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Router Jigs

One of the first power tools I bought was a hand-
held router. Along with a handful of bits, I was 

able to rout decorative profiles along the edges of my 
workpieces. But it didn’t take long to realize there 
was more to a router. The trick to unlocking its poten-
tial is a few shop-made jigs.

Five Jigs – Now, I’m not talking about a couple 
throw-away jigs that you only use once or twice. As a 
matter of fact, you’ll want to keep the five jigs shown 

on the next few pages around for a long time. That’s 
because with these jigs, you can rout large circles, cut 
perfect dadoes and mortises, or easily trim edging 
flush with plywood. 

But the really nice thing about these jigs is they’re 
simple to make and they don’t require a lot of expen-
sive materials or hardware. In fact, you can probably 
build most of these jigs from scrap materials you 
already have in your shop. 

Have you unlocked the hidden potential of your router? 
You can with these five top-notch router jigs.

to the pivot block. This indicator 
accomplishes two things.

First, it allows you to lock the 
ruler securely to the pivot block. 
(See End View.) And second, you 
can accurately set the radius of the 
circle by aligning the hairline over 
the ruler. (See Top View.)

After cutting the indicator to 
size, drill a pair of holes to match 
the outside holes in the pivot 
block. Then scribe a hairline on 
the indicator so it lines up directly 
over the pivot pin.

Assembly – Now you’re ready 
to attach the ruler to the mounting 
block on the base. But first, you’ll 
need to install the router bit you’re 
going to use for cutting the circles. 

I like to use a 1⁄2"-dia. straight 
bit, like the one in the margin 
photo at left. But the important 
thing is that you always use the 
same diameter bit.

down the center to accept the ruler 
could be a challenge. To do this 
safely, it’s best to start with an extra-
long workpiece. Just make sure the 
depth of the groove is slightly less 
(1⁄32") than the thickness of the ruler.

Once the groove is complete, you 
can cut two blocks from the blank. 
Then glue one block to the base 
flush with the back edge. 

Pivot Block – To create the 
pivot block, the second block is glued 
to a 1⁄4" hardboard spacer. The spacer 
raises the pivot block to match the 
height of the block on the base.

The next step is to drill three holes 
down the center of the pivot block. 
The outside holes are used to attach 
a hairline indicator (added later).

The center hole is for the pivot 
pin. This pin is just a cutoff bolt 
that’s glued in place with epoxy.

Indicator – The key to this jig 
is the hairline indicator that’s added 

This is the last circle-cutting jig you’ll 
ever need to make. (See photo at 
right.) It’s easy to build, inexpensive, 
and can be set just as quickly as the 
rip fence on a table saw. The secret 
is the arm — it’s an aluminum ruler 
that I picked up at a hardware store.

As you can see in the Exploded 
View on the next page, this jig con-
sists of three main parts: a base for 
the router, an aluminum ruler that 
acts as a pivot arm, and an adjust-
able pivot block that determines the 
size of the circle.

Base – I started on the jig by 
making the paddle-shaped base 
shown in the Base Layout drawing 
on the following page. When 
mounting the router, the idea is to 
center it about 6" from the end of 
the base. And this isn’t hard to do. 
The router’s base is a ready-made 
template for laying out the shape 
of the base and then marking and 
drilling the holes.

Blocks – After cutting the base 
to final shape, you can turn your 
attention to a pair of hardwood 
blocks. One block attaches to the 
base and allows you to mount the 
ruler. The other one will become the 
pivot block that’s used to determine 
the size of the circle you cut.

Since both blocks are the same 
size (and small), cutting a groove 

{ Straight Bit. A 
straight bit is a

great choice for the 
heavy-duty work of 

routing a circle
from a workpiece.

 1. Circle-Cutting Jig ————————————————————————————
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Now to find out where to attach 
the ruler, measure from the cut-
ting edge of the bit to the back 
edge of the base, like you see in 
Dimension A" in Side View. (In my 
case, with a 1⁄2" bit, this was 53⁄4".) 
To allow you to use the ruler to 

set the radius, position it so that 
dimension A" aligns with the back 
edge of the mounting block. Then 
screw the ruler in place. Note: The 
part of the ruler that sticks past 
the edge of the mounting block 
needs to be cut off.

Using the Jig – Now that you 
have the jig complete, you’re ready 
to start routing circles. But you’ll 
want to keep one thing in mind.

Since you need a shallow 1⁄4"-dia. 
hole for the pivot pin, it’s important 
to drill this hole in the back side of 
the workpiece (Figure 1a).

The next step is to slide the pivot 
block along the ruler and set it to 
match the desired radius of the 
circle you want to cut. Then lock  
the pivot block in place.

At this point you could set the 
router bit for a full depth cut. But 
I’ve found it’s best to make a shallow 
(1⁄4") pass and work my way through 
the workpiece in multiple passes.

Now, slip the pivot pin in the 
hole in the workpiece and raise 
the router off the workpiece. Then 
turn the router on and slowly 
lower it to the workpiece (Figure 
1b). Finally, rout in a counterclock-
wise direction.
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{ Align Router 
Bit. Shining a small 

flashlight down 
through the router 

and platform
makes it easy to 

align the router bit 
with the layout lines 

for the mortise.

used to set the length 
of the mortise. A pair 
of adjustable fences 
makes it easy to center 
the jig over the mor-
tise. Then all you have 
to do is clamp the jig in 
place and rout.

Platform – To start 
on the jig, cut the 
platform 11⁄2" wider 
than the base of your 
router. (My platform 
is sized for a 53⁄4"-dia. 
base.) Then to provide 
a way to attach the 
adjustable fences, cut a pair of slots 
at each end of the platform. To do 
this, drill a series of overlapping 
holes and then clean up the edges 
with a chisel.

At this point, you can turn your 
attention to the guide strips on the 
top of the platform. The important 
thing here is to position the strips 

so the base of the router will slide 
between them without any play.

So don’t screw the guides down 
right away. Clamp them first and 
check the fit of the router by sliding 
it back and forth between the 
guides. Once you have a good fit, 
screw the guide strips in place.

Rout Slot – The next step is to 
create a slot down the center of the 
platform for the router bit. This is 
easy to do with the guide strips in 
place. I simply used my router and a 
1⁄2" bit to cut a nice, clean slot. After 
completing the slot, the fixed stop 
can be screwed in place.

Recess – Before adding the 
adjustable stop, you’ll need to cut a 
recess in the bottom of the platform. 
This recess provides clearance for 
the machine screw and washer that 
hold the adjustable stop in place 
(see detail ‘a’). Here again, I simply 
cut a series of shallow overlapping 
holes and then cleaned up the edges 
with a chisel.

To complete the jig, cut the 
adjustable fences to size and drill a 
pair of mounting holes at each end to 
line up with the slots in the platform.

Now you’re ready to rout a mor-
tise. After laying out the mortise 
on the workpiece, using the jig is a 
simple three-step process.

Set Fences – The first step 
is to set the jig in place and then 
position the adjustable fences to 
center the jig over the mortise 
using the centerline mark shown in

Drilling out a mortise on the drill 
press and cleaning it up with a chisel 
isn’t a problem — except when you 
have a lot of them to do. Then the 
cleanup can be a real hassle. That’s 

what makes the mortising jig 
shown at right so handy. 
Once the jig is set, you can 

use your router to knock out 
a lot of mortises in a matter of min-
utes — with no cleanup required. 
Note: This jig can be used with bits 
up to 1⁄2" in diameter (see margin) to 
cut mortises up to 31⁄2" long.

The Jig – The jig is basically a 
“corral” for your router. The router 
rides on a platform with guide strips 
screwed to the top. (See drawing 
below.) As the router slides back 
and forth, the strips keep the router 
centered on the jig.

To define the ends of the mor-
tise, there are two stops. A fixed 
stop is screwed to one end of the 
platform, while an adjustable stop is 

{ Spiral Upcut 
Bit. Cutting a 

smooth, clean 
mortise is easy 

with a spiral  
upcut bit. Plus, it 

pulls the chips  
out of the mortise 

as you work.

 2. Mortising Jig
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When using a hand-held router, 
an edge guide is great for routing 
dadoes, grooves, or decorative 
profiles near the edge of a piece. 
Although most router manufac-
turers offer an edge guide as an 
accessory, it’s no trouble at all to 
build your own.

As you can see in the photo and 
drawing below, the edge guide con-
sists of two parts: an auxiliary base 
with an adjustable fence.

Base – The base is just a piece 
of 1⁄4" hardboard, and its size isn’t too 
important. I made mine big enough 
to give me “solid” support, but not so 
big as to be cumbersome to use easily.

In the center of the base, you’ll 
need clearance for the router bit. 
And the larger the hole, the easier 
it’ll be to see what you’re routing. (I 
drilled a 11⁄4"-dia hole.) Finally, two 
slots are cut to hold the fence and 
allow it to be adjusted easily.

Fence – When making the fence, 
what you want is a straight, smooth 
edge to slide against the workpiece. 
(I used hard maple.) 

Here again, in order to provide 
clearance for the bit, cut a cen-
tered notch in the fence. Finally, 
attach the fence to the base with a 
pair of carriage bolts, washers, and 
plastic knobs.
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{ Decorative 
Bits. Like the  
core box bit  
above, a decora-
tive bit can be 
used with an edge 
guide to increase a 
router’s potential.
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in detail ‘a’ at right. Once that’s com-
plete, you can lock the fences in place.

Position Stops – Now set the 
router on the platform against the 
fixed stop. Then slide the jig along 
the workpiece until the outside edge 
of the router bit is aligned with the 
end of the mortise. (margin photo 
on previous page, and position A 
in detail ‘b’ and Side View.) Then 
clamp the jig to the workpiece.

To set the adjustable stop, slide 
the router along the platform and 
align the bit with the opposite end of 
the mortise (position B in detail ‘b’ 
and Side View). Then lock the stop 
against the base of the router.

Rout Mortise – At this point, 
you’re ready to rout the mortise. To 
do this, adjust the bit for a shallow 
(1⁄4") cut. Here again, you’ll need to 
tilt the router as you lower the bit 
into the workpiece.

Then slide the router along the 
jig until it contacts the adjust-
able stop. Completing the mortise 
is just a matter of resetting the 
bit for a slightly deeper cut and 
repeating the process.

 3. Edge Guide —————————————————————————————————
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A hand-held router and a flush trim 
bit will make quick work of trim-
ming the hardwood edging flush on 
a plywood panel — if you can keep 
the router steady. The problem  
is the edge of a panel just isn’t much 
to balance the router on. This makes 
it very easy to tip the router and 
gouge the wood.

But with the flush trim jig shown 
in the photo at right, trimming the 
edging flush is almost automatic. 
After clamping the workpiece in 
a bench vise, you simply run the 
router along the edge — without 
feeling like a tightrope walker.

The Jig – As you can see in 
Figure 1, the router is attached to 
an auxiliary base that replaces the 
standard base on the router. Adding 
a vertical guide and guide support 
stabilizes the router and keeps the 
bit perpendicular to the edging at 
the same time. A handle attached to 
the jig provides solid control.

To make the auxiliary base, I 
used my existing router base as a 
template for marking the mounting 
holes. It’s a good idea to drill and 
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 4. Flush Trim Jig

{ Flush Trim Bit.
A flush trim bit 

makes it a snap
to trim edging 
perfectly even 
with a piece of 

plywood.

the guide with 
the bearing as 
closely as pos-
sible and draw 
a line to mark 
the location (Figures 2 and 2a).

After removing the router from 
the base, you’ll need to turn the jig 
over to drill the pilot holes for the 
screws. To help keep the base from 
shifting out of place as you do this, 
attach a piece of carpet tape to the 
base. Then use the pencil mark 
on the base to realign the guide 
(Figure 3, page 6). Finally, remove 
the carpet tape and attach the guide 
to the base (Figure 4, page 6).

counterbore these holes a 
little oversize (Figure 1a). 
This way, you can shift the 
router on the base when 
you need to “fine tune” the 
jig later on.

Both the guide and the 
guide support are the same 
width. But the guide is 11⁄2" 
shorter than the support. 
This way, as you glue the 
two parts together, it forms 
a “step” for bit clearance, as you can 
see in the inset photo at right.

Before attaching the auxiliary 
base, you can cut the handle to shape 
from 3⁄4"-thick stock and screw it to 
the guide support (Figure 1b).

Assembly – When attaching 
the guides to the auxiliary base, 
it’s important to align the inside 
face of the guide with the bearing 
on the bit. This way, the guide can 
do its job of stabilizing the router 
and the bit can do its job of trim-
ming the edging flush.

To do this, mount the router to 
the base and set the guide assembly 
in place. Then use a square to align 
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 5. Dado Jig

3 4

When cutting a dado, I typically use 
the table saw. But sometimes, the 
panel is just too large too handle. 
In that case, it’s best to clamp the 
panel to a bench and rout the dado.

To produce straight, accurate 
cuts, I use a hand-held router and 
a pair of guides like the ones shown 
at right. These guides allow you to 
cut a dado with perfectly straight 
edges. In addition, the piece that 
goes into the dado will fit precisely.

Guides – Each guide consists 
of two parts: a hardboard base 
that the router rides on and a 
wood fence to guide it (Figure 1). 
Note: I made my guides 50" long so 
I could rout across the full width of 
a sheet of plywood.

Also, it’s best to start with an 
extra-wide base. This way, once 
the fence is glued in place, you can 
trim the base to match your router 
perfectly. This creates a reference 
edge for aligning the guide during 
use. But there are two things to 
keep in mind.

First, you’ll want to use the same 
router bit you plan to use when  
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Test Cut – After screwing the 
router back on the base, it’s a good 
idea to make a test cut on some 
edging attached to a scrap piece. 
Simply run the router along the face 
of the scrap and check the results.

If the edging isn’t trimmed flush 
with the plywood, you’ll need to 
adjust the position of the router. To 
do this, loosen the mounting screws 
and shift the router as needed.

{ Spiral Downcut 
Bit. To get smooth 
cuts in plywood 
without “lifting” the 
veneer, try using a 
spiral downcut bit.

cutting the dadoes. I like to use a 1⁄2" 
spiral downcut bit (see margin).

The other thing to keep in mind 
is that the bit may not be perfectly 
centered in the router base. So be 
sure that the same side of the router 
base is against the fence when you 
trim each guide to width. (I make a 
reference mark on my router base.)

Setup – Once the guides are 
complete, positioning them on the 
workpiece only takes a second. 
Start by laying out the location of 
one side of the dado. Then align one 
of the guides along that mark and 
clamp it in place (Figure 2).

Positioning the second guide 
is even easier. Instead of a layout 

line, all you need 
is a spacer that 
matches the thick- 
ness of the piece 
that fits in the dado. After “sand-
wiching” the spacer between the 
guides, clamp the second guide in 
place and then remove the spacer. 
(See inset above.)

Rout Dado – At this point, 
routing the dado is just a matter 
of making a series of shallow (1⁄8") 
passes. To define one side of the 
dado, run the router along the fence 
of the first guide (Figure 2). Then 
with the reference mark against the 
second fence, run the router down 
the second guide for a perfect fit.
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Project Sources
In the router jigs article I used spi-
ral router bits to produce clean cuts 
with little (if any) tearout. These bits 
are available at many woodworking 
stores, like Woodcraft.
Manufacturers and retailers will pe-
riodically redesign or discontinue 
some of their items. So you'll want 
to gather the hardware, supplies, and 
tools you need before you get start-
ed. It's easy to adjust dimensions or 
drill different-sized holes to suit your 
hardware.
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