
Ratcheting and Angled Leg Vises   

Ratcheting Parallel Guide 

In Scott Landis’s The Work Bench Book there is a drawing of a ratchet mechanism for a parallel 

guide.  It was one of those little tidbits I tend to file away in my head thinking I might try 

sometime.    

In the book the guide is a solid piece of iron with teeth cut in the lower side that engage a plate 

mounted to the leg of the bench.  I simple foot lever arrangement raises the guide above the 

plate when you need to close up the chop of the vise.  

The two benches here are made to the same dimensions and lay out as the one I wrote about 

here some time back, with the noted changes of course.  

I did mine a bit differently.  In this case I made the parallel guide the same dimension as I 

normally do for my Moravian work benches of 2in wide by 18in long.  Using a plow plane set up 

with a ¼ in iron I plowed a groove 3/8in deep down the top edge of the guide.   

 

I the cut two small shoulders on the end that will attach to the vise chop and chopped the 

mortise to fit the guide. 



 

I used a piece of ¼in thick x 3/4in wide by 18in long mild steel bar stock for the toothed section.     

To retain the bar to the parallel guide I welded a 1in by 3/4in tab to the tooth bar about 2in or 

so from the chop end.   

 

 

A second tab is welded to the far end at a right angle to the tooth bar and a single screw hole 

drilled for a mounting screw.  



The teeth are a 1/4in tall spaced 1/2in apart down most of the length.   To shape the teeth I 

sawed down these marks creating the face of the teeth at 90 degrees. 

 

Then came back and sawed the slope on the backside of the teeth to remove the waste (you 

could also hog out most of the waste with a handheld angle grinder).  Last thing was to even up 

and smooth the teeth with a file.  

 

 



With the tooth bar and parallel guide made I then laid out the location of the mortise for the 

forward tab mortise on the parallel guide.  Then chopped it out with a ¼ in mortise chisel.  Once 

the tooth bar and guide were fitted together I drilled thru the guide and tooth bar with a 1/8 in 

drill to locate the mounting screw.  Then with the tooth bar removed I drilled and threaded the 

hole for a ¼ in machine screw.   

 

The guide hole in the parallel guide was drilled to ¼ in and countersunk for the screw on one 

side.  With this complete I reassembled and installed the machine screw and a 1 ¼ in wood 

screw in the rear tab to hold it all together. 

 



 

With the parallel guide assembled I then glued and wedged it in the mortise in the chop. 

I chopped the parallel guide mortise in the back piece of the vise next.  I generally cut these 

about a 1/4 in. taller than the parallel guide to allow a little up and down movement of the 

guide.  Once that was fitted I chopped a ¼ in. wide slot for the teeth to pass thru making sure 

the teeth don’t contact the top of the slot.  The ratchet bar (I am making up names for these 

parts as I go!) catches the teeth on the parallel guide to lock it in place.  It is very simple, a piece 

of bar stock 1/4in. thick by 1 1/4in. wide by about 6 1/2in. long.  The ratchet bar can be made 

shorter if need be, I made this one a little long to give it a bit more weight so it returns by 

gravity alone (a spring could be added if need be). 

 

The pivot is a 3/8in. bolt, it is welded in a 3/8 hole drilled in one end of the bar and long enough 

to reach thru the back part of the vise.  I bored the pivot hole next, boring half way thru from 

either side to get it straight as possible.   



 

 

Then slide the ratchet bar assembly in and mark the location of the release rod slot and bore 

and chop this out.  The release rod is welded in another 3/8 hole about 4 3/4in. away from the 

pivot bolt.   

 



 

It is recessed in a shallow mortise in the back vise piece.  The release rod is longer than the back 

piece of the vise is thick so that it protrudes from the rear about 1/2in.   

 

 



 

Next I used 3/8in. rod to make the arm that engages the release lever.   

 

To hold it in place is simply three blocks with slots cut in the back sides with enough clearance 

to allow the arm to move freely. 



 

It operates by allowing the parallel guide to slide out freely.  When you tighten the screw the 

ratchet locks and stops the guide from going in.  To adjust the opening smaller lift the release 

arm and turn the screw.  (Watch the video at the end, it’ll make sense!) 

 



The Moravian workbench face vise mounts to a 3in. board that is mortised into the front 

stretcher and top.  Most benches the vise mounts directly to a leg.  The mechanism has been 

made to work on the Moravian bench, but to adapt it to a regular leg mounted vise would the 

same process and parts. 

The best thing about this design is it eliminates bending down to move the pin in the parallel 

guide.  It could also be made with a foot lever to release. 

 

Angled leg vise 

The second vise arrangement is one I have had many questions about.  Since this bench design 

has angled legs why not an angled leg vise?  Well, why not?!  The biggest problem adapting the 

angled vise to the original bench design is the legs a 4in. wide.  If you bored the 2 5/8in. hole for 

the vise screw thru the 4in. leg it would not leave much meat on either side and weaken the 

leg.  Solution?  You need a fat leg.   

I used my standard glued up yellow pine but made on leg 5in. wide and the standard 3 1/8 

thick.   

 



 

Be sure and use some nice straight grained clear stock for this leg.  It has four mortises passing 

thru it and a big hole for the vise screw; bad grain or knots in the wrong place could cause 

failure.  The short stretcher mortises are all laid out and chopped thru in their normal positions.   



 

I sawed the lower 1in. extra width away to the top of the long stretcher mortise on the lower 

section of the leg.  That way the long stretchers can still be laid out the same as one another.   



 

It also makes the long stretcher mortise the normal 4in deep instead of 5in., which saves a little 

chopping too.  This also makes all four legs appear the same width at first glance, being that the 

wider section of the vise leg will be mostly hidden behind the vise chop when everything is 

assembled.    



 

To help resist the vise pressure on the top I used a 3/4in. dowel on the vise end and the regular 

5/8in. dowels on the other three mounting points.   

 

 

The only other variation on the bench was to skew the original profile of the vise chop to match 

the angle of the leg. 



 



 

These two benches will be in use at Woodworking in America 2014 in Winston-Salem NC, 

September 12-14.  If you are attending be sure to check them out!  They will both be for sale 

after the show; if anyone is interested let me know. 



 

 

Best! 

Will Myers 

September 2014 

Comments: sbhemi@yahoo.com   

 

 

 


