
Matching Letter Opener and 
Desk Set 

 

 

hen I was a school kid, I was obsessed with collect-
ing knives and boxes. I had a box with a secret 

compartment, a box with a swivel-and-twist lid, and best 
of all, 1 had a beautiful old pen case dated about 1880, 
given to me by my grandfather. As for knives, I had all 
manner of dirks and daggers. My favorite was a stiletto-
type knife that had a silver handle and a red leather case— 
really beautiful! Well, you know what kids are like, I was 
forever making up games and adventures that involved 
hiding things. Anyway, to cut a long, sad story short, I 

hid my special knife and box in my grandfather's garden, 
my vacation came to an end, and I went to school. And 
no doubt you have guessed when I came back a year later, 
everything had changed—no grandfather, no garden, no 
box, no knife. My grandfather had died, and my grand-
mother had sold the house. 

This project draws its inspiration from my long-gone 
knife and box. The silver knife has become a carved letter 
opener, the box has become a pen case, and they both go 
together to make the perfect desk set. 

 

W 
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MAKING THE BOX 
Having studied the working drawings and seen how the 
box is laminated up from three layers, take your three 
pieces of carefully chosen wood and pencil label them 
"lid," "middle" and "base." Set the middle section out with 
a center line, and use the 1 5/8"-diameter Forstner drill bit 
and the scroll saw to clear the waste. Clean out the cavity 
and take it to a good finish. 

Take the lid piece and use a pencil, ruler and compass 
to draw out the design—meaning the shape of the sliding 
lid. This done, move to the scroll saw, set the table to 
"tilt," and fret out the lid. You should finish up with a lid 
edge miter that undercuts the lip of the frame. 

When the four component parts for the project—the 
base, the hollowed-out middle section, the top frame and 
the lid—are all nicely finished, smear glue on the mating 
faces, sandwich them together and clamp up. Be sure to 
wipe up any glue that oozes into the inside of the box, or 
between the top of the middle section and the undercut 
l ip  of the frame. 

Finally, the box is glue mounted on a simple pen tray 
base. Then the whole works is cleaned up with the plane 
and rubbed down to a smooth, round-cornered finish. 

STEP-BY-STEP STAGES 

CARVING THE BOX AND THE KNIFE 
Carefully draw out the angel design, make a tracing, and 
then pencil-press transfer the imagery through to both 
the top of the sliding lid of the box, and the piece of wood 
that you have chosen for the knife. This done, take the 
tools of your choice and swiftly set in the lines of the lid 
design with a V-section trench. I prefer to use the knife 
to cut the incised lines, but you might well prefer to use 
a small V-tool. 

When you work with the paper knife, start by fretting 
out the profile on the scroll saw. This done, take a small 
low-angled shoulder plane and clear the bulk of the waste 
from the blade. When you are happy with the basic form, 
use a knife to whittle the details. All you do is set the 
primary lines in with stop-cuts and then shave the wood 
down to the level of the cuts, so that selected areas are 
left standing in relief. For example: When you come to 
the skirt, slice a stop-cut around the line of the waist, and 
then shave the wood from the hem through to the waist, 
until the skirt takes on the characteristic conical and 
rounded shape. And so you continue, working here and 
there over the design, all the while setting in stop-cuts 
and cutting in towards the stop-cuts until you achieve 
what you consider to be a good form. 

Finally, rub all the surfaces down to a smooth finish, 
give the whole works a thin coat of Danish oil, and then 
use beeswax to burnish to a sheen finish. 

1    When you have made the four 
component parts for the box—the 

base, the hollowed-out middle 
section, the lid, and the frame into 

which the lid slides—take the finest 
graded sandpaper and rub the 

mating faces down to a good finish. 
Pay particular attention to the inside 

of the hollow and the mitered edge of 
the lid frame. 
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SPECIAL TIP: CARVING THE DETAILS 

 If you have any doubts at all as to how the carving ought 
to go—meaning the shape and the modeling of the de-
tails—the best way is to make a full-size Plasticine work-
ing model. All you do is roll out the Plasticine to the 
required 3/4" thickness, cut out the profile as seen in the 
plan view, and then whittle and model the form in much 
the same way as you would with the wood. Making and 
using a model is a winner on many counts. You can easily 
replace the Plasticine if you make a mistake, you can use 
the Plasticine to make trial cuts and, best of all, you can 
use dividers to take step-off measurements directly from 
the model through to the wood. 

2 Transfer the angel design 
through to the top of the lid, and to 
the knife. Be mindful that in both 
instances it's important that the 
design be perfectly aligned with the 
center line. Use a hard pencil so that 
the lines are firmly indented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Use a small penknife to cut the 
incised lines that make up the 
design of the lid. Work each V sec-
tion incision or trench with three 
cuts—first a single stop-cut down 
the center of the V to establish the 
depth, followed by an angled cut to 
each side of the stop-cut to remove 
the waste. 
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4 Having made a Plasticine model to help figure out 

the intricacies of the design, take a small nosing 
shoulder-type plane and swiftly reduce the bulk of the 

waste. Shape the blade by angling down each side of the 
center line. 

6 The broad modeling 
is best achieved by using 
a small-bladed penknife 
to make thumb-braced 
paring cuts. The 
technique wins on at least 
two counts—the thumb 
increases the efficiency of 
the stroke, while at the 
same time giving you maxi-
mum control. The cone 
shape of the skirt is 
achieved by first running a 
stop-cut around the waist, 
and then paring down at an 
angle toward the slop-cut. 

5   Use the three-stroke whittling method to block out 
and partially model the various basic forms. 

The working order is: 
■ Define the perimeter of the form—the skirt, head or 
whatever—by making stop-cuts straight down into the 
wood. 
■ Make angled cuts down into the stop-cuts to define the 
length and breadth of the form. 
■ Use restrained easing and paring cuts to rough out the 
details as seen in the plan side and end views. 

 
Copyright 2004 Martian Auctions 899



The V section that goes around 
the top of the head is achieved 

by repeatedly making a sequence of 
three cuts—a deep straight-down 
stop-cut to establish the depth of the 
V, followed by two cuts that angle 
down and in towards the bottom of 
the stop-cut. 

7 

8 Once you have drawn 
out the shape and 
position of the pen tray, 
use a shallow sweep 
gouge to carve out a 
smooth-sided dip or 
depression. 
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USING THE SCROLL SAW 
If you are new to woodworking and maybe a bit nervous, 
and you plan to make small fancy items like boxes, push-
along, toys, chair backs or pieces of marquetry—meaning 
items using thin sections of wood that have a lot of deli-
cately curved (fretworked profiles and pierced holes—then 
you can't do better than getting an electric scroll saw. 

This machine, sometimes called an electric fretsaw or 
an electric jigsaw, is just about as safe as you can get. In 
truth, it is so safe that it is one of the few woodworking 
machines allowed in schools for young kids. In fact, I first 
saw one of these machines being used in a school by a 
ten-year-old—to make a jigsaw puzzle. Okay, so they can 
nip and worry fingers, but the working action is such that 
anything more than a grazed finger is almost impossible. 

The scroll saw has a reciprocating blade, meaning a 
blade that joggles up and down as if to imitate the move-
ment of a hand fret or coping saw. The bottom end of the 
blade is clamped in a chuck that is driven by the crank-
shaft, while the top end of the blade is clamped to the end 
of a spring-loaded arm. The blade is fitted with the teeth 
pointing downward, so that it cuts on the downstroke. In 

use, the workpiece is advanced across the worktable 
toward the joggling blade, and maneuvered so that the 
moving blade is always presented with the line of the next 
cut. The wonderful thing about these saws is that the re-
sultant cut edge is so clean that it hardly needs sanding. 
If you are thinking about buying and using an electric 
scroll saw, the following tips and pointers will help you 
on your way. 
Saw Table—There are about six machines currently on 
the market—German, British, Canadian and American. 
Though they are all pretty good, it is most important that 
you get an up-to-date machine that has a table-tilt option. 
This feature allows you to tilt the worktable so you can 
make a cut that is variously angled to the working face, 
as in this project. A good tip is to rub over the work 
surface with a white candle before use. It lowers the wood-
to-table friction so that the workpiece glides rather than 
staggers. 
Blade Clamp—From one machine to another, there are 
all manner of weird and wonderful mechanisms used to 
clamp the blade. For example, one machine has a clamp-
ing block that is tightened by means of an Allen wrench/ 

 

CUTTING A PIERCED WINDOW 
In use, the workpiece is maneuvered and advanced so that the moving blade is presented with the line of the next cut. 
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key, another has a pronged finger that supports pin-end 
blades, and yet another has a clamping block that is tight-
ened by means of a large thumbscrew/wing nut. While 
each system has its good and bad points, I think overall 
the large thumb-screw is the best option. I say this because 
the Allen wrench option soon distorts, and the pin-
holding mechanism on some machines is made of butter-
soft, easy-to-bend metal. 
Blades—The standard scroll saw blade is 5" long and flat-
ended. Coming in a whole range of tooth sizes, from 
coarse through super fine, the blades are designed vari-
ously to cut everything from solid wood, plywood and 
plastic, to thin mild steel, brass and aluminum. If you 
find that the blade bends and drifts or burns the wood, 
then chances are it is badly tensioned and/or blunt and 
needs replacing. 
Dust-Blowing Mechanism—When the saw is in use, the 
sawdust piles up and covers the line of cut so that you 
can't see where you are going. Though most scroll saws 
have a bellows and tube mechanism that blows the dust 
away from the drawn line, the pity of it is that the dust 
is blown directly into the user's face—all good fun! If this 
is a worry to you, then it's best to wear a face mask. 

CUTTING AN INTERIOR PIERCED 
" W I N D O W "  
A good part of the pleasure of using a scroll saw is its 
ability to cut a perfect hole or "window" in the middle of 
a piece of sheet wood. For example, it is perfect for fretting 
out models, and for making pierced chair back slats— 
anything that is relatively small and intricate. 

The working procedure for piercing enclosed "win-
dows" is: 
■ Drill a pilot hole through the area of waste big enough 
to take the blade. 
■ With the machine unplugged, ease off the tension until 
the blade goes slack. 
■ Unhitch the top end of the blade from its clamping 
block. 
■ Pass the end of the blade up through the pilot hole and 
rehitch it to the top block. 
■ Retension the blade until it "pings" when plucked. 
■ Hold the workpiece firmly down on the table so that 
the blade is clear of the sides of the pilot hole, and then 
switch on the power. 
■ Fret out the "window" until the waste falls free. 
■ Finally, switch off the power and then release the ten 
sion, unhitch the top end of the blade, and remove the 
workpiece. 
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