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When I was first starting out in machining, life was simple. I had a
box of fractional drill bits and it was easy to find the one closest to
the needed hole diameter. As I learned more, my choices became
more complex. Before long I had added number drills, letter drills,
and metric.
My need didn’t change: find the closest drill size. It then occurred to me that
thinking about drills as belonging to different sets was slowing me down. I needed
a way to go from a known decimal inch diameter hole to the closest drill bit.
The solution came from software: use an index system.
Across the top of the table is the first digit. Down the left side is the second digit.
This is enough to get me to a small set of possible drill bit sizes.
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For example, say I need a hole 0.357
inches in diameter. I read across the
top until I find 0.3. Then down the
side for 5. This takes me to a small
group of drill sizes. I really don’t
care that they are from different
systems. All that matters is that they
are near my target. Looking at the
three choices, I find that a “T” drill is
the best choice.
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Not willing to let good enough alone,
I added the tap and clearance drill
sizes from 2-56 to ½-13.
For example, read across to 0.3 and
then down to 2. The decimal value is
0.3230 and the name is P C5/16-18.
This means that it is a letter drill
called “P” plus is the Clearance hole
for a 5/16-18 screw.
If you go to 0.31 you will find an example of a tap hole where I use “T”.
I do also have a separate table of just tap and clearance drills. It is stuck on my
toolbox next to my drill press. Best used when the screw size is known.
One thing that I found rather strange was the lack of drill sizes in the 0.44
category. I can buy a custom drill 0.445 but would have to part with
almost $100. However, since drills rarely cut perfect holes, it didn’t take
me long to locate an old bit that gave me close to this value.
Murphy’s Law: when I pick up a piece of paper, it is often wrong side up. This was
easy to solve: print the drill table on both sides of the paper.
The final step was to use “card stock” as my paper and run it through my
laminator. It is then stiff enough to survive in my shop and easy to clean of grease.
You can find a .pdf of the table at
https://rick.sparber.org/FastAccessDrillSizeTable.pdf.
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