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en years ago, my approach to 
installing casing was fairly tra-
ditional: Measure, cut, test the
fit, walk back to the saw, trim

the cut. Then one day, I climbed onto a joint-
compound bucket to test the top piece of trim
on a doorway a few feet upstream of a short
flight of stairs. Microseconds later, I felt my
feet describing an arc about my head and pro-
ceeded down the stairs like an otter wearing
tennis shoes. It’s amazing how such a short
trip can get so rocky, so quickly; it made me
realize my methods (and stepladder) needed
an upgrade. 

A few months later, I happened to work
with James Chambers, a talented trim and
cabinet builder from Old Saybrook, Conn.
He cut, biscuited, and clamped his casings to-
gether on the floor, then installed them as a
complete unit. His miter joints were perfect,
and the installation nearly flawless. By the
next job, I had abandoned the mud-bucket
shuffle and converted to the preassembly
method of casing, which has improved work
quality, reduced both the level of skill and
hours required for the job, and extended the
useful lifetime of my lower back. Here’s some
of what I’ve learned over the years, wrestling
with and pinning miles of casing.

Get set up, then cut the miters 
When the material arrives, my crew and I ori-
ent it in the cutting room so that a 16-footer
does not have to be spun end for end in a 14-
ft.-wide room. I like to cut the miters before
cutting the stock to exact length and prefer to
have the outside edge of the casing against the
fence when cutting them; this placement
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Claim a big room in
the name of progress.
To work the customary
long lengths of casing,
the author advises set-
ting up in a fairly large
space that will accom-
modate a miter-saw sta-
tion and an assembly
table made of a full
sheet of melamine or
laminate-covered ply-
wood screwed to a
pair of sawhorses.

Slot all the miters at once to save time. After the stock has
been cut to a rough length and mitered, the mitered ends are
slotted for biscuits. To speed the process, each piece is partially
pulled from the pile and slotted from the back; the miter’s
short point is used as the biscuit joiner’s reference point.

The trick is to 
assemble door and
window trim with 
biscuits first, then nail
it in place

Joiner fence
is aligned
with miter’s
inside edge.

Laminate scrap bridges
recess in back of casing
and steadies joiner.

BY JIM CHESTNUT



52 FINE HOMEBUILDING Photo left, product photos: Scott Phillips

Don’t use a tape; use a story pole.

Take and record measure-
ments with the same tool,
the story pole. Each door is
numbered and lettered: The
“H” designates the hinge
side, the “X” an exterior
door, as in the photo above.
The story pole is held on the
floor, against one side of a
door jamb. Here, the head
jamb’s bottom edge inter-
sects the tape mark 3⁄8 in.
above its centerline. Measure-
ments are written as the num-
ber of sixteenths above or
below the zero mark and are
paired with the door’s num-
ber, directly onto the pole.

The story pole
is about 4 in.
longer than the
longest casing
leg on the job.

Casing
width

Measure-
ment
taken at
the head
jamb’s
bottom
edge.

Reveal

1⁄4-in. shim for reveal

Casing scrap

Story pole

Stop block

Printed self-stick labels
(www.miterclamp.com)

Adhesive-backed 
tape rule
(www.woodcraft.com)

Make an identical rule on the saw. After a
tape rule is applied to the chopsaw fence
about 6 in. to the left of the blade, the 
story pole is registered exactly with the
saw rule and clamped into position.

The stop block is for marking,
not cutting, the casing. With
the story pole clamped in place,
a stop block is positioned on the
extension wing. A scrap of the
same casing and a 1⁄4-in. shim
simulate the miter’s long point
and the jamb reveal (see draw-
ing at left).

After years of using a tape to measure
and mark each piece of casing on big
jobs with lots of doors and windows, I
stumbled onto a method that’s both
fast and foolproof. I use a story pole (a

7-ft. piece of casing, actually) on which
I record the casing lengths; the mea-
surements then are transferred easily
to an identical marking system on the
miter saw. Because I cut the miters
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eliminates any tearout on the inside edge of
the miters. 

I always cut two sample 45° miters after set-
ting up the saw station to ensure that the re-
sult is square and that all the details line up.
After the necessary adjustments, someone
starts cutting the miters, either lefts or rights
for the trim on the sides of the doors, or door
legs as we call them. This way, I don’t have to
change the saw angle repeatedly. By placing
a strip of blue painter’s tape on the miter saw’s
extension wings as a reference, I can cut the
door miters quickly an inch or so long and cut
the square ends later. Once a bunch have been
cut, they can be slotted for biscuits at any time.
In addition, if the cutoff from one door leg
is not long enough for another leg, it may be
long enough for a top (or head), which can be
cut after the legs are finished.

Miter clamps and biscuits make 
indestructible joints 
To mate casing miters together so that they

stay together longer than the next
heating or cooling season, I assem-
ble casings on the workbench with
biscuits and glue, then clamp them
together before installing them as a
complete unit. I use special miter
clamps that I designed and manu-
facture (Clam Clamps; www.miter
clamp.com; 800-966-4837). The
Hartford Clamp Co. (860-528-1708)
makes a similar clamp. I don’t be-
lieve that spring clamps exert
enough pressure to allow you to
move the assembly while it’s still
drying; I’ve avoided using a pneu-
matic nailer to pin the biscuited joint
for the same reason.

Although you can hold each piece
face up on the table while slotting, I
find it easier to slot from the back of
the casing, especially if there’s lim-
ited space and a large pile of casing.

Two layers of thin plastic or laminate, cut
slightly narrower than the casing at 45° and
glued back to back, span the relief cut in the
back of the casing and form a platform that
reduces the chance that the biscuit joiner’s base
will rock, misaligning the slots. I align the out-
side edge of the biscuit-joiner fence with the in-
side of the miter and plunge. Putting the biscuit
close to the inside edge of the joint helps to
prevent the inside corners from opening.

Glue up is messy, especially when I’m doing
it, so I use a full 4x8 sheet of plywood covered
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It’s fast and accurate.
first, each piece of casing can be mea-
sured with the mitered end registered
against a stop block, then cut to
length with a 90° cut. 

To make a story pole, I measure from
the floor to the bottom of the head
jamb of a representative door; let’s say
it measures 81 in. I cut a piece of casing
a few inches longer (say 84 in.), square
on each end. Now I measure up from
each end of the casing along its inside
edge and carefully mark 81 in. Cen-
tered on these two marks, I adhere a
piece of adhesive-backed 4-in. tape

measure. I make these myself, but
they’re also available as lengths of 
adhesive-backed tape rules from Wood-
craft Supply (www.woodcraft.com); or
you can replicate them on sheets of
address labels using generic software. 

After measuring the side jambs, I
measure the head jamb, inside to in-
side, and write that length on the story
pole as well. If I’m lucky, all similar
doors’ widths are identical. I then can
cut all the heads of 30-in.-wide doors,
for instance, at identical lengths from a
fixed stop on the saw.

Mark the length, slide it over, and make the cut. With the miter already cut, the
author can register a piece of the casing’s miter against the stop block, transfer
the correct measurement for that particular piece, then slide the piece toward the
blade and make the square cut.
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with laminate for a glue-up table, though any
sheet goods (such as melamine) work fine.
(Dried yellow glue easily pops off with a tap-
ing knife.) The table’s width can handle most
door and window casings. Wider assemblies,
such as double closets, can be clamped 
together on the floor in front of their desti-
nations and nailed to the jambs immediately
with the clamps still attached.

I cut a bunch of 4-in. shims tapered from zero
to 1⁄8 in.; butter the mitered edges, slots, and
biscuits; shove together the joints; and align
the details. I use a lot of glue and try to avoid
sliding the miters against each other because

it tends to remove too much glue and could
result in a starved joint. I use the thin shims
to adjust the alignment of the miter faces
when a head or leg has a slight twist or when
the glue-up table itself is torqued. When the
miter is assembled, I hold it with one hand,
slide a clamp into position with the other, and
clamp it home. Between the glue, biscuits,
and clamps, the joints set up fast; poplar casings
at 7% moisture content in an ambient tem-
perature above 70°F can be unclamped safely
in 5 or 10 minutes, as long as you’re careful.

Under the business end of the table, where
it almost never is knocked over, I keep an old

pot half-filled with water heated on a cheap
electric hot plate and bristling with tooth-
brushes. A warm, wet toothbrush cleans glue
squeeze-out quickly; a quick blast of com-
pressed air dries any residual water. I have
been using this process on both paint- and
stain-grade work for years without problems
for the finishers, though for stain-grade or
clear finish, I repeat the process with a sponge
and clean water after the first blast of air.

Remove any obstacles and install
Once the miters are assembled, the casings are
ready to be nailed onto their respective door

“Now the trim men will
work their magic.” Ever
hear that phrase? That
happens only when the
stock is top notch. Rather
than buy trim stock from
the local big-box store, I
pay about 20% more and
get mine from a small
shop that does absolutely
nothing but mill trim. They
use a computer-controlled
molder in a humidity-

controlled building and
produce identical moldings
from one run to the next,
all with the same moisture
content. This consistent
stock allows you to cut just
parts, rather than culling
chatter, knots, cups, twists,
warps, and crooks. You can
join miters cut from differ-
ent pieces of trim and be
confident that the details
will match precisely.

Once I have first-rate
stock, I don’t store it in
garages or in unheated/
un-air-conditioned areas of
the house. If the house isn’t
ready for trim, the stock
shouldn’t sit at the work
site. The ends of the stock
absorb moisture faster
than the middle, and they
swell. Because the stock is
no longer uniform, perfec-
tion is harder to attain.

Good stock 
makes a 

difference

Equal parts of glue and clamp
pressure make a good joint. 
After spreading an even coat of
glue across both halves of the
miter, the author inserts the bis-
cuit, aligns the two halves, and
clamps the joint with a miter
clamp. Small shims placed be-
neath strategic points in the cas-
ing help to align the miters.

Jim Chestnut’s Clam Clamp 
(www.miterclamp.com;
800-966-4837)

Hartford Clamp Co.’s
miter clamp 
(860-528-1708)

Assemble the casings with biscuits and glue, 
clamp them together, and install them as a complete unit
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jambs. If the drywall is proud of the jamb, I
cut away the drywall from the doorway to
make sure that the casing sits tight against the
jamb; I typically leave 3⁄4 in. under the casing. 

I run a thin bead of glue along the outside
edge of the jambs before shooting the casings
on; it’s small enough that I rarely get squeeze-
out at the reveal. This glue adds enormous
strength and rigidity to the jambs. Although
this effect is diminished tremendously with
preprimed parts, I do it nonetheless. The out-
side edges of the casings can be nailed off later
when the baseboards are installed.

When pressed by either scheduling or lack
of space, I clamp and lean four casing units
against the wall. I then remove the first set of
clamps, clamp and lean another set, remove
the next set of clamps in order, and so on, un-
til I have as many as 16 sets complete. Then I
install those with the clamps still attached,
nailing the casing into the jamb only. When
finished with those four, I come back and 
repeat the process, starting with the first set
clamped. Then I take the clamps off the first
batch installed and start all over again. �

Jim Chestnut has more than 30 years’
experience as a carpenter. He lives near
Bangor, Maine. Photos by Randy
O’Rourke, except where noted.

Goes up like a picture frame. Once the glue has dried, the completed casings can
be installed as a unit. Typically, the casing’s inside edge is nailed to the jamb; the out-
side edges can be secured with longer nails when the baseboards are installed.

Cleanup is easier to do now, not later.
Rather than wait for the glue to dry, the 
author keeps a pan of hot water and a tooth-
brush handy to clean up any squeeze-out. A
quick blast of compressed air erases any
residual water.


