
McCafferty Dulcimers 
How I Set the String Height on a Dulcimer 

 
The device I use to measure and set the desired string height on a dulcimer is made from a modified 
Wixey Digital Height gage.  They cost less than $20 and is shown in the left most photo below.   I cut the 
feet off and made a base that clamps to the side of the fretboard and positions the height measuring 
“plunger above the bass string.  I drilled a hole left of the display and glued an LED in it.  I added a bent 
washer that formed a flat metalic bottom to the plunger and ran a wire from it to the LED as shown in 
the center photo.  On the back, I velcroed a battery pack and added a test lead and a resistor to limit the 
current in the LED as shown in the righthand photo.  When there is current flow from the test lead to 
the base of the plunger via the dulcimer string, the LED glows. 

 

I made an adjustable height bridge by making two wedges one of which has the shape of my standard 
bridge.  With the pieces in the bridge slot, as the wedges are pushed together, the test bridge surface 
raises the string height as shown in the photos below. 

 

  



The procedure goes as follows: 

 

1. Clamp the height indicator to the fretboard at the 7th fret. 
2. Push the plunger down so that the string bottoms out on the fret and “zero the gage.  This zeros 

out the diameter of the string. 
3. Install the adjustable test bridge so that the string is below the desired height (LED not on). 
4. Slide the plunger up to the desired distance between the fret and the bottom of the string and 

tighten the clamping screw.  I typically set it for .075”. 
5. Since the diameter of the string is accounted for in step 2, when the string just touches the 

bottom of the plunger, the string is at the desired height and is indicated by the LED just 
beginning to glow.  Now push the bridge wedges together raising the string height such that the 
LED just starts to glow.  The bridge is now the height it needs to be to accomplish the desired 
string height. 

6. With Digital calipers, measure the height of the bridge and make a permanent bridge at this 
height.  I have another gadget shown below that trims a bridge blank to the desired height, but 
that’s another story ;?) 

 

 


