A Festool MFT/TS55 Retrospective
In the following article, I will provide a retrospective look at the Festool MFT/TS55 combination and my
techniques for using it. I have been a user of Festool tools for 5 years now. My techniques for using the
tools have grown significantly during those five years. There were several times, prior to Festool that I
considered investing in a good table saw. Since investing in the MFT and TS55, I have not considered
purchasing a table saw even once.
My shop consists of a decent sized one-car garage. A good table saw would have consumed a majority
of my shop space and would not have provided me with all the flexibility that I demand from my MFT
and TS55.
Using the MFT/TS55 combination, I can generally put all of my cutting operations into 3 major
categories:
Crosscutting and Working with Narrow Stock
(Generally less than 7 1/2 inches wide)
Crosscutting and Working with Normal Stock
(Generally between 7 1/2 inches and 43 inches wide)
Ripping Stock
(Either narrow, wide or long)
This entire article focuses on the first category, 'Crosscutting and Working with Narrow Stock'. The
article is broken into 7 parts. Later articles will focus on ‘Crosscutting and Working with Normal Stock’
and ‘Ripping Stock’. The 7 parts of this article include:
1. The Storyboard
2. Narrow Cross Cuts
3. Dados, Grooves & Rebates
4. Coves
5. Laps (half and cross)
6. Tongues
7. Closing Thoughts
In many of the pictures to follow, you will notice that I have several MFTs. All techniques shown can
really be completed with only one MFT. I find great benefit in having an extended layout area on either
side of the MFT rail. Therefore, I have a smaller MFT 800 on the off-cut side of the rail and a full MFT on
the other side. This results in an 'L' shape work space for me. But an extended workspace can be
achieved in any number ways, including just a table or sawhorse that sits at the same height as the MFT.
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Also, my MFTs sit higher than the stock tables. A higher table is a preference of mine and makes it easier
on my back. The pictures below show my MFT work area and also the components that I will use
throughout the rest of the posts here.

Picture-1a (work area)
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Picture-1b (components used)

1. The Storyboard
After falling in love with everything Festool and getting my saw and MFT, I thought that my days of
frustration with getting precise, parallel, square cuts were behind me forever. After all, I had a saw that
rides along a straight rail on top of a straight perpendicular table. Indeed, I had gotten closer to the level
of precision with the Festool setup than I had ever before. But, even with my Festool setup, I was
"always close, but never quite exact".
As it turns out, the cause of my frustration was never with the Festool setup. The cause of my frustration
was me, and the method that I was using for my cuts. My method consisted of the common procedure,
'measure, mark and cut'. Well, I simply cannot be trusted to 'measure, mark and cut' and consistently
achieve exact precision. I accept that fact now and am all the better for it. For precision, I look to the
storyboard.
The storyboard is a very critical piece to almost all of my narrow-cut work with the MFT. Working in
tandem with some of the other Festool components, the storyboard allows me to consistently achieve
the highest level of precision that I am able to accurately measure in my shop, namely 1/64th of an inch.
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My storyboard is merely a piece of melamine with a routed groove along the side to accommodate a
Festool angle stop clamp. There is also a very slight groove along the top of the board so that a tape
measure can fit inside. The slight groove was routed with a straight bit 1/32th of an inch into the top.
The tape itself is 1/64th of an inch thick and sits almost flush with the top of the board. There is a strip
of clear scotch tape holding measuring tape in place.
The board really earns its keep when it comes to cutting narrow cross-cuts, dados, grooves and cove
cuts. That's right; I said dados and cove cuts. Stay tuned for more on the topics of dados and coves later
on.
Here are pictures of a storyboard that I created for this writing. The first picture shows the side of the
storyboard along with the bit that was used to route the side. The rounded groove of this bit fits the lip
of the Festool angle stop clamp perfectly. You will see why that is beneficial in a moment.

Picture-1a (storyboard with groove cut)

Pictures 1b through 1d show the storyboard along with the router bit used to create a very shallow
groove to hold the measuring tape. This particular tape has 1/32nd increments and reads both right-toleft and left-to-right. The right-to-left side gets cuts at just past 7 inches and provides the 'zero' point for
narrow cuts.
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Picture-1b (storyboard with measurement tape groove cut)
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Picture-1c (storyboard with measuring tape inserted in groove)

Page 6 of 47
©2008 Rey Johnson

Picture-1d (storyboard with measuring tape inserted in groove)

The next three pictures show the storyboard getting 'zeroed out' to the rail. The back of the rail
becomes the measurement indicator. As the tape and board are being trimmed, the back of the rail will
sit exactly at zero on the tape. This will allow stock to be laid against the storyboard at exactly the
measurement needed.
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Picture-1e (storyboard ready to be trimmed)

Picture-1f (storyboard zeroed out with the rail)
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Picture-1g (storyboard has been trimmed and zeroed with the rail)

After the storyboard is trimmed, it is perfectly matched with the rail and can be used for precise, quick,
repeatable, narrow cuts. In addition to the narrow cuts, this setup allows for dados, grooves, coves and
other cuts needed for common joinery.

2. Narrow Cuts
Now that the storyboard has been created, I can demonstrate how I make repeatable cross-cuts. I will
shoot for a two inch cut and a 1/4 inch cut. The setup for these two cuts will also show how the angle
stop clamps are used to make the storyboard pretty immobile.
The first picture shows the setup of the storyboard aligned with the rail. The angle stop clamp fits inside
the routed groove on the side of the storyboard and keeps the board from moving. The clamping is
pretty strong. There are no worries of the board moving accidentally. I also use the fence stop for many
operations. The stop can also help to stop the storyboard from moving, but is not really needed for this
purpose. The stop is primarily used for repeatability of narrow cuts.
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Picture-2a (storyboard aligned with rail)

Pictures 2b through 2d show the positioning of storyboard and the material to be cut. In these pictures, I
am cutting a melamine board. The board to be cut is butted up against the storyboard and the rail sits
on top of both pieces.
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Picture-2b (work piece laying against the storyboard)
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Picture-2c (close up of work piece held in place by out-cut side fence)
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Picture-2d (rail on top of storyboard and work piece)

Pictures 2e and 2f show that the back of the rail is indicating a cut of 2 inches on the storyboard. The
only thing to do now is make the cut.
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Picture-2e (storyboard indicating cut size of work piece)
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Picture-2f

In picture 2g, you can see that the cut has been made and the caliper is showing exactly 2 inches on
both sides of the cut. You may notice that I am propping up my rail with a small piece of wood. The
ceiling of my garage is not high enough to accommodate the rail in its full upright position. With the
storyboard in place, I can very quickly make as many of these pieces as I want.
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Picture-2g (cut work piece and measurement)

The final two pictures here show me going for 1/4 inch cuts from the melamine. I could cut much
smaller than 1/4 with this setup. But, at some point, the very very narrow slices become nothing more
than sawdust. But, I can make that sawdust consistently.
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Picture-2h (setting up for ¼” cut)
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Picture-2i (work piece cut and measured)

3. Dados and Grooves
One thing that I hear repeatedly is that the MFT/TS55 combination is unable to reliably cut dados and
grooves. I could never really quite understand the assertion that this type of operation could not be
done on the MFT. After all, the MFT/TS55 combination provides reliable X and Y planes. So, with a few
cuts to complete the operation, grooves and dados are indeed possible with this setup and the results
are probably as precise as any other tool, if not more so.
I am not debating the strengths of other tools with respect to dados and grooves, just that I do not
believe this to be a weakness of the MFT/TS55 combination. The pictures below show the quick setup
that I employ to cut dados and grooves using the MFT/TS55 combination and a storyboard.
The first picture shows the board that will receive a groove. A piece of masking tape was placed on the
board to provide the specs needed for the groove.
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Picture-3a (cut specification for the groove)

The second picture (3b) here shows the board laid out, butted against the storyboard, ready for the cut
layout to begin.
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Picture-3b (work piece laid out for cut)

The third picture (3c) shows the storyboard being registered against the back of the rail at 1 inch. The
specs for the cut called for the groove to run at 1 inch from the edge of the board.
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Picture-3c (storyboard measurement 1” from work piece edge)

This fourth picture (3d) shows the board ready for the cutting operation to begin. Notice that there is
also a rubber mallet in this picture. The rubber mallet is used to incrementally push the board under the
rail after each cut. The groove will be created by making a series of cuts along the path of the rail. Each
cut, widens the groove by one kerf size of the saw blade. The operation goes, ‘cut, tap, cut tap’, etc. until
the groove is as wide a needed. The fifth picture shows the end result, a groove.
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Picture-3d (ready for cut)
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Picture-3e (groove cut into work piece)

This method of creating a groove is very quick and precise for me. It takes only a matter of seconds to
widen the groove to 3/4 inch using this method. The width of the groove is also repeatable by using the
fence stop to indicate where the board should stop once the groove has been cut to its specified width.
With two stops for the fence, it becomes possible to very quickly mark both, the beginning width and
the ending width of the groove.
The next few pictures (3f-3g) show the caliper measurements of the groove and the distance of the
groove from the edge of the board. The caliper matches the specs indicated on the masking tape,
exactly.
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Picture-3f (measurement from edge of work piece)
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Picture-3g (measurement of groove)

After taking the measurements for the groove, I decided to try filling the groove with a scrap piece of
3/4 inch wood. The next picture (3h) shows the scrap piece of wood in the groove. The scrap fit perfectly
and created strong joint without glue or any fastener holding it in place. Of course, if I wanted the scrap
to be able to slide in the groove, I would have shaved another fraction of an inch into the width of the
groove. Here is a picture of the scrap creating a joint in the groove.
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Picture-3h (groove filled with scrap piece)

4. Cove Cuts
In addition to repeatedly hearing that the MFT/TS55 combination is not able to cut dados or grooves, I
often hear that cove cuts are completely out of the question. I tend not to agree with the assertion that
cove cuts are not possible using the MFT/TS55 combination. Again, my technique for cutting coves with
the MFT/TS55 is not for competition or debate with other tools. It is merely a technique that I have in
my arsenal.
Much like cutting grooves with the MFT/TS55, cutting coves with this setup involves a series of
incremental cuts. The method used is, 'plunge-cut, tap, plunge-cut' until the length of the cove has been
achieved. Using this method, I am able to create a cove cut from the edge of a board, or from some
point within the middle of a board. Since the primary cutting operation is a plunge cut, I have the
flexibility of putting the cove anywhere on the material to be cut.
The first picture (4a) below shows the board onto which a cove cut will be made. There are also stops
for the MFT rail to keep the TS55 from moving during the cutting operation.
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Picture-4a (work piece to receive cove cut)

The next picture (4b) shows the TS55 positioned on the rail with stops at either side of the saw. Nothing
should move in this cutting operation except for the plunge of the saw. (Well, the blade of the saw
should be spinning). After each plunge cut, the board is tapped to set up for the next plunge. This
operation continues until the length of the cove cut reaches its desired length.
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Picture-4b (cutting the cove)

The following picture (4c) shows the operation after the first few plunge cuts have been made. There is
not much to see here, but the operation goes pretty quickly after a little experience.
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Picture-4c (cove cut continued)

The final two pictures (4d – 4e) show the board with the resulting cove cuts. In the first picture (4d), I
left a small edge on the board to show that the cove doesn't have to begin or end at the very edge of a
board. Instead, the cut can begin or end anywhere along the cove. In the final picture (4e), I removed
that small piece of material at the beginning of the cove cut to end up with a cove beginning at the edge
of the board.
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Picture-4d (cove cut-edge with edge on end of workpiece)
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Picture-4e (cove cut extending to edge of work piece)

5. Laps (Half and Cross)
Many projects call for lap joints, both half and cross-laps. The MFT/TS55 setup is capable of creating
both joints and can do so very precisely. There are other tools in my shop that are capable of creating
these joints, but when called upon, the MFT and TS55 are up to the task and ready to go.
I will show the layout and steps that I employ to create laps. As in previous cutting operations, cutting
lap joints involve the use of the storyboard and fence. I also use a small rule to measure the lap. The use
of the rule was used only for the purpose of this article to demonstrate where the cut was to be made.
In normal operation, I would rely entirely on the measurement from the storyboard.
The first picture (5a) here shows the pine board that will be used as the work piece. I will use the
MFT/TS55 to cut half laps on either side of the work piece and a cross-lap on the opposite side the piece.
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Picture-5a (work piece for lap joints)

The next picture (5b) shows the work piece being measured for half-laps. The rule indicates that the lap
shoulder should begin 2 inches from the edge of each side. When using the storyboard, it is not
necessary to use a rule. I am using it here for the purpose of this demonstration.
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Picture-5b (setting the lap shoulders)

The half-laps will be cut using the 'tap-cut, tap-cut' method. The layout of the operation is shown below,
picture (5c). The work piece has been butted against the end of the storyboard. There is a space
between the fence stop and the other end of the storyboard. The space here represents the distance
from the end of the work piece and the shoulder of the half lap.
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Picture-5c (layout for the operation)

The picture (5d) below provides a closer look at the distance between the end of the story board and
the fence stop. The greater the distance, the greater the lap shoulder is positioned from the end of the
work piece**.
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Picture-5d (distance between fence stop and storyboard)

The incremental cuts have been made using 'tap-cut' on both sides of the work piece. The work piece is
sitting at the location of the final 'tap-cut' and is just touching the fence stop. Since the storyboard
marks the beginning of the cut and the fence stop marks the end of the cut, this becomes a very quick,
repeatable and precise procedure. I could complete several laps per minute using this procedure, if
necessary.
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Picture-5e (work piece with half-lap joints cut)

The work piece now has half-laps on both ends and has been removed from under the rail, picture (5e). I
have placed a 2 inch wide melamine cut-off in close proximity to the work piece, picture (5f). The
melamine cutoff will be used to fill a cross-lap in the middle of the work piece.
As I indicated previously, it is not necessary to using a stand-alone measuring instrument when
employing the storyboard. I will not use any measuring device for the cross-lap, except for the
storyboard. The rule has been promptly returned to its place on the wall and will not be used for the
duration of this article.
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Picture-5f (positioning of cross-lap)

In order to accurately place the cross-lap, both a starting and ending point need to be set. The starting
point of the cross-lap is made on the storyboard, and the ending point is made by setting the fence stop.
The next two pictures (5g – 5h) show the measurement being made for the starting point of the crosslap.
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Picture-5g (measurement for cross-lap)

The fence stop has been set for the width of the lap. For clarity, I moved the melamine cut-off piece
closer to the fence stop, pictures (5h). During the actual cutting operation, when the storyboard reaches
the fence stop, the cross-lap has reached its desired width.

Pictures-5h (distance between fence stop and storyboard for cross-lap)

The next two pictures (5i) show that the cross-lap has been cut, again using the 'tap-cut' method. The
first picture shows the cut just after completion, under the rail. The cross-lap has been cut to exact
specification. The storyboard is resting against the fence stop to indicate that the cut is done. The other
picture shows the melamine piece sitting just under the cross-lap. The odds are very great that the piece
will fit perfectly inside the cross-lap.
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Pictures-5i (cross-lap cut into work piece)

The final set of pictures (5j) show the end result of the entire operation: two half laps at either end of
the work piece and a cross-lap on the opposite side.

Picture-5j (final results of half and cross-laps)

Page 39 of 47
©2008 Rey Johnson

6. A Festool MFT/TS55 Retrospective – Tongues
Earlier in this retrospective look at the MFT/TS55 setup, I demonstrated my technique for creating
grooves. Well, sometimes when I make grooves, I need corresponding tongues. What follows will serve
as my examination of the tongue.
Creating tongues with the MFT/TS55 is really quite simple. The process is very similar to the operation
used for creating groove and cove cuts. The following picture (6a) shows the components used to make
tongues on a small melamine board. The components show here are the basic components used. As I
get closer to making the actual cut, I will introduce a few optional components that I sometimes use.

Picture-6a (components used for creating tongues, including the work piece)

The first step for getting a good tongue here is the layout of the storyboard. The storyboard is laid
against the fence, under the rail. The storyboard is then measured out from the back of the rail. The
distance measured out here determines the length of the tongue, (pictures 6b-6c)**.
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Picture-6b (layout and measurement for the tongue)

Picture-6c (layout before the cut, rail on top of storyboard and work piece)

The next picture (6d) shows the storyboard and the work piece laid out after the measurement has been
made. I included this picture to show the fence on the off-cut side of the rail. It is pretty important to
have the work piece stabilized when dealing with cuts on small pieces. While I have never seen a piece
go flying when not using the off-cut side fence, I could certainly envision it happening.
The off-cut side fence is not the only method to stabilize the small work piece here, but it is the method
that I prefer. Using the clamp and fence, I basically have a sliding fence that can be used to clamp any
size work piece up to the size of the MFT itself. In the picture, I have the clamp and fence attached to
the middle table. There is not a need for multiple MFTs to accommodate the fence. It will work fine with
one-table setups.
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Picture-6d (layout before the cut; off-cut side fence clamping work piece)

Step two in this operation, involves the fence stop. The pictures below (6e) show where the stop was
locked into place when the measurement was taken for the tongue in step one. Notice the distance
between the stop and the end of the storyboard. This distance is the length of the tongue. During the
actual cutting operation, when the storyboard reaches the fence stop, the tongue has reached its
desired length.
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Picture-6e (distance between fence stop and storyboard; this is the tongue’s length)

The next two pictures (6f) show the optional components that I mentioned earlier. The optional
components are an extra fence and a clamping element. These components make it easier to slide the
storyboard while maintaining zero wiggle-room. With this setup, the angle clamp fits inside the side of
the fence, instead of the storyboard. The storyboard's side groove is not used if the extra fence is used.
The clamping element is used to ensure that the fence and storyboard stay aligned exactly as needed. I
do not usually use the clamping element for these operations, but I wanted to demonstrate their
usefulness here. Using the storyboard without the extra clamping element has never caused an issue for
me. But, if I am working with a more expensive or meaningful piece, I will use the clamping element just
as a precaution, and my sanity.

Picture-6f (storyboard being clamped with optional clamping element)
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The next layout, picture (6g) shows everything measured out and ready for the entry of the TS55. I left
the optional components on since they were already there.

Picture-6g (layout before the cut)

The TS55 makes an appearance in the next set of shots. These pictures (6h) show the front view of the
TS55 sitting on the rail, ready to create the tongues. Notice that the plunge depth of the saw is currently
set at around 15mm. The saw's plunge depth determines the thickness of the tongue. As the depth of
the plunge is increased, the thickness of the tongue is decreased.
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Picture-6h (positioning of the saw for the tongue)

After the saw's plunge depth is set, the only thing left to do is complete the cutting operation. The
cutting operation to create the tongue consists of the ‘cut-tap, cut-tap’ method. As can be seen in the
next picture (6i), my handy rubber mallet makes another appearance.

Picture-6i (saw in the ready position to create the tongue)
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The final set of pictures (6j) here examines the end results of the operation. The bottom picture is
actually the first picture taken. In the bottom picture, the tongue appears a little thicker than the top
two pictures. The bottom picture is the tongue that I got with the saw's plunge depth set at 15mm. I
added a millimeter or two to the saw's plunge depth and ended up with the tongues shown in the top
two pictures. I later trimmed off the tongues, and they somehow made it into picture (5j).

Picture-6j (tongues created as a result of the cuts)

That wraps up my technique for making tongues using the MFT/TS55 combination. The entire set-up,
layout and cut process takes less than 5 minutes. If I have multiple tongues of the same length and
width to make, I can knock out several per minute with this setup.
Again, this technique is not intended to compete with the capabilities of other methods or tools to make
tongues. It is merely a technique that I have in my arsenal and a capability of the MFT/TS55
combination.
(** A provision needs to be made to account for the width of the saw blade when setting up the spacing
of the end of the storyboard and the fence stop for certain cutting operations. The blade used in this
article was 3/32”. This simply means that I tap the story three ticks left or right after I have measured to
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account for the kerf…still easy as pie.)

Closing Thoughts
The capabilities of the MFT/TS55 combination are many. This retrospective look at the MFT/TS55
combination has covered but only a fraction of the vast capabilities and techniques available. This article
has covered the first of my three major categories - 'Crosscutting and Working with Narrow Stock'.
As you will see in future installments, the MFT/TS55 combination also excels in: 'Crosscutting and
Working with Normal Stock' and 'Ripping Stock'. It was my goal in this article to present the techniques
that I use and to provide commentary and evidence that several woodworking operations, commonly
reserved for other tools can be completed quickly, precisely and repeatedly using the MFT/TS55.
Festool, the makers of both, the MFT and the TS55, has released the next generation of the MFT. While I
have not used the next generation table, named MFT3, I have seen the table in use and it promises to be
everything of the MFT (1080) and more.
With that, I thank you for reading my article, and I hope that you have found it to be benefit. If you have
questions or comments, I can be reached by email at rjq909@gmail.com. I can also be reached at either
one of these fine Festool forums:
Festool Owners Group - www.festoolownersgroup.com
talkFestool - www.talkfestool.com

Rey Johnson
rjq909@gmail.com
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