No matter what your style of woodworking,
you need a basic set of hand tools.
Here’s where to begin.

Your First

TOOLKIT
W

hen I came to America, I had a lovely
wife, two suitcases and 50 bucks. Oh
man, where do I start?
Everybody needs a basic tool kit, especially
if you want to do woodworking. I had a limited
budget. Starting out in America, I got paid low
wages even though I was a Master; they tried to
blame it on my language skills. Thank God my
ﬁrst boss did not treat me well or I’d probably still
be working for him!
I started to buy tools and build this toolbox.
The ﬁrst tool I got was a 10" dovetail saw. You
need a marking gauge; I made one. I also bought
a 6' folding ruler.
A week later I went to the same store and
bought a nice set of chisels that included 1 ⁄ 8",
1 ⁄ 4", 3 ⁄ 8", 1 ⁄ 2", 3 ⁄ 4" and a 1" chisel. I bought a twosided Arkansas oilstone, one side rough and the
other super fine. The salesman wanted to sell me
sharpening oil; I told him I use kerosene.

I kept going: A No. 4 Stanley smoothing
plane, low-angle block plane, small hand saw,
two hammers and two mallets – I made one on a
lathe and the other is square. At a flea market I
found an old Stanley No. 7 jointer plane.
I kept asking around about where to find old
tools. I went to tool-collector meetings and tool
sales. I found beautiful Stanley planes with Brazilian rosewood handles and brass fittings, and I
began collecting them very fast.
But let’s get back to the basic toolkit. To work
wood, you need squares: a framing square and a
couple of any brand of small squares, 8" or 6". Plus
a 1" putty knife – make sure the blade is flexible
– an awl and screwdrivers. You need at least five
flat-head screwdrivers (your screwdriver should fit
the screw) and three Phillips-head screwdrivers.
Rasps: a Nicholson No. 50 patternmaker’s rasp
and bastard-cut rasp, a mill file, a cabinetmaker’s
scraper, a scraper burnisher, nail sets and pliers.

by Frank Klausz
Educated in the Hungarian trade-school system, Frank is a master cabinetmaker, author and
owner of Frank’s Cabinet Shop in Pluckemin, New Jersey, which specializes in ﬁne furniture
reproductions and custom architectural ﬁxtures. He also teaches woodworking. For more
information, visit frankklausz.com.
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A BASIC TOOLBOX
Your toolbox does not need to be large or
fancy. This small one has served me well for 20
years, both by my workbench and out on jobs.
Try not to make your toolbox any larger
than you have to. This toolbox was ﬁne for the
ﬁrst 20 years, but if I made it again I would try
to make it a little smaller. Whatever you do,
make the toolbox ﬁt your kit of tools.
Some construction details: The sides, front
and back of my toolbox are made of Eastern
white pine that I dovetailed together. Your
toolbox does not need to be dovetailed. Finger
joints are no problem. Miters would work.
There are lots of ways to build a box.
The top and bottom of my toolbox are 1⁄2"thick plywood pieces that are simply glued to

the top and bottom of the box with a few finishing nails, too. You could put the top and bottom
in a rabbet or a groove if you want to make it
more complex.
The 1⁄2" horizontal plywood divider
between the drawers and the open section of
my toolbox rests in a groove in the box and the
tool holders are attached to the side and back.
This could be simplified. You could put glue
blocks in the box and glue the divider to the
3 ⁄4" material for sides,

front and back

glue blocks. What’s important about the divider
is that it not go all the way to the sides and back
of the toolbox. The longer tools, such as the
chisels and screwdrivers, drop all the way to
the bottom of the toolbox. This is also why the
drawers aren’t the full depth of the box.
My drawers are dovetailed front and back.
Yours don’t have to be. To save space, I did not
put the 1⁄4"-plywood bottoms into a groove in
the drawers. Instead, I cut a rabbet in the bottom of the drawer and put the bottom in that.
My toolbox sits on four feet nailed to the
case. This makes the toolbox sit flat on irregular
surfaces. You could use furniture glides instead
or omit the feet.
It’s your toolbox so it’s your choice.
— FK

For longer tools such as screwdrivers,
bits, nailsets, chisels, etc.

3"

1 ⁄ 2" plywood divider stops at tool

holder on side and back to allow tools
to drop to the bottom of the case

9"
1 ⁄ 2" plywood top

Tool holder on sides
and back allow long
tools to drop to the
bottom of the box

Feet
(optional)

24"

13"

1 ⁄ 2" plywood bottom
Illustration by Hayes Shanesy
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You need sanding blocks: one
cork-bottom block for sanding
wood and one felt block for sanding finish.
As you grow in your woodworking, your toolkit will grow
with you. If you want to do veneering, you need a veneer saw, tape
dispenser and a small roller. If
you run into curves you need a
compass plane and a spokeshave.
I could go on and on.

Woodworking tools have come
a long way. We have beautiful
high-quality tools such as those
by Lie-Nielsen Toolworks and
Veritas/Lee Valley. And – finally
– some of these quality tools come
ready to use. My first dovetail saw
needed serious work to make it
work for me. I had to sharpen it and
make the set smaller. Lie-Nielsen
and Adria dovetail saws come
sharpened and ready to go.

To enjoy woodworking, you
need to have sharp tools. Invest
in some good sharpening stones
with at least two or three different grits. When buying chisels
choose your brand carefully. I have
tested about 10 different brands
of chisels and found Marples the
best bang for your buck. The company recently changed its name to
Irwin Blue Chip Chisels.
Because the top of the handle

of this brand is rounded and too
smooth, I recommend making
it flat on the top. Take off about
1 ⁄2"; you can sand it off with a disc
sander or simply rasp it off.
Although you need basic tools
to work wood, the most important
tool in a workshop, especially for
handwork, is a sturdy workbench
like mine. It holds the wood for
any task. With a bench like that,
you will enjoy your work.

THE BASIC KIT OF TOOLS
Below is a list of tools essential for good
woodworking. These tools are widely available
from a variety of sources, from your local home
center, specialty stores and catalogs.
• Six bevel-edge chisels, 1⁄8", 1⁄4", 3 ⁄8", 1⁄2",
3 ⁄ 4" and 1". Two-sided oilstone (not shown).
• Nicholson No. 50 patternmaker’s rasp, Nicholson half-round bastard-cut rasp, mill ﬁle.
• Burnisher and card scraper.
• No. 4-sized smoothing plane (9"-long sole),

No. 7-sized jointer plane (22"-long sole), lowangle block plane.
• 16 oz. claw hammer, tack hammer, nail sets.
• Carpenter’s mallet (16 oz. ) for mortising,
smaller-lathe turned mallet for chopping dovetails and other light work.
• Veneer saw, small edge roller.
• Scratch awl.
• Cork-faced sanding block, felt block.
• Screwdrivers. #0, #1 and #2 Phillips screwdriv-

ers plus at least ﬁve straight screwdrivers.
• 10" dovetail saw. I like a rip saw filed with
15 to 16 tpi. Either a straight or pistol-grip
saw is fine. And if you prefer Japanese dovetail saws, that’s fine, too.
• Steel framing square, 8" try square,
12" combination square, 6' folding
extension rule. Tape measure (not shown).
• Marking gauge.
• Pliers, needle-nose pliers.
— FK
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SHOP-TESTING BENCH CHISELS
Beginning woodworkers like to
ask me what brand of chisel they
should buy. They are looking for
a chisel that keeps its edge and
doesn’t cost too much.
Years ago I tested entry-level
bench chisels in my workshop in
New Jersey; I repeated the test
again this year with some new
chisels. All the chisels were 1"
wide, or the close metric size,
25mm.
First I sharpened all the chisels
myself. Then I marked off a series
of lines about 1⁄8" apart on a
large piece of red oak. Using my
carpenter’s mallet, I chopped off
two lines of wood with each chisel.
Then I compared the edges to see
how dull they had become.
My conclusion after this test
was the same as it was in my first
test: I think the Blue Chip chisels
(which are now made by Irwin) are
a good bargain. A good chisel for a
good price. PW
— FK

I don’t need to know metallurgy to
know a good chisel. I tested these
tools using a real-world test in my
shop.

Here you can see the lines I marked
on the oak and how I chopped to
the line.

The chisels I tested (left to right):
Nooitgedagt, Hirsch, Ashley Iles,
Robert Sorby, Stanley, Narex, Irwin
Blue Chip, Japan Woodworker-brand
white steel, Matsumura-brand whitesteel and Buck Brothers.
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