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Many people look at the Thistle mast and think, “Wow, those diamond things look confusing.” For 
me I look at it like a way to learn more about the boat and its potential to go faster. In this article 
we are going to walk through a step-by-step method of setting up a Thistle mast and look at the 
different variables that affect it, and why. 

The first step is making sure your mast is straight. To do this, sight down or up the luff track and 
notice if there are any bends or curves to one side or the other. If you do have a bend to one side, 
start by locating the bend, then loosen that diamond on one side and take an equal turn on the 
other side. If this does not correct it, take all diamonds off and make sure that the mast is straight 
without tension on it and repeat until the mast is straight.

Most sail makers have their tuning guides outlined with various tensions for the diamonds. I 
think that the “variable” tension tune is great because you can see first-hand how a mast will react 
to the tune. Examples of “variable” tension would be Quantum, Fisher, Northwest…. where the top 
set of diamonds differ from the middle and bottom.

In order to get your diamonds tuned properly, you should know that there are a number of ways 
to get to the end result. What’s important, however, is that you use a consistent approach and 
consistent tension gauge.

As shown in the picture to the right, I like to use one hand to steady the mast and the other hand 
to operate the tension gauge. I prefer to read in the middle of wire and above each spreader. Again 
what’s important is that you use the same method each time you tune your mast.

Once your diamonds are set, you are now ready to step the mast. Once the mast is up, there are 
a few key measurements to follow: head stay tension, mast rake, and prebend. All these measure-
ments are outlined in your sail-makers tuning guide.

Prebend is a key measurement in mainsail set-up. Your prebend controls how deep or flat your 
main sail will set up. In light air/flat water it is very important that you set your mast up with enough prebend to flatten out the mainsail. In heavier 
air/choppier water you want a deeper, more powerful sail, so less prebend is required. To control prebend, most people use shims (coins, flat pieces 
of metal, carbon, batten stock)—anything with a thickness between 1/16 to 3/16 inch. Note: the Thistle Class allows up to 3/16 inch maximum shim 
thickness (4.7 mm) —Ed.   

Depending on the conditions and the type of sails 
you are using, you place the shim in the rear of the 
mast step to create prebend, as shown in the picture 
on right.

The question now is how much mast bend is too 
much and how do you control it? Prebend is a great way 
to control mast bend, but it gets a little more complicat-
ed. A lot of people are shimming the front of their steps 
to inhibit mast bend. In the picture below you can see 
that without any shims, the step has a little bit of rock in 
it. This rock forward creates mast bend when mainsheet 
tension is applied or the boom vang is pulled on. 

The ABC’s of Thistle Mast Set-Up

Mast butt with rock A little too much mast bend Just the right amount

Mast shim to induce prebend Prebend
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To inhibit this mast bend you can place thin shims in the front so that the rock in the step is reduced, thus stopping the mast from bending, and creat-
ing a fuller and more powerful sail. 

Notice the difference between these photos. Photo 1 has no shims, which is allowing the mast step to rock forward. Photo number 2 has a 2-mm 
shim in the front. Notice that the mast is a lot straighter, especially down low. This straighter set-up is good in breezy conditions where you are pulling 
a lot of vang on to depower the boat, keeping the main sail from inverting too early from over bending the mast. This is also a good set-up in choppy 
conditions in which you want a deeper main sail shape to power through the chop. 

The general rule of thumb for mast bend is if your over bend wrinkles are at 50% of your foot length or greater and exceed above your spreader jib 
vision window, you have too much mast bend. 

Notice on 1329 the over bend wrinkles reach about the center of the lower vision window and stop just below the jib vision window. These are signs 
that you have the proper amount of mast bend. On 3993 the over bend wrinkles are not as noticeable, and the lower section of the mast is very straight. 
This is a sign of not enough prebend, or he has too thick of a shim in the front of his step, which is not allowing the mast to rock forward and bend 
properly.

Mast bend with no shim in the front, 
normal upwind mainsheet tension

2 mm shim in front, normal upwind main sheet tension

Another shot of mast bend with a 3 mm shim in the front with normal main sheet tension.

Proper bend Not enough bend

Photo 2: Straighter mastPhoto 1: Increased bend down low 




