Stringed Things

Building a fret slotting jig prototype
By Tim Wood

A

guitar-building project I stopped working on
several years ago is beckoning me to finish it. It is
a solid-body electric guitar. The body has been cut
out and shaped. It is intended to be a two-humbucker guitar with a set neck. The body is mahogany, featuring a flamed maple drop top.
Lo, those many years ago, I messed up the first neck I
made for the guitar. So, there is no neck. I don’t want to do
any routing on the body until I know where the neck and
fingerboard are going. So, I need to at least rough out a neck.
Building a neck requires, among other things, a fingerboard, or fretboard. Rather than purchase a pre-slotted board,
as I have done on past projects, I decided to cut the fret slots.
Several years ago, I tried to cut fret slots on a fretboard,
but my measuring was inaccurate and the board was unusable. This time, I conjured up a new method. This is the story
of my prototype fret slotting jig.
There are several challenges to cutting fret slots. They
must be spaced accurately at precise dsitances. The slots
should be at a right angle to the sides of the fretboard. The
depth of the slots must be within tolerance.
A fret slotting jig essentially is a miterbox. So, why not
just buy an ordinary miter box? Ordinary miter boxes don’t
have a way to ensure that you cut the slots the correct dis-
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The threaded rod against which the ruler notches fit is pictured by one of the fret saw alignment slots.

A notch of the ruler is shown aligned with a
3/16-inch threaded rod (shown by arrow).
After each slot is cut, the fretboard is moved
so the next notch fits against the rod.

The fret slotting jig is shown during a test cut.

The test fretboard is pictured with the notched ruler sticking out below the top edge.
tancd from each other.
You can buy fret slotting jigs from companies such as
Stewart-MacDonald or Luther’s Mercantile. They are expensive. But they also are well-made and will stand up to the
rigors of frequent use by a professional luthier.
However, they don’t provide you the fun of building your
own jig. The fret spacing problem held me back until I had
one of my infamous wild-haired ideas.
The United Appalachian Aluminum Company (uaac.us)
sells luthier tools. They sell a fret measuring ruler in which
there is a circular notch at each fret position. Could I attach
the notched ruler to the bottom of the fretboard, then align
the fretboard by fitting the notch for each slot against a vertical rod?
The ruler would stick out far enough to reveal the notches. The edge of the ruler would be parallel to the edge of the
fretboard.
There would be one rod. For the first slot, the first notch
on the ruler would be aligned with the rod. After that slot is
cut, the board/ruler assembly would be moved so the next
notch would be aligned with the rod.
The fretboard/ruler assembly would be held in place by
toggle clamps. In theory, this would assure correct spacing
between the fret slots.
I decided to make a jig to do this. I call it a prototype.
Why a prototype? To lower your expectations, of course! And
if someone says it’s junk, I can say, “It’s just the prototype,
dummy!”
I ordered a ruler from UAAC. I’ve had no problem with
anything I’ve ordered from them. However, I urge you to read
all of the details about their products. You will discover that
there is an extra charge for having your item shipped in a box!
Also, be sure to read about the “offset” option. I would try to
describe it, but I have yet to understand it.
I dug up a project I started almost 20 years ago. It was
intended to be a fret-slotting jig. As I looked at it, I wondered
what the heck I was thinking. Why did it have a T-channel in
it? I could imagine what the toggle clamps would be used for.
There was a wooden ruler screwed lengthwise on the board.
I visualized my prototype. I removed the toggle clamps. I
removed the ruler and cut it at its halfway point. I replaced it
with very little space between the two parts. That space would

be one of two slots that would align the fret saw.
I placed two short pieces of 1 x 2 lumber parallel to the
wooden ruler and screwed them into the board, leaving a
space between them for fret saw alignment. That would be the
second saw alignment slot.
A T-square was used during this process to ensure the
alignment slots for the fret saw would result in a cut that was
perpendicular to the edge of the fretboard stock.
It sounds easy so far, but I ran into trouble with screws
that split the wood and screws that simply would not go
through the wood. But I finally put it together.
The next job was to attach the ruler to the fretboard
stock, initially using two-sided tape. When I aligned the
ruler to the fretboard, I added masking tape to help keep it
in place. If the ruler were to slip during the process of fret
slotting, the fret spacing would be inaccurate. I handled that
assembly very carefully!
I measured the distance from the fretboard edge to the
ruler edge at each end of the ruler. The distances had ato be
equal to ensure the ruler was parallel with the fretboard.
I drilled a 3/16-inch diameter hole near the fret saw
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I measured the distance from the edge of the
fretboard to the edge of the ruler at each end
of the ruler. If the distances are equal, it’s likely
that the ruler is in proper alignment.

alignment slot on the long ruler. I cut off a short length of
3/16-inch threaded rod and put it in the hole. This is the rod
against which the notches of the ruler would align.
I had, by now, put the toggle clamps back on the board.
If I use this jig again, I’ll replace the toggle clamps, as neither
made me feel 100 percent confident that they would hold the
board in place.
Then came the moment of truth. I cut three slots, moving to the next notch after each one. I removed the fretboard/
ruler assembly and placed the t-square on it. I determined
that the fret slots indeed were at right angles to the edge of
the fretboard. This gave me high confidence that they would
be workable.
As of this writing, I’ve cut only the three slots. The board
I used as the fretboard is too thin to be used on a guitar. It
was fine for testing out this jig, though. The next step is to
cut an actual fretboard that will be used on a guitar.
I didn’t make this jig to save money. I don’t have much
money invested in it, but nonetheless it’s so much easier to
buy pre-slotted fretboards. Also, you can buy slotted fretboards that also are pre-radiused. By cutting the fret slots myself, I have given myself the task of cutting/sanding the radius
(curvature) of the fretboard. Maybe that’s the next jig project!
One advantage of cutting the slots yourself is that you
have a wider variety of wood choices for your fingerboard.
If I like this prototype and want to use it for future projects, I will upgrade it. Instead of using the 20-year-old jig, I
would start from scratch. Metal would be better than wood
for the fret saw alignment guides. Better toggle clamps or
another clamping system would be on the list. It would allow
me to cut slots in wood up to one inch thick. That’s so I
could cut slots directly into the neck, as in a one-piece neck.
I am optimistic that I’ll be able to make my first usable
slotted fingerboard!

This is a close-up view of the ruler notches sticking out from underneath the fretboard.

The T-square was used to line up the two slots
that aligned the fret saw.

Here’s one of my first attempts at lining up
the fret saw in its alignment slots. One of the
boards split, so I had to replace it. Next time,
I’m using metal!

The T-square is used to determine if the fret slots
are perpendicular to the edge of the fretboard.

