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Smaller, more compact battery-powered miter saws have 
become quite popular over the last few years, offering greater 
portability than their beefier siblings while delivering most 
of the benefits. I’m generally a fan of smaller, more porta-
ble tools but I wanted a miter saw with greater capabilities 
and precision than most of the smaller 7 ¼-inch saws had 
to offer. I’ve spent the last few months using Makita’s 40-
volt 8 ½-inch miter saw in a broad range of settings and can 
confidently say this saw doesn’t just offer a more portable 
alternative to a larger saw, but offers an array of features and 
capabilities that enables it to function as one’s primary saw. 

These capabilities start with the saw’s cut capacity: The 
saw can cut through 2 ¾ inches of material 12 ¼ inches 
wide at 90 degrees, with a proportionally impressive ca-
pacity when cutting a miter. The 8 ½-inch blade might 
seem an unusual choice, but it finds the middle ground 
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Tools of the Trade

Makita GSL02Z 8 1/2-Inch Cordless Miter Saw

Weigh In! Want to test a new tool or share  
a tool-related testimonial, gripe, or technique?  
Contact us at jlctools@zondahome.com.
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between the 10-inch and 7 ¼-inch blade sizes, stealing 
the best qualities of each. When trimming, I can just 
barely cut 1x4 trim vertically, taking advantage of a slight 
divot in the saw’s frame. The combination of this vertical 
and horizontal capacity means I rarely wish for a larger 
blade. Were I to need to cut through 4x4 or nested crown, 
I would need a larger secondary saw. But I struggle to en-
vision other situations this saw couldn’t handle. 

The cut capacity is only part of the capability equation 
because it’s complemented by a front-bevel lock. While 
most small-bladed saws are single-bevel the GSL02Z is du-
al-bevel. The bevel angles are controlled by a multi-func-
tion front-control knob. The lever for switching directions 
is also positioned at the front of the saw, but the lever to al-
low the bevel to progress beyond 45 degrees is positioned at 
the back of the saw. When using a smaller-bladed saw, one 
inevitably ends up cutting more material on the flat, which 
means more bevel cuts than with a larger saw. By centraliz-
ing both miter and bevel controls in one place, adjustments 
to the bevel can be made with ease, virtually eliminating 
any hassle associated with this change in process. 

This saw miters to 60 degrees and bevels to 48 degrees 
in both directions. The smaller blade is also stiffer and less 
prone to deflection. I can’t sing the praises of this design 
enough; being able to make a quick bevel adjustment with-
out the reach-around action that most saws have resigned 
themselves to is a revolution for precision work. 

With the cut capacity and smooth-angled controls, Maki-
ta had already created a saw able to keep up with its much 
larger cousins, but they weren’t done adding features. It was 
a fraught decision for me to add another battery platform, 
but with its 40-volt battery this saw has plenty of power for 
whatever you throw at it, and one 40-volt battery tends to 
last through a full day of moderate cutting—and can be rap-
idly recharged over lunch. Moreover, the power delivery is 
smooth, enabling one to cut precisely without the saw trying 
to buck at the beginning or end of the cut. Dust collection is 
pretty good, definitely better than most miter saws I’ve used. 
I haven’t had the opportunity to use Makita’s bluetooth dust 
collection system but I imagine it would be a handy add-on. 
Makita also added an LED cutline to the saw, allowing for 
quick and easy gauging of where the cut will fall, which, in 

The GSL02Z has a rail-forward system so the saw can be used 
close to a wall. Note the multi-function front controls (above).
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my opinion, should be a standard feature given its advan-
tages. However, the cutline is my only gripe with the saw 
because it requires one to push a button to engage the light 
rather than turning itself on automatically. Some of my co-
workers found this motion more awkward than others, but 
at this point I’ve gotten used to it. 

The best part about the saw is that all these features 
are included in a very compact package. The saw weighs 
48 ¹/₂ pounds, which isn’t light but is easily manageable 
when paired with the saw’s small footprint. This small 
footprint stems largely from the saw’s rail-forward design, 
allowing the saw to feel better balanced when carried. The 
rail forward-design is the chef ’s kiss on this saw: It’s easier 
to move around and it can be more flexibly located than 
most other saws. This really shone through for me when I 
was using the saw to dial in the head casing on a series of 
doors; I tucked the Makita into the hall closet, allowing me 
to have my saw two steps away whilst enabling myself and 
a host of subcontractors to also pass through the space.  
When space is at a premium, those last few inches of clear-
ance are a big advantage. The combination of a small size 
and a large cut capacity means that the saw is well-suited 

to standing alone when working on smaller parts, or set up 
as a full cut station. 

All these features do come at a hefty price tag—the 
Makita currently retails for $850 bare tool (GSL02Z) or 
$1100 (GSL02M1) as a kit. This was a hard price to pay 
but the capabilities of the saw make it well worth it. The 
small size and wide array of features means I end up using 
my miter saw more, encouraging a safer, cleaner, and more 
precise job site. Whereas I might have previously eschewed 
a miter saw in favor of a circular saw when framing, it’s 
now a no-brainer to set up the Makita when a touch more 
precision and repeatability is needed. Need to make a 
quick cut for a punchlist task? The Makita is there, no cord 
or back-breaking lift needed. But when the chips are down 
and the most demanding of detailed work is necessitated, 
the Makita is also ready to handle the work with more pow-
er, precision, and operability than many larger saws. It’s 
the true Goldilocks saw: Everything is just right. Find it at 
makitausa.com.

 
Nathaniel Carlsen is a carpenter with TDS Custom Construction, 
in Madison, Wis. Follow his projects at @nvcarlsen on Instagram.

The author can control miter and bevel without having to reach to the back of the saw. The built-in LED light also illuminates the cut area 
while working (left). Weighing in at a compact 48 ¹/₂ pounds the saw is comfortable to move around the job site (right).
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Squi.Jig 4 1/2-Inch Mini Pro Rafter Square

At first glance, the Squi.Jig 4 ½-Inch Mini Pro looks like 
many other micro or mini rafter squares on the market. It 
has all the hallmarks of quality manufacturing: clean ma-
chining, crisp and easy to read markings, accurate scribe 
points, and a ³/₁6-inch heel that’s handy for decking, sid-
ing, and general layout work.

But anyone with a keen eye will immediately notice 
what truly sets it apart—the adjustable heel.

If you work with steel or aluminum trim and flashing, 
you already know a standard 7 ½-inch square isn’t always 
the most efficient tool. It simply doesn’t fit into many of 
the profiles we deal with day to day. This is where the Mini 
Pro’s small size earns its keep.

The heel can be adjusted in several ways:

 �Centered or removed entirely
 �Offset ¼ inch on one side and ½ inch on the other
 �Offset ⅛ inch and ⅝ inch—a most useful combination

That ⅛-inch offset is the real gem. It allows the square to 
sit almost perfectly flat, which improves layout accuracy by 
helping to prevent your pencil from wandering underneath 
the blade. At the same time, the ⅛-inch heel still registers 
cleanly against a hemmed metal edge, giving you a positive 
reference point even on thin stock.

If you’re looking to add a versatile 4 ½-inch square to 
your kit, this carpenter can confirm it’s a solid choice. 
From drawer faces to J trim to custom flashings (where I 
have really seen a difference), the Squi.Jig Mini Pro adapts 
to whatever situation you throw at it. It costs $70 stand-
alone and with a built-in spirit level is $80. This tool and 
their other products are available in a range of colors and 
are available at Squijig.com.

Aron Jones is co-founder and site supervisor of Big Dog Con-
struction on Grand Manan Island, New Brunswick. Follow 
him on Instagram: @bigdogconstruction.gm

Tools of the Trade

The Squi.Jig 4 1/2-Inch Mini Pro has all the features of a larger 
model (1). Set screws in the heel allow easy offset adjustment 
to four options (2). The flush heel allows for a steady scribe line 
on an inside corner (3).
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