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Adding a decorative edge to a project with a hand-
held router is a breeze if you follow a few simple rules. 
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I use my router on just about every 
project I build. More often than not, 
it’s to put a profile on the edge of a 
workpiece. With an almost endless 
selection of profiles to choose from, 
it’s an easy way to add a decorative 
design to a project. There are, how-
ever, a few things to keep in mind 
to get top-quality results. 

Choosing a Bit. Successfully 
routing a profile starts by selecting 
the right bit. Fortunately, you have 
a lot of options here. The bits I use 

most often in my shop are shown 
in the photos below. I often use 
roundover or chamfer bits to soften 
the corners of legs and other edges. 
I also like cove and ogee bits for 
decorative edges. They come in a 
wide selection of styles and sizes to 
provide a classic look. And by com-
bining profiles, you can create just 
about any design you like.

The Cutting Edge. After you’ve 
decided on the profile for your 
project, there are some other things 

to look for in a good-quality bit. The 
first is the cutting edge. Although 
you can still find high-speed steel, I 
prefer carbide-tipped bits. The car-
bide edge stays sharp longer. 

Shank Size. Another thing that 
can affect the quality of the cut is 
the shank diameter of the bit. Bits 
with a 1⁄4"-dia. shank can chatter 
and leave a rough cut, especially 
with a large bit. So I prefer to use 
1⁄2"-shank bits whenever possible.   

Bearings. One thing most pro-
file bits have in common is that 
they have a guide bearing. That is, 
a ball bearing on the bottom of the 
bit will ride on the smooth edge of 
a workpiece and control the cut. 
Be sure to check the condition of 
the bearing before every use. If it’s 
dirty and doesn’t spin freely, you 
can usually clean it. If that doesn’t 
work, you may need to replace the 
bearing before using the bit. 

Routing Techniques. With the 
right bit installed, you’re about 
ready to move on to routing the 
edge. But first you’ll want to secure 
the workpiece. It’s hard to get good 
results if you don’t have it firmly 
held in place. And you run the risk 
of the bit catching the grain and 
gouging the workpiece. 
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The good news is, securing the 
workpiece is pretty easy to do. The 
surest way is to fasten it to your 
bench with hand clamps or bench 
dogs and a vise. The problem with 
this method is that you can only 
rout part of the workpiece before 
you have to reposition the clamps. 

I like to use a router pad to avoid 
the constant reclamping. It grips 
the wood safely under the down-
ward pressure of the router. And 
when you need to reposition the 
workpiece, you just lift it off the 
mat, turn it, and start routing. 

Make Multiple Passes. Now 
that you’ve secured the workpiece, 
you’re ready to rout the profile. 
Here’s where a little patience makes 
all the difference. I like to take the 
time to make a test piece out of the 
same stock as the project. 

One of the main reasons for this 
is to determine how well the bit cuts 
and how deeply I can cut without 
causing tearout or burning. If you 
try to “hog” off too much in a single 
pass you’ll spend even more time 
trying to clean up gouges or burn 
marks later. I get the best results 
when I make multiple, shallow 
passes. Even if the last pass is only 
a very thin clean up, the results are 
worth the extra effort. 

Which Direction? Another 
thing to remember is it’s important 
to rout in the right direction. The 
illustrations above show you what 
I mean. For an outside edge, move 
the router in a counter-clockwise 
direction. If you’re routing the pro-
file on the inside of a frame, move 
clockwise. This rule will help you 

avoid a “climb cut” that pulls the 
router away from the workpiece. 

You’ll also need a strategy for 
routing end grain without causing 
tearout. The answer here is to start 
with the end grain first. Then the 
following long-grain cuts will clean 
up any tearout. But sometimes you 
may have a panel where one edge 
is left square, for instance a cabinet 
top that will sit against a wall. In 

that case, you can clamp a backer 
board to the workpiece. Both 
methods of preventing tearout are 
shown in the illustrations below. 

Finally, listen to the sound of 
your router, it can tell you a lot 
about the cut. If it’s bogging down, 
then it’s best to take a shallower cut 
or go a little slower. With these tips 
in mind, you’ll be well on your way 
to successful profile routing. 

Rout End Grain First. Since tearout happens when routing across end 

grain (as in the left drawing), rout it first. Then, when you rout the long-

grain edge, the cut will remove any areas that are chipped out.

Support Block. To prevent tearout when the long-grain edge will not be 

routed, clamp a support block to the edge of the workpiece. The block 

supports the corner and prevents the workpiece from tearing out. 
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