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DoveTail saws

When new students 
come and join me 
at the workshop, 
the initial few 

days concentrate on tool 
selection, sharpening, fettling 
and general care of both new 
and existing tools. We also 
discuss in detail buying new kit, 
which for most tools is quite 
straightforward but I always find 
the dovetail saw the most tricky 
to advise upon.
 It is such an intimate tool to 
use; an extension of your hand 
that can cut with such precision 
and needs to feel right for you. 

When advising students on saws 
I talk about TPI, tooth types, 
back materials and handle 
shapes. But the saw’s weight 
and balance, size and fit of the 
handle styling, whether it be a 
very traditional English design or 
the über-new Canadian style, 
are all part of a personal choice.
 I bought my Spear & Jackson 
Superior nearly 30 years ago 
and it has served me well. If you 
get a quality saw, it should last 
you a lifetime. As the saying 
goes: “If it’s not broken don’t 
fix it,” (or change it) and with a 
good saw costing between 

£50-250 you won’t be buying 
too many, just to try them out.
 So this year I jumped at the 
chance to test eight of the best 
saws from around the world 
with British Woodworking, and 
let the new students on my 
professional furniture making 
course have a play with them all 
and test them out. I prepared 
various timbers with different 
characteristics and thicknesses to 
see how each saw would fair; 
2mm cherry, 10mm maple, 
12mm chestnut, 15mm cherry, 
25mm oak.

When choosing a dovetail 

Dovetail Saws Put to the New Tools Test

saw, there are some of the 
points to consider. In our test, 
TPI (teeth per inch) ranged from 
10-42tpi. First you need to 
consider what kind of work you 
intend doing with the saw; are 
you going to make very fine 
boxes 3-4mm thick, hand-made 
drawers 6-8mm thick or solid 
carcases 18-22mm thick? Ideally 
you need to have around 5-6 
teeth in contact with the timber 
to give a clean cut. Too few 
teeth will give a snatchy rough 
cut and too many teeth will be 
slow cutting and over-working 
the saw. Very fine boxmaking 

with thin material needs a saw 
of 25-42tpi. 
 Progressive tooth saws are 
also available and we tested 
three of them. They have finer 
teeth at the toe of the saw to 
aid starting the cut before the 
main work is done by the full 
length of the saw blade. 
 Most dovetail cutting is done 
with the grain, cutting down the 
sides of the tails or pins (rip 
cutting), and for me dovetails 
must be finished off the saw 
using this method. Personally, I 
finish my shoulders with a 
chisel, so the crispness of a 

saw’s cut across the grain is not 
so critical. But in theory, a 
crosscut saw should be used for 
the open sockets at each end of 
the joint.

Saw design
Our Western-style dovetail saws 
are classed as back saws because 
they have thin spring steel 
blades stiffened with a brass or 
steel back. The traditional way is 
still adopted by Sheffield saw 
makers Thomas Flinn, whose 
saw backs are folded brass 
which allow the saw to be 
straightened and re-tensioned if 

they become damaged. This is 
done by tapping the top of the 
brass back. 
 The back of the saw limits 
the depth of cut, which is not 
usually a problem with dovetail 
saws, but a major consideration 
if buying a new tenon saw.
 Imported saws tend to have 
machine grooved backs with the 
blades glued in. The polished 
brass backs hold the blade in 
tension whilst adding weight to 
assist the saw’s natural cutting 
through gravity.
 Handles are either the 
traditional open pistol grip, 

which are very attractive or the 
closed handle style. Handles are 
usually made from hardwood 
with the exception of the Rob 
Cosman saw we tested which 
was made of a composite 
material. The handles are usually 
fixed with either flush or 
recessed screws through the 
handle and saw plate, though 
the Veritas has a long screw up 
through the length of the 
bubinga handle not dissimilar to 
the fixing on a plane handle.
 Most saws are delivered with 
a light coat of paste wax or 
sealer on the blade. Remove this 

Needing to epuip seven student toolboxes 
with dovetail saws, Peter Sefton and his 
latest crop of budding furniture makers test 
eight of the best saws from Britain and 
beyond, with surprising results

Pic.1 Jim McGoulty trying out the Adria dovetail saw while cutting 
his first every dovetail joint, as a trial in his first week

Pic.2 Students on Peter Sefton’s 
nine-month fine furniture course 
(left to right): Rick Howie, John 
Rook, Jim McGoulty, Tim, 
Mathias MacDonald, Peter, and 
Alasdair Rushforth. They group 
tried eight saws (clockwise from 
bottom left, above): Lie-Nielsen 
Progressive, Pax 1776, Adria 8in, 
Lynx 8in, Cosman Progressive, 
Pax No.1 8in, Veritas, Pax 1776 
Progressive. John Rook trying the 
Pax 1776 (right)
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with some paint thinner or 
alcohol on a rag before use, as 
the coating can interfere with 
some finishes and glues. It is 
applied to protect the blade 
from rusting during transit and 
fresh sealer can be re-applied if 
the saw is not going to be used 
for some time. Also brush any 

sawdust off the blade as this 
can attract humidity and cause 
rusting. It’s good to protect the 
saw’s teeth when not in use 
with a plastic paper spline, or in 
a leather case, though leather 
can attract moisture, so do be 
careful where you store it.
 You may wish to reshape the 

handle to improve the fit within 
your hand and it can be 
re-coated with Danish or 
finishing oil on most occasions, 
and should last for years.

Sharpening 
Sharpening can be tricky on 
such a fine tooth saw so many 

manufacturers have a re-
sharpening service. The saw 
should rarely need re-sharpening 
if it has been used carefully, but 
here are some saw sharpening 
tips (but only do it if you are 
confident you can improve the 
saw’s performance)!
 Select a suitably-sized saw file 

that fits the saw’s tooth size 
and get a couple of pieces of 
thin, straight wood and clamp 
them in your vice on either side 
of the blade, so that the top of 
the wood is flush with the 
bottom of the gullets on the 
teeth. Use the file to take one 
swipe per tooth; a small groove 

from the file should be seen in 
the wood supports. This is a 
good guide to show you how 
deep you are filing. 
 You should only need one 
pass per gullet to produce a 
fresh steel cutting edge. If the 
teeth are rip, then this filing can 
all be done from one side only 

and if you are consistent with 
your filing, you shouldn’t need 
to joint your saw (flatten the 
top of the saw teeth).
 The small, fine set of a 
dovetail saw produces the saw’s 
fine kerf and allows the saw to 
glide through the wood without 
snatching or being sloppy in the 

KEY: A = Start of Cut, B = Comfort, C = Control/Ease of Use, D = Quality of cut/Breakout, E = Total out of 120, F = Average. Scores in bold are best. 
All prices include VAT. Pax and Lynx saws from flinn-garlick-saws.co.uk, all the rest from classichandtools.co.uk.

Pax 1776 (20tpi) £106

Pax 1776 Prog. (20-10tpi) £126

 

Cosman Prog. (22-15tpi) £225

 

Veritas (14tpi) £50

Lynx (22tpi) £52

 

Pax No.1 (20tpi) £83

 

Lie-Nielsen Prog. (20-15tpi) £118

 

Adria (16tpi) £117

 

BOUGHT

A B C D E F

28 24 29 28 109 27.25

26 22 25 22 95 23.75

24 25 22 23 94 23.50

19 23 21 22 85 21.25

22 19 21 19 81 20.25

20 19 20 20 79 19.75

16 21 19 18 74 18.50

16 21 18 2 57 14.25

Alasdair

Easy to start, but a 
bit too heavy, though 
it didn’t take too 
many strokes to 
finish

Hard to start, like the 
other progressive 
saws, but once started 
did not take many 
strokes to finish

The handle is heavy, 
and not easy to grip, 
and again I didn’t like 
the progressive

Very easy to start and 
lighter than others, so 
easier to use and only 
a few strokes to finish

Hard to start and I 
didn’t like the handle

Didn’t find this one 
easy to start and 
found it had a lot of 
breakout

Not easy to start and 
found that it wasn’t 
easy to use; didn’t like 
the progressive

Hard to start, but 
once I got going it 
didn’t take too many 
strokes to finish

VERITAS 20tpi RIP

John

Best value for money, 
and British too

Good for a tenon 
saw?

Too expensive

Too light - difficult to 
control

Similar to the Old Pax

Loose handle

Too coarse for a 
dovetail saw

Very coarse

PAX 1776 20tpi RIP

Matt

Best British pistol grip. 
Nice cut, easy to 
control, and nice 
weight

Easy to start, but hard 
to control

Expensive!

Light, easy to control, 
would be good in 
20tpi

Average

Good value but didn’t 
like the grip

Comfortable handle, 
but very expensive

Average

VERITAS 20tpi RIP

Tim

Great saw to use; cuts 
smoothly and easy to 
control. Great quality 
finish

Easy to start saw. 
Rough pitch at back 
end

Great saw to use, step 
change in teeth looks 
a bit odd, but works 
really well. Expensive

Good all-rounder, 
possibly better with 
finer teeth (20tpi is 
available)

A little bitey for a saw 
at 20tpi

Nice traditional saw

Fast cutting, but 
rough teeth make 
starting tricky and 
rough at the back

Rough starting and 
snatchy; looks 
expensive

PAX 1776 20tpi RIP

Rick

Very easy start. Very 
little breakout. Good 
control & weight. 
Smooth action

Progression takes 
practice. Very easy 
start in all woods, 
very little breakout, 
good control/weight

Progression takes 
practice. Very easy 
start in all woods, 
very little breakout

Difficult to start. Lack 
of weight. Control OK. 
Grabs in wood

Good to start, good 
control, good weight 
and control

Good to start, 
reasonable weight, 
limited breakout

Difficult to start, 
grabs in wood, good 
weight, poor cutting 
thin section

Hard to start, 
reasonable weight, 
good control, some 
breakout

PAX 1776 20tpi RIP

Jim

Easy to start, no 
breakout, good 
cutting, easy to 
control

Easy to start, no 
breakout, good 
cutting, easy to 
control

Fast cutting, too 
coarse, poor start, less 
breakout

Fast cutting, too 
coarse, poor start, less 
breakout

Easy to start, some 
breakout, good 
cutting, easy to 
control

Handle was loose. 
Easy start, some 
breakout, performed 
well

Fast cutting, too 
coarse, poor start

Fast cutting, too 
coarse, poor start, less 
breakout

PAX 8in 20tpi RIP

Peter Sefton’s Comments

Hand-made bent and folded brass back, with elm handle. 
Took four cuts to reach shoulder line: very clean with no 
breakout at the back. Quality feel and attractive looking saw

Hand-made bent and folded polished brass back with elm 
handle. Took three cuts to reach the shoulder line. Very 
clean cutting at the back, but progressive sawing does take 
some getting used to. Great for larger dovetails: the teeth 
are truly progressive

Machine-made brass back with composite handle (brass nut 
protrudes from handle). Very good saw. An easy start to the 
cut, very clean cutting at the back, but took five cuts to get 
to the line. The teeth are stepped progressive: 22 then 15

Great contemporary design as ever from Veritas. A little 
light to use, but easy for those new to woodworking. Would 
be better with 20tpi version as 14tpi is grabby and breaks 
out at the back

Brass bent back with a stained beech handle (which looks 
dated now)S Surface-mounted screws. It took five cuts to 
take it to the base line. Wasn’t snatchy, but did have ripout 
at the back

Beech stained handle wich was loose, and it took five cuts 
to get to the base line. It has the same breakout as the 
Garlick

Machine-made brass back with attractive maple handle. It 
took four cuts to get to the base line and it did suffer 
rip-out on the back side of the timber, and, again, the 
progressive cut takes some getting used to

Machine-made brass back with bubinga handle. A well-
finished saw. A bit of a snatchy start and took six cuts to 
get to the base line with a similar amount of rip-out on the 
back side to the Garlick. A little disappointing

PAX 1776 20tpi RIP

Results 
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with some paint thinner or 
alcohol on a rag before use, as 
the coating can interfere with 
some finishes and glues. It is 
applied to protect the blade 
from rusting during transit and 
fresh sealer can be re-applied if 
the saw is not going to be used 
for some time. Also brush any 

sawdust off the blade as this 
can attract humidity and cause 
rusting. It’s good to protect the 
saw’s teeth when not in use 
with a plastic paper spline, or in 
a leather case, though leather 
can attract moisture, so do be 
careful where you store it.
 You may wish to reshape the 

handle to improve the fit within 
your hand and it can be 
re-coated with Danish or 
finishing oil on most occasions, 
and should last for years.

Sharpening 
Sharpening can be tricky on 
such a fine tooth saw so many 

manufacturers have a re-
sharpening service. The saw 
should rarely need re-sharpening 
if it has been used carefully, but 
here are some saw sharpening 
tips (but only do it if you are 
confident you can improve the 
saw’s performance)!
 Select a suitably-sized saw file 

that fits the saw’s tooth size 
and get a couple of pieces of 
thin, straight wood and clamp 
them in your vice on either side 
of the blade, so that the top of 
the wood is flush with the 
bottom of the gullets on the 
teeth. Use the file to take one 
swipe per tooth; a small groove 

from the file should be seen in 
the wood supports. This is a 
good guide to show you how 
deep you are filing. 
 You should only need one 
pass per gullet to produce a 
fresh steel cutting edge. If the 
teeth are rip, then this filing can 
all be done from one side only 

and if you are consistent with 
your filing, you shouldn’t need 
to joint your saw (flatten the 
top of the saw teeth).
 The small, fine set of a 
dovetail saw produces the saw’s 
fine kerf and allows the saw to 
glide through the wood without 
snatching or being sloppy in the 

KEY: A = Start of Cut, B = Comfort, C = Control/Ease of Use, D = Quality of cut/Breakout, E = Total out of 120, F = Average. Scores in bold are best. 
All prices include VAT. Pax and Lynx saws from flinn-garlick-saws.co.uk, all the rest from classichandtools.co.uk.
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Very easy to start and 
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Tim

Great saw to use; cuts 
smoothly and easy to 
control. Great quality 
finish

Easy to start saw. 
Rough pitch at back 
end

Great saw to use, step 
change in teeth looks 
a bit odd, but works 
really well. Expensive

Good all-rounder, 
possibly better with 
finer teeth (20tpi is 
available)

A little bitey for a saw 
at 20tpi

Nice traditional saw

Fast cutting, but 
rough teeth make 
starting tricky and 
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Rough starting and 
snatchy; looks 
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Very easy start. Very 
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control & weight. 
Smooth action

Progression takes 
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start in all woods, 
very little breakout, 
good control/weight

Progression takes 
practice. Very easy 
start in all woods, 
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Difficult to start. Lack 
of weight. Control OK. 
Grabs in wood

Good to start, good 
control, good weight 
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Good to start, 
reasonable weight, 
limited breakout

Difficult to start, 
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weight, poor cutting 
thin section

Hard to start, 
reasonable weight, 
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cutting, easy to 
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Peter Sefton’s Comments

Hand-made bent and folded brass back, with elm handle. 
Took four cuts to reach shoulder line: very clean with no 
breakout at the back. Quality feel and attractive looking saw

Hand-made bent and folded polished brass back with elm 
handle. Took three cuts to reach the shoulder line. Very 
clean cutting at the back, but progressive sawing does take 
some getting used to. Great for larger dovetails: the teeth 
are truly progressive

Machine-made brass back with composite handle (brass nut 
protrudes from handle). Very good saw. An easy start to the 
cut, very clean cutting at the back, but took five cuts to get 
to the line. The teeth are stepped progressive: 22 then 15

Great contemporary design as ever from Veritas. A little 
light to use, but easy for those new to woodworking. Would 
be better with 20tpi version as 14tpi is grabby and breaks 
out at the back

Brass bent back with a stained beech handle (which looks 
dated now)S Surface-mounted screws. It took five cuts to 
take it to the base line. Wasn’t snatchy, but did have ripout 
at the back

Beech stained handle wich was loose, and it took five cuts 
to get to the base line. It has the same breakout as the 
Garlick

Machine-made brass back with attractive maple handle. It 
took four cuts to get to the base line and it did suffer 
rip-out on the back side of the timber, and, again, the 
progressive cut takes some getting used to

Machine-made brass back with bubinga handle. A well-
finished saw. A bit of a snatchy start and took six cuts to 
get to the base line with a similar amount of rip-out on the 
back side to the Garlick. A little disappointing

PAX 1776 20tpi RIP

Results 
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cut. Setting the saw should not 
need to be done every time you 
re-sharpen. If the saw is set 
more on one side than the other 
then the saw will not cut a 
straight vertical line, although 
this can be remedied quite 
easily. If the saw cut is veering 
to the left then use a fine 
oilstone to reduce the set on 
that side of the saw. Lay the 
saw on a flat wooden surface 
and pull the oilstone flat along 
the saw in a light action from 
the handle to the toe just once. 
Test the saw, and if it still 
pulling, repeat the procedure; 
this can be done on both sides 
of the saw if the saw is snatchy 
or over-set. 
 To set the saw use a Somax 
No.250 Saw Set or similar, but 
you may need to file the 
plunger on the saw set as they 
are usually too wide for 
small-toothed dovetail saws.

Test results
The students really enjoyed the 
saw testing as much as I did, 
and after the test we went on 
to purchase two 20tpi rip cut 
Veritas and four Pax 1776 20tpi 
rip cut Dovetail saws.
 We also tested two very 
reasonably-priced Zona saws, 

32tipi and 42tpi, which were 
great for the finest materials but 
we decided to leave them out of 
our main test as they are for 
much smaller work such as 
boxmaking.
 I personally found the Adria 
saw the most attractive, the 
Veritas the best value for money 
and the Pax 1776 the best to 

use and possibly own. All the 
saws were supplied by Classic 
Hand Tools (classichandtools.co.
uk), apart from the Zona saws 
which were supplied by Chronos 
(chronos.ltd.uk). 
 The progressive rip saws are a 
very good idea but would take 
some getting used to and I 
believe they may be better 
suited as tenon saws, where 
speed of cut is more important 
than the quality of cut.
 None of the saws quite ‘hit 
the spot’ on all fronts and 
researching and writing this 
article has led me to consider 
trying to fill the gap by sourcing 
and selling my own brand of 
products made by tool makers 
but tested and fettled by us 
makers, but that is a challenge 
for another day.
 My conclusion is that our 
Sheffield saw makers do still 

make the best saws, but are 
out-manoeuvred by North 
American marketing and our 
own disparaging view and lack 
of belief in our home-grown 
toolmaking craftsmen. From 
what I have seen here, the 
British makers have raised their 
game. Before this test, if I had 
been buying the saws blind 
using my own magazine and 
web-based research and 
perception. My first choice 
would have been the Adria 
followed by the Lie-Nielsen, with 
the Cosman as a treat. Pax saws 
would not have even been in 
the running; how wrong I 
would have been.

Details Peter Sefton runs long 
and short courses at the Peter 
Sefton Furniture School near 
Worcester. Find out more at 
peterseftonfurnitureschool.com.

In a recent article for Popular Woodworking, one of their testers was 
encouraging beginners to buy any old saw to cut their first dovetails, 
and only once they are able to spot the difference and need the 
finesse of a quality tool should they worry too much about a 
dedicated dovetail saw. This makes sense, but Peter Sefton’s students 
are on a crash course in fine furniture making, and don’t have the 
time to waste on inferior tools. Hence they tested eight dovetail 
saws, to find one that suits their pockets and their toolboxes.
 We did whisper to them that all things being equal, being made 
in Britain might be seen as a positive quality in a saw, seeing as we 
want to encourage our native toolmaking industry. We were quite 
surprised how much they took this to heart, with the Pax 1776 
proving to be easily the most popular model. “I would buy the Pax 
1776,” said Peter Sefton afterwards. “It has a hand-made bent and 
polished back, which means the saw can be re-tensioned if things 
go wrong. It has a very easy start and the least amount of rip-out 
on the back face of all the saws tested. For me this was the best to 
use. The Veritas is great, but I am not convinced that the handle will 
stand the test of time.”

British The British Pax saws from Thomas Flinn were the most 
popular, demonstrated by Rick Howie

Saws The Veritas dovetail saw 
(above) is dramatically different 
to the others. The Pax saws were 
almost universally popular with 
Peter and the students, though 
the knot on one of their handles 
should probably not have been 
allowed through quality control, 
and was replaced. It is interesting 
to note the difference in the 
angle of the grip between the 
Cosman (right, top), which came 
out as the most comfortable, and 
the more upright L-N and Pax

Flush If the pins end up too long and you don’t have flush-cutting 
saw with no set, Peter suggests using a piece of veneer to protect the 
surface of the joint from the set of a dovetail saw

Best from Britain

TIP

My first dovetail
Peter Sefton’s students mark a big moment

University Mathias MacDonald 
(right) had been planning to 
study furniture making at Leeds 
University. A friend of his was 
trying to buy Peter Sefton’s old 
car and started chatting about 
Mathias’s plans. Peter said that 
he shouldn’t go to university, but 
should study with him. “I’ll be 
much more employable having 
been here,” Mathias says now. 
“And I’d have been hungover at 
uni that first week, when here I 
was making my first dovetail.”

According to Peter Sefton his 
current crop of students had never 
cut dovetails before, so it was a 
trial by fire to get them to cut 
such a joint in their first week. “It 
teaches them accuracy straight 
away,” Peter explains. Alasdair 
Rushforth had previously been in 
retail before joining Peter’s school 
near Upton-upon-Severn for nine 
months. Dovetailing so early was a 
challenge: “It was a bit 
frightening,” he recalls, “especially 
getting the chisel flat.” He bought 
the Veritas 20tpi dovetail rip saw, 
for £49 (Classic Hand Tools have a 
special offer on them until the end 
of 2011). “It does exactly what I 
want of it,” he says. “I bought a 
tenon saw with a more traditional 
handle, but I like the modern pistol 
grip on the Veritas.” He took up 
woodworking because he was 
frustrated not producing anything. 
“I phoned around some 
workshops, and they said the best 
thing was to look for courses in 
the magazines. That’s how I found 
Peter’s school.”

First Alasdair Rushforth with 
his first dovetail top, while 
Jim and Rick help each other
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