
Making  Marking Gauges 

 

 I like simple things.  The marking gauge is just that, simple.  It is a very useful tool to 

have and easy to make your own.  They can be made from scrap wood that costs nothing.  

They can be just two pieces of wood, one with a tight fitting mortise for the beam to be 

driven through.  To adjust tap the beam with a mallet to the setting you desire.  Over time 

this type of gauge will get loose and you will need a wedge or screw to make it stay set.  

The best thing to do is to make a wedge type or screw type from the beginning.  I have 

made three different types of gauges recently, they are the most common types you will 

run across. 

 

Captive wedge gauge. 

 

 This type of gauge uses a wedge with two little noggins on either end to keep it from 

falling out of the fence block.  Most old gauges I have seen are made of rosewood or 

beech.  From my experience anything fairly hard will do just fine.  This gauge is made of 

some scraps of white oak.   

 

 
 

 I made the beam first, most gauges the beam is 8 to 10 inches in length and 5/8 to ¾ in. 

square.  Some gauges have a rounded face on one side to facilitate the rocking of the 

gauge in the direction it is being pushed or pulled.  This is a little harder to make or you 

can leave it square and set the cutter or pin a little deeper and accomplish the same thing.  



The beam needs to be square and even thickness down it’s length so the fence will not 

bind while moving back and forth. 

 

 With the beam made, next you need a fence.  This one is 2in wide and 2in tall and a little 

over an inch thick.  If your piece of wood is big enough leave it long, this makes it much 

easier to hold while cutting the mortise, or if you are making more than one leave them 

all together until the mortises are done then saw them apart. 

 

 
 

 Bore a 5/8in hole thru the center of the block halfway from each side and carefully 

square it up with a chisel.  Take your time here, you want a good fit with as little slop as 

possible, but still slide up and down the beam easily.  

 



 
 

 
 

One you have the fence and beam fitted you need to cut the slot for the wedge.  The slot 

needs to be cut parallel with the grain of the fence to prevent it from splitting it.  The slot 

for the wedge tapers slightly thru the fence.  I cut this one a ¼ in wide.  

 



 
 

Make the wedge from a another piece of scrap around 2 inches long, and be sure it is a 

little taller than the slot in the fence.  One you get it cut to shape install it in the fence on 

the low side of the slope on the wedge.  If  it is protruding into the mortise for the beam 

trim it with a block plane until you can install the beam.  At this point you should be able 

to slide the wedge and lock the fence anywhere along the beam.  

 

 
 



 
 

Last thing to do is make the scribing pin.  This can be a nail, wire or whatever you have 

sharpened to a point.  On these I used 12 gauge high tensile fence wire.  Drill a pilot hole 

and drive it in until it protrudes the amount you want.  

 

 



 

 
 

French wedge gauge. 

 

 This gauge is made identical to the previous one except for the locking wedge.  On this 

one the wedge is installed at a right angle to the beam.  After getting you fence and beam 

fitted.  Insert the end of the  beam into the fence block to prevent a blowout then bore 

thru the side of the fence just above the mortise with a 5/16 in auger.  

 



 
 

 
 

 Use a chisel to square the hole up and taper the top of the wedge mortise from about 3/8 

in to a 1/4in.  The bottom of the wedge mortise is straight and extends a 1/16in into the 

mortise for the beam.   

 



 
 

 
 

 Make the wedge long, after fitting it up you can trim the ends to extend outside the block 

3/8 in or so.  With just hand pressure this type holds well, with a tap from a mallet it 

really locks down.  



 

 
 

Screw lock gauge 

 

 The first two gauges can be made in an afternoon.  This one takes a little longer and is a 

little more fancy.  I like the thumbscrew lock, it’s fast and holds well.  This one is made 

from some left over cherry I had.  Again making the fence and beam is identical to the 

previous gauges except this one is rounded on the lower face of the beam.   

 



 
 

 
 

 On the fence I squared up the hole and then used an 1/8 chisel to roughly make the 

bottom rounded then smoothed it up with a round file.  If you had a gouge the right size 

would make this easier.  The bottom of the beam I carefully rounded with a block plane.  

After the beam and fence fitted,  I added brass wear plates to the bottom of the fence and 



beam.  The biggest problem with this is finding the brass.  There are places you can buy 

pieces of brass sheet but it is pretty expensive.   

 

 What I ended up doing was buying a solid brass 3 1/2in door hinge for $7.  If you are 

careful you can get enough for one gauge out of one hinge.  I started with the fence buy 

cutting just below the mortise with a knife and then a saw to about a 1/16 in deep and 

another cut at what will be the bottom of the fence.  

 

 
 

 I then used a router plane to remove the waste between the two cuts.  I took one half of 

the hinge using a hacksaw cut a piece 2 in by 1 1/8 inch, file one long edge flat.  I then 

laid out four screw holes, drilled and countersunk them.  Put the straight edge toward the 

mortise and screw it to the fence.  With the brass attached to the fence you can now file 

the three remaining edges flush to the fence.  

 



 
 

Then file the face and screw heads flat.  I also added a piece of brass to the end of the 

beam around where the cutter will go thru.  I did this the same way except this piece is 

curved to match the bottom of the beam.  I used a scrap block of wood and cut a v notch 

in it.  Then used another block of wood and a mallet to bend the brass to the curve of the 

beam.  I attached it to the beam with four screws and finished by filing it to the final 

shape.   

 

 



 

 
  

 To install the locking screw I first bored a ¼ hole thru the top of the gauge into the 

mortise for the beam.  I then cut another piece of brass into a diamond shape and filed the 

edges to the final dimensions.    

 

 
 



 I drilled a 1/4in hole in the center of the brass piece followed by two small holes for the 

attaching screws.  Align the 1/4in hole in the fence and brass piece up and trace the 

diamond shape onto the top of the fence, then chiseled the 1/16in recess for it to sit in.  

Next I bored a 7/16 recess into the top of the fence for a 1/4in steel nut, then chiseled the 

edges of the hole so the nut would fit down in it.   Then install the plate and two attaching 

screws, this sandwiches the steel nut in the fence.  

  

 
 

 



 

Last thing to do on the locking mechanism is to chisel a 3/8 square mortise for a small 

piece of brass to fit into where the lock screw meets the beam.  This keeps the lock screw 

from digging into the back of the beam.  Install the thumbscrew.  You can buy the brass 

thumbscrews from McMaster-Carr, that is the only place I found that had them. 

 

 I made this gauge a cutting gauge.  I drilled a 3/16 hole about a 1/2in back from the end 

of the beam.  I chiseled and filed one side of the hole flat. 

 

 
 

 The cutter is made from an old piece of saw blade cut and filled to 3/16 wide.  The brass 

wedge is made from the pin that was in the hinge I butchered to make the wear plates.  I 

roughly hammered it square and filed it into a wedge shape. 

 



 
 

 These are fun projects that are quick to make, cost almost nothing and you fun to use 

when you’re done. 

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

Thanks for reading! 

 

Will Myers  

September 2012 

 

Any questions contact me at:  sbhemi@yahoo.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


