
The first step using a molder or stickerman's rule is to determine the cutting circle for the head you are 
setting the rule to use. This will establish the surfacing line at the “0” of the rule scale. If you know the 
circle to be a certain projection beyond the lips of the cutter head set the bottom of the rule to that 
distance from the turned edge by loosening the three screws in the body of the rule.

Cutting circles can vary. A machine may have data that says one thing while the actual machine is 
different. Some heads have been re-conditioned. The lips are dressed down and the knife surfaces are 
trued.

When the rules were developed, they were primarily developed for those using square head babbitt 
bearing machines and favoring combination or multiple knife set ups. The ability to adjust to a machine 
condition was key to getting accurate use of the rule. For instance, if the pour in the bearings was not 
perfect or if it has worn more one side than the other, an adjustment to the knives to make a flat board 
may be required. It is a feature of the rule that this adjustment to the cutting circle can be made.

Molders also have elevated and lead set feed rolls which can affect the behavior of the material as it 
passes under the top head. The weighted chip breaker will also factor in the true surfacing line location. 
A good way to find the surfacing line is to place a planed board in the machine and crank the bed up 
towards the head. Place card stock equal in thickness to the amount of material you want to remove at 
the top head under the feed rolls and over the board. Bring the bed up to a firm and square engagement 
with the rolls. Advance the rolls slightly by hand to see the imprint of the rolls in the card stock. It 
should be even across the width of the material. Some molders have devices to keep rolls in parallel but 
many older machines have back hinged rolls shafts. Once this looks good, see what the distance from 
the head to the board looks like. If it is more than a quarter inch, the machine may not have the correct 
heads. If you can bring the bed higher and retain the nice even engagement with the rolls, do so until 
the head is about an 1/8 inch from the wood.

Now take the shorter of the knife bolts – the ones you will want to use for surfacing – and put them in a 
slot in the head. Rotate the head so that they are upside down. If they strike the wood, you will need to 
lower the bed, or, grind the bolts down. Just not too short to fully engage the nut when knives are 
secured.

If the bolts are clear then finger tight install a head width surfacing knife, rotate the head backwards 
and seat the knife to the surface of the material. The chip breaker, the feed roll weights must be down 
and bearing on the material when this is done.

Now you have the cutting circle. If you have a patent rule, place it behind the knife and set the bottom 
of the scale to the edge of the knife. It may not be straight. Which is fine. It is reflecting the condition 
of the machine and this is where the knives need to be to produce a parallel board. Any pattern that has 
a flat in it will have that part of the pattern set to this line. The depths of all parts of a pattern are 
measured in reference to this line.

The surfacing line is also the point below which no bolt must strike. Now if a bolt is long but in the 
wake of a deeper part of the pattern there is no issue. The surfacing line should also be at the place 
where the least material is required to remove to develop a clean finish but still with adequate 
engagement to freely feed the material. Some trail a error may be required but for the most part what I 
have described should find the best circle to use.


