. But the
miter joint used so frequently for casing tends to
open up on the inside corners of baseboards. A
much better baseboard joint for inside corners
is the coped joint.

A coped joint requires a different cut on each
of the two boards to be joined. It involves some
miter cutting, so a backsaw and miter box or a
power miter box are required. Though I've cut
miters by hand for years, I like the power miter
box because it's fast, but doesn't sacrifice quality.
You'll also need a coping saw. This small tool
with a spring-steel frame looks like a C-clamp
with a wood handle, and has a slender, fine-
tooth blade stretched across the mouth of the C.

Cutting the first board in a coped joint is
easy—just cut it square so it fits tight into the
corner of the wall. The second board is coped.
To begin a coped joint, miter the board vertical-
ly, as if you were going to make an inside mi-
tered corner. When you're done, look closely at
the front edge of the cut—it will reveal the base-
board's profile, and will serve as a guideline for
making the second cut on the board. I rub the
edge of the cut with the edge of a pencil lead to
make it more visible.

To complete the cope, support the board,
front face up, so that the end to be cut hangs
just beyond some solid support—a workbench,
sawhorse or cricket (a cricket is a portable step
turned mini-workbench). Then, with the saw-
blade nearly perpendicular to the bottom edge
of the board, cut along the pencil line, following
whatever curve is indicated (drawing, facing
page, left). While cutting, incline the saw slightly
to put an angle on the cut. The angle should
slope away from the front surface of the board,
and will help the lead edge to make good con-

When baseboard must be fit to door casing, a
measuring block (photo left) makes it easy to
mark the baseboard to length. Built from scrap
wood to fit the particular baseboard being in-
stalled, it is placed against the outside edge of
the casing and over the baseboard, and a cut
line is then scribed on the baseboard.

tact with the square-cut board when the two are
brought together. If the baseboard has a flat top
edge (like the one in the drawing), this edge
should be square cut—an angle would show as
a gap. If you've made the cut correctly, the end
of the coped baseboard will slip right over the
square-cut end of the one you installed earlier.
This technique will work on just about any base-
board, and can also be used to fit ceiling mold-
ing. It sometimes requires a little adjustment
with a sharp chisel or utility knife.

Installing standard baseboard—If there's a
simple choice between a long, unbroken wall
and a short one, I start the installation with the
long one. It's easier to get a good fit with a long
piece of baseboard than with a short one, and
you'll see why in a moment. 1 also try to mini-
mize any possibility that people will see a poorly
fitted corner joint (if one happens to slip into
the job). To do this, I like to install the first
length of baseboard on the side of a room that's
opposite the door. The baseboard on the adja-
cent wall will conceal the imperfect joint so that
it won't be visible when someone first enters.

Let's assume that you've chosen to start on an
unbroken wall that can be fitted with a single
length of baseboard. Begin by measuring the
wall, making sure to take your measurements at
the floor level. Walls aren't usually in perfect
plumb, so the measurement will vary depending

With 8d finish nails, nail through base molding
into floor. This forms a slipjoint that will
conceal cracks at the floor line if the
baseboard shrinks.

A built-up baseboard

by Bob Syvanen



on where you take it. Select a straight length of
baseboard and clean up one end by cutting it
square. Use the wall measure you took to find
the other end and cut it square also. The cut
should allow a snug fit, particularly at its top
edge where it will be visible. Test the fit on the
wall, trim off a tad if necessary and nail the
piece in place. If you have to splice lengths of
baseboard on long walls, a vertical scarf joint
(overlapping 45° miters) is the best to use.

Nail through the baseboard and into the
studs, using 8d finish nails top and bottom. Use
as many nails as necessary to get the baseboard
to pull tight to the wall. Studs can be located
before setting the base in place by probing with
a nail driven through the finished wall (the base-
board will cover the holes). Mark the locations
above where the top edge of the baseboard will
be with a light pencil mark so they won't be ob-
scured when you set the baseboard in place.

With this done, you can begin work on the
adjacent length of baseboard. This one gets a
coped cut at one end and a square cut at the
other (this same combination of cuts is used
when a baseboard has to be fit between a door
casing and another baseboard). First, cope the
end that will butt against the board you just
nailed in place, and check it for a good fit. Then
measure to locate the square cut at the other
end. The fit should be snug, but not so tight that
it cracks the plaster or drywall when you nail it
in place.

To get just the right amount of snugness on
long boards, cut them a tad long so that the
middle of the board will be bowed out from the
wall when you put it in place. The amount of
bow depends on the length of the baseboard
you're installing, but it's usually about a finger's
width, measured midway between the ends. But
you shouldn't have to force it—a gentle push
and the baseboard should snap into place as it
nears the wall. Take particular care when you're
fitting baseboard to the casing of a door. As you
spring the baseboard into place you don't want
to push the casing out of position. If the fit looks
good at both ends, nail it in place. Keep work-

ing your way around the room until all the base-
board is in place. There may be times when you
have to fit a baseboard between baseboards on
opposite walls. If you do, just cope both ends
and snap it into place.

For fitting baseboard to door casing, I use an
L-shaped block (photo facing page) to help me
mark an accurate cutline. By holding the top of
the block against the edge of the casing and
marking down the leg onto the baseboard, I get
a precise measurement. With one end coped,
slip the baseboard into place, allowing it to run
slightly long past the casing on the other end.
Place the block against the outside edge of the
casing and over the baseboard, and mark a ver-
tical line for the square cut. A cut made a tad
outside this line will give you just enough extra
length to spring the board into place.

Other joints—Coping doesn't work on all
baseboard profiles. Simple rectangular base-
board, the kind with a rounded upper corner,
just doesn't look good with coped joints be-
cause the abrupt curve makes for a very fragile
overlap on the adjacent baseboard. Instead, I
use a combination butt and miter joint for inside
corners (drawing, below right).

The trick here is to make a mitered lap joint at
the top edge of butting baseboards. Begin with a
square cut at the end of one baseboard. Miter
the top edge with a finish saw, cutting to the
point where the rounded corner ends, and fol-
low this with a cut at 90° to the first. This will
release a triangular piece of wood. At the end of
the second baseboard, make a miter cut that
corresponds to the first, again just to the bottom
of the rounded edge. Then turn the baseboard
over. Working from the bottom edge, make a
square cut that's angled just a tad away from the
front of the workpiece. This cut should be
stopped at a line scribed off the baseboard al-
ready in place, because there isn't much room
for adjusting this joint. This is a much better-
looking joint than a butt joint or a coped joint,
though a butt joint can be okay when molding is
used on top of it.

Outside corners—Outside corners on base-
board are always mitered. Since walls rarely
make a perfect corner, I always make trial cuts
to find the right angle for the miter. For a good
fit, the angle cut on both pieces should be the
same. I make my first cut a little long and then
gradually trim it to perfection using the miter
box or a block plane. Minor adjustments using
the miter box are made by shimming between
the backside of the baseboard and the miter-
box fence (see FHB #30, p. 56 for more on this
technique). Outside corners are cross-nailed to
lock the joint in place.

More tips on nailing—Occasionally you will
be faced with a situation where the baseboard
has to be pulled in against the wall, but there
isn't any stud to nail into behind it. As an alter-
native, drive a 16d finish nail through the base-
board, angling it down and out so that it catches
the 2x4 bottom plate in the wall. When the nail
is set, the baseboard will be pulled snug against
the wall.

In similar situations at inside corners and
door openings, 16d finish nails again come to
the rescue. Just angle the nail until you hit some-
thing solid. Keep it a few inches from the end of
the baseboard and predrill the hole before you
nail to prevent splitting. If you are framing up a
new house, it's a good idea to install short
lengths of 2x4 baseboard blocking (offcuts or
scrap pieces) at all inside corners and at each
side of door openings.

If you're installing a two or three-piece base-
board, the lower molding should be nailed to
the floor, not to the baseboard. If it isn't, any
shrinkage of the baseboard will pull the molding
away from the floor and expose an unsightly
crack. When it's nailed to the floor, molding
serves as a slip joint, concealing any shrinkage
cracks. Paint the baseboard before installing this
molding so an unpainted strip won't show up
after the baseboard has shrunk.

Bob Syvanen, of Brewster, Mass., is a consult-
ing editor of Fine Homebuilding magazine.

Cutting the cope
Mitered lap joint



Installing Crown Moldings
Careful layout and accurate miters make installing
a two-part trim an easier process

BY JOSEPH BEALS

r own molding has a royally painful
reputation. Installation can be dif-
ficult: Unlike baseboard or casing,

crown molding must sit at a consistent angle
to the wall, making cutting and nailing more
demanding. When the joints don't fit prop-
erly, when the nails hit nothing but air and
when the design that looked great on paper
ends up looking trivial on the ceiling, the

process of installing crown molding can be
come extremely disagreeable. However,
crown molding will yield to patience and to
a few simple techniques that anticipate its
frustrating behavior.

I've used some ceiling-trim designs repeat-
edly because they cover a range of stylistic
options and because they're easy to build.
These styles are not formal, but they go be-

yond the one-molding solution and add a
surprising level of interest (drawing above).
The common element here is a piece of flat
stock that I call backing trim. I usually shape
a simple profile on the exposed edge; a scotia
is shown in the photos, but ogees and beads
are other possibilities. The backing trim can
be as wide or as narrow as preference dic-
tates. A narrow exposure will look like an ad-

Drawings: Bob La Pointe
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Designing
crown
molding

Known as the cornice, tradi-
tional ceiling-trim design
echoes the entablature of a
building, the place where the
sidewall meets the roof over-
hang. In a classically influ-
enced residential exterior,
the entablature contains a
frieze, a soffit, a fascia and a
cornice (inset drawing right).
At its most elaborate, the in-
terior cornice's elements-cor-
respond to the exterior and
include a crown, a fascia, a
soffit, a bed and a frieze.
Most interior designs, howev-
er, are much simpler.

The most direct approach
to trim design is to start at
the top of the entablature
and to pick as many ele-
ments as seem appropriate
or desirable. The size of the
room is not an important
consideration: A large room
with high ceilings requires el-
ements of larger section, not
more or fewer elements. Pro-
vided the parts are in appro-
priate scale, even a small
room can support an elabo-
rate cornice.

A model that's built from
short sections of the pro-
posed moldings is an ideal
design tool that shows more

detail than a flat drawing. It's
easier to see the scale of
moldings and embellish-
ments in more complex de-
signs; it's also a handy way to

plan for blocking. Beware of
designing too small, however.
An old rule says that work to
be placed overhead should
be three times the size you

think it should be. If a design
looks good on a bench-top
model, it will probably be un-
dersize in place.
—J. B.

ditional crown-molding element; a wide ex-
posure becomes a design element in its own
space. In the following pages, I'll describe
the techniques I use to lay out, cut and install
this simple two-piece molding.

Use chalklines as a reference
After I've decided on the design of the
crown mold (sidebar above), my next job is

layout. For practically any design, I snap
chalklines on the wall as a guide (top photo,
p. 80). The layout lines should be straight
between any two points, typically corner to
corner, corner to window, between two win-
dows, and so on. Because an out-of-flat wall
is curved with respect to a straight line on
the ceiling and vice versa, the layout lines
will make this flaw visible, and the inevitable

adjustment won't be unexpected. Snapped
lines are also important for more formal de-
signs that require blocking.

If the room is really distorted, I like a big
reveal in the design. The backing trim
should follow the layout lines as much as
possible, but the molding that comes after
may be adjusted up or down a bit to conform
to irregularities in the wall and on the ceil-



Chalklines provide a reliable layout reference. Because ceilings and walls are never
flat and straight, the author prefers to snap lines that give him an accurate layout.

Backing trim makes a solid nailing surface for molding. Screwed into the framing, a
flat piece of trim alleviates the problem of nailing crown into irregularly spaced studs
and also adds an extra level of detail.

Gauge block shows exactly where the bottom of the molding must lie. Layout marks
keep molding at a consistent angle to the wall, which in turn makes miters and field
joints line up.

ing. Remember that the trim serves the
room, not a spirit level, so plan to make some
compromises. A big reveal allows this to
happen without appearing conspicuous.

Screws hold the backing
I like backing trim for its looks, but it also
can solve serious nailing problems. Studding
in old houses is often widely spaced, loose or
missing, usually where nailing is crucial. On
the ceiling, strapping, lath or joists can be
hard to find, or spongy. (During layout, I use
a stud finder or drive a 6d finish nail into
plaster to find solid nailing, and then mark
the location with a pencil.)

I screw flat sections of backing trim in
place (center photo) because the holding
power of a screw is huge, and there's no im-
pact to distress old plaster. Also, a screw can
get a solid bite in old wooden lath or a loose
stud where nailing is useless. I like to hide
the screws behind the molding, but if I can't
do that, I counterbore first and glue in
wooden plugs afterward. Even for painted
work, the plugs will hide holes better than
any other method of filling holes.

Reference marks keep the
molding straight
Before I install the crown molding, I need
reference marks on the backing trim.
Snapped lines won't do the job here: I want
the molding tight and accurately sprung,
which means, as much as possible, maintain-
ing the proper angle of the molding to the
wall and ceiling throughout the length of
any run. Sprung moldings touch the wall
and the ceiling along two narrow surfaces.
These surfaces are inadequate for ensuring a
stable reference, and any molding, particu-
larly large moldings, can shift (drawing left).
This shift creates frustrating problems where
joints don't cope or miter properly. The dis-
placement can happen when the molding
wanders as it joins the wall to the ceiling,
when it is pressed into a slow curve or rides
past a hump, or when a twisted molding is
pressed into a straight line. It can also hap-
pen with straight stock on a perfect surface
because the last hammer blow shifted the
molding. I guard against this condition by
using a gauge block to mark the location of
the moldings bottom edge (bottom photo).
To make the gauge block, I take several sam-
ples of the crown molding, hold each at the
proper angle against a corner (such as the
chopsaw table and fence) and mark the posi-
tion of the bottom edge of the molding. The
distance from the mark to the corner defines
the height of the gauge block. A pencil mark
ensures that I keep the molding to a constant



Miter-saw jig keeps correct spring angle. With the gauge block
used to mark the crown heigh t on the backing trim , the autho r
transfers  a mark to a piece of masking  tape applie d to the fence
(phot o top left) . This mark  corresponds  to the mark on the wall
measured  by the gauge  block . Holding  a piece of molding upside
down  against  the mark on the fence , the author transfers  the
molding' s angle  to the tabl e (photo above) . A length of scrap
wood keeps  the molding's angle  proper (photo bottom left) .

spring angle and resolves many baffling fit-
ting problems. I also use the same gauge-
block method if I'm installing a sprung bed
molding on a more complex cornice.

A site-built jig makes cutting
crown easier
Once I've laid out the job, it's time to start
cutting. The most confusing aspect of crown
molding is that miters must be cut upside
down. I also want to reproduce the angle of
the molding between the wall and ceiling
that I've just marked on the wall.

I make a jig for my miter saw's table that
takes all the guesswork out of cutting. The

jig consists of a fence that's screwed to a
wooden auxiliary table (photos above) that's
bolted to the saw table. Registered against
both fences, the molding is held securely and
accurately during the cut. (For many people,
it may be easier to build an auxiliary fence
that's fastened to the saw's fence. Either way,
the important thing is that you immobilize
the molding's spring angle as you make the
cut.) Even if you have a compound-miter
saw that can cut crown miters on the flat, it
may take less guesswork to set up this way.

In any house, it's extremely rare to find a
square outer corner. Rather than a fussy tri-
al-and-error session with the miter saw, I've

found that it's easier to mark the upper and
lower points where the two pieces of mold-
ing meet and cut accurately to the lines.

To find the intersecting points, I hold the
first piece of molding in place, trace a line
along its upper edge on the ceiling and mark
the point where the bottom meets the corner
(top photo, p. 82). I then repeat the process
with the other side; now I've drawn the up-
per part of the molding miter on the ceiling.
After transferring the marks to the molding,
I can cut an accurate miter (center, bottom
photos, p. 82).

On most jobs, I install the first run of the
molding square cut at both of the ends, cor-



Reference marks
help to make tight
outside miters. On
out-of-square cor-
ners, the author ex-
tends the upper line
of the molding and
transfer s the inter-
secting points onto
the stock (top photo).
Alignin g the sawblade
to the mark s (center
photo), he can cut a
reasonabl y accurate
miter (bottom photo)
with littl e guesswork .

ner to corner. I then work counterclockwise
around the room. I nail large moldings along
both the top edges and the bottom edges,
which is why backing trim can be so useful. I
place the bottom edge on the reference
marks, nail the bottom edge first and then
nail the top.

Coping inside miters makes a
tighter fit
Instead of mitering inside corners, I cope the
right end of each successive piece of mold-
ing. A coped joint is essentially a butt joint
made by scribing the end of one molding to
fit the profile of the opposite half of the
joint. Coping may take more time than mi-
tering, but in the end, it makes a better joint.
Often, inside miters will open as the joint is
nailed because the molding is drawn tighter
than it could be held by hand or because the
drywall yields slightly under the influence of
the hammer. The coped joint avoids these
problems and can also be easily modified to
accommodate small variations in the mold-
ing profile.

To make a coped joint, I run the first half
of the coped joint tight to the corner. The
adjoining piece is first mitered exactly as if it
were half a conventional inside miter. If you
hold a mitered molding in a corner close to
an adjoining molding, you'll see how the
miter cut reveals an edge profile of the ad-
joining piece. After darkening the profile
edge with a pencil (photo top left, facing
page), I use a coping saw to cut as close to
the line as I can with a slight back cut (pho-
to top right, facing page). If you look at the
cut from straight on, you should not see any
material protruding beyond the cutline. Af-
ter sawing, I use a bastard file or a chisel to
dress the cope until the profile fits (bottom
photo, facing page).

Often, the last length of molding in a room
must be coped at both ends. I first rough-cut
the molding full length, cope the right side
as usual, then measure the top and bottom
lengths. I cut the miter in the chopsaw,
sighting along the blade to make sure the an-
gle and length are correct; cut the cope; and
test the fit. A long molding is more easily fit-
ted than a short one because it can be cut a
fraction oversize and sprung into place. A
short molding must be perfect, and it can be
tuned with a sharp chisel and rasp if it is al-
most right. Be prepared for mistakes, and
dump a short molding if it just won't fit. A
second attempt is a better investment of time
than patching a bad joint.

Joseph Beals is a designer and builder in Marsh-
field, Massachusetts. Photos by Charles Bickford.



Coped miters are labor intensive but make tight joints. After cutting  an inside miter, the author highlights the molding's profile
with a pencil (photo top left) and cuts to the line with a sharp coping saw (photo top right) . Rather than make a square cut, he re-
lieves the cut by a few degrees (called back-cutting) . The cut can be fine-tuned with a file to match the profile (bottom photo).






