
A downhiller’s guide to wax

Physics tells us there’s no 
such thing as a frictionless 
surface. When a ski or snow-
board moves on snow, the 
contact guarantees some re-
sistance draining energy from 
the motion. Wax is the key, the 
most time-honored and time-
tested method, to minimizing 
that resistance.

The more frequently you 
can wax your boards, the fast-
er you’ll go. A ski shop will 
apply a fresh coat of wax with 
every tune-up, but eventually 
it becomes cheaper and more 
convenient to do the job at 
home. Here’s a brief how-to, a 
glide guide if you will.

WAXING 101
If you ever hang out with 

wax-loving cross-country ski-
ers, you’ll hear them talk mys-
teriously about structure: “I 
opened up the structure with 
a brass brush.” “Start with 
an LF wax, it’s good for your 
structure.” In fact the con-
cept is much less arcane than 
it sounds: structure is just a 

fancy word for the texture of 
your base.

At a microscopic level, hot 
wax penetrates tiny pores in 
the base and stays there. That 
gives it a much longer useful 
life than the rub-on liquid 
wax I used the first time I dab-
bled in DIY waxing. Rub-on 
wax applies quickly and feels 
great at first slip, but it wears 
off after a couple runs.

Hot wax comes in blocks 
that you melt with an iron. 
You have many options. Uni-
versal wax works well in any 
snow conditions and is the 
clear choice for starters. Tem-
perature-specific wax is faster 
than universal wax, but you’ll 
have to reapply whenever the 
weather swings, which is all 
the time here in New Eng-
land.

Remember that cold snow 
is slow snow, with the crystals 
sticking up like a molecular 
runaway truck ramp. Whereas 
around freezing the snow sur-
face is smooth, wet and prone 
to suction. Temperature-spe-
cific wax, along with the right 
choice of brush, matches your 
structure to the snow.

You’ll also need to pick a 
grade of wax. The choices are 
hydrocarbon (HC), low fluoro-
carbon (LF), and high fluoro-
carbon (HF), listed in order 
of price and performance. Un-
less you plan on racing, HC is 
probably fine.

Hold the chosen block to 
your hot wax iron (an old 
clothes iron turned to “low” 
works OK but it can’t hold 
an even temperature; stop if 
it smokes) and drip wax onto 
your base from tip to tail. 
Then run the iron directly 
over the base, back and forth, 
until the wax melts in an even 

coat. As with clothes, always 
keep the iron moving while 
it’s touching your base.

Next the wax needs to cool. 
I used to put skis out in the 
snow to cool them quickly, 
but then I learned a slow cool 
down helps the wax to bond. 
So keep your equipment in-
doors and do something else 
for a half hour until the base 
reaches room temperature.

Scrape off the excess wax 
from tip to tail with a plastic 
scraping tool. The sharper 
your scraper is, the easier this 
step will be. Finally, make 
the surface glossy with a ny-

lon brush – a stiff one for wet 
snow, a soft one for cold, dry 
snow. Brush for longer than 
you think you need to. With 
patience you can polish the 
wax down to just a few mol-
ecules thick for the ultimate 
glide.

A WORD ABOUT PHANTOM
There’s an elephant in the 

room. About a year ago DPS 
introduced a base treatment 
called Phantom that threat-
ens to supplant wax entirely. 
Apply it once, says the mar-
keting, and your equipment 
glides for life. Tests by Ski 

Magazine and backcountry.
com suggest that Phantom 
lives up to the hype: after mul-
tiple days ripping up a vari-
ety of temperatures and snow 
conditions, testers found no 
loss in performance.

Since the product has yet 
to be tested by a true third 
party and hasn’t existed long 
enough to verify the “for life” 
claim, I will stick with old-
fashioned wax for the mo-
ment. But let’s keep an eye on 
Phantom because it could be 
a game changer.

See you along the fall line.
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Grammas named Bradley 
Cunningham Scholar

Caleb Grammas, Class of 
2022, has been named the 
Bradley Cunningham Scholar 
at Gould Academy, reported 
Christopher Gorycki, head 
of school in Maine. Grammas 
is a freshman who began his 
Gould career as a participant 
in the eighth-grade winter 
term program. Gorycki said 

that Grammas has a well-
balanced academic schedule 
with fine arts electives.

Grammas lives locally, near 
Gould Academy, and joins his 
three brothers as members of 
the Gould community.

The scholarship fund was 
started and funded by Cun-
ningham’s father, Michael 

Cunningham of Granville, his 
family and close friends after 
Bradley Cunningham’s death 
on January 24, 2001, in a ski-
ing accident in Bethel, Maine. 
Bradley graduated posthu-
mously from Gould Academy 
in May 2001 and was a four-
year “jacketed” ski patroller 
at Sunday River ski area.

$5 Christmas trees available
U.S. Forest Service officials 

in Vermont are encouraging 
the public to purchase Christ-
mas tree removal permits 
should they be interested in a 
$5 tree for the holidays. This 
year, all fourth-graders can 
take advantage of the Every 
Kid in a Park (EKIP) initia-
tive and get a free Christmas 
tree voucher found at www.
everykidinapark.gov. Fourth-
graders that present a print-
ed copy of the voucher may 
redeem it for an EKIP pass 
and a Christmas tree removal 
permit at one of the U.S. For-
est offices listed below. This 
is a one-time opportunity to 
cut down a Christmas tree 
on national forest land dur-
ing the 2018 holiday season. 
Christmas trees for personal 
use may be cut in the Green 
Mountain National Forest, 

subject to the following condi-
tions:

A Christmas Tree Removal 
permit must be purchased ($5) 
at one of the Forest Service 
offices located in Rutland, 
Manchester Center or Roch-
ester, Vermont.

The permit must be at-
tached to the tree before 
transporting it from the site 
where it was cut.

The permit holder is re-
sponsible for knowing that 
the tree comes from Forest 
Service land. Maps are avail-
able when you purchase your 
permit.

Trees over 20 feet tall are 
not designated for cutting by 
the Christmas tree permit.

The height of the tree stump 
left after a tree has been cut 
should be 6 inches or less 
above the soil.

Christmas trees shall not be 
cut in active timber sales, wil-
derness areas, campgrounds, 
picnic areas, or within 25 feet 
of any Forest Service–, town- 
or state-maintained road.

Only one Christmas tree 
permit will be issued per 
household per year.

Permits are not refundable.
Trees obtained under the 

Christmas tree permit may 
not be resold.

U.S. FOREST  
SERVICE OFFICES

Rutland Forest Supervisor’s 
Office, 231 North Main Street, 
Rutland, 802-747-6700; Man-
chester Ranger Station, 2538 
Depot Street, Manchester 
Center, 802-362-2307; Roches-
ter Ranger Station, 99 Ranger 
Road, Rochester, 802-767-4261.

Let it Snow


