
MACHINE MAINTENANCE
The tabletop must always be clean.

You can use a small brush or whiskb-
room to remove dust and any other
shavings. I use the built-in vacuum
system before and after every sharpen-
ing, and I empty the sweep tray daily.
Blademaster’s Slickit will polish the
tabletop so the skate holder slides
without friction. At Rexall Place, where
the Oilers play, I use the Blademaster
BR-2004 and when we go on the road,
we take Blademaster’s BRC-2005
portable. 

CHANGING THE GRINDING 
WHEEL

Before changing, “ring” test the
wheel. You do this by placing the
wheel on the tommy bar and tapping 
it with the wheel wrench (you should
hear a ringing sound). If you hear 
a dull “thud” sound, the wheel is
cracked and should be discarded. 

Choosing the proper grit wheel is 
a personal preference. I always use
Blademaster’s 8MXP, which is a multi-
grit wheel. Grinding wheel grits run
the gamut from 60 to 120 (the lower
the number, the coarser the grind,
which means the wheel removes mate-
rial faster but leaves a rougher finish).
The higher the grit, the less aggressive
it cuts, but you get that mirror-like fin-
ish. I find the multigrit 8MXP wheel
dresses well and is certainly efficient
for my needs. Make sure the wheel is
fastened tightly and all guards are in
place. I always stand off to the side
when starting up a new wheel just in
case. NHL trainers use a variety of
wheels from 8MXRUBY to the 8FR
fine-grit wheel.

CHOICE OF DIAMOND
The wheel must be dressed properly

before you start sharpening and the
best dressing comes with a newer 
diamond. The diamond will last longer
if you rotate it while dressing. I find
the Blademaster TSM-688 diamond
lasts quite long and has good value 
for the price.

HOLLOW/QUILL SETTING
Before dressing the wheel you must

set the quill to the preferred hollow. 
It can be set anywhere from 1/4” to 2”.
Make your hollow selection and lock
the quill into position. I always make
sure the radius arm pivot points are
tight, with no play and the yoke is to
be centered. Make sure the yoke slide-
bars are secure and slide freely in their
ways. The top wheel guard and screws
secure the slidebars. 

DRESSING THE WHEEL
Before you turn on the machine,

check the wheel guard to make sure
there is enough clearance for the wheel
to turn freely. After you’ve set the quill
to the desired hollow, move the radius
arm in an up-and-down sweeping
motion while turning the front-feed
knob until the diamond is just touch-
ing the wheel. Make sure the Lexan
protective shield is in place before
turning the machine on. Care should
be taken while dressing the wheel as 
it spins at 3450 rpm. Start the dressing
process by slowly turning the front-
feed knob clockwise, which feeds the
diamond into the moving wheel, with
your right hand, as you sweep the
radius arm with your left hand in 
an up-and-down motion. With the 

diamond cutting the wheel, keep the
up-and-down arc going until the entire
face or width of the wheel has been
smoothly dressed with the diamond.
As the wheel face is cleaned and con-
toured to the desired radius, it is
important to use a slow, consistent 
up-and-down arc movement as this
will lead to a smoother, properly
dressed wheel.

THE SKATE HOLDER
A properly aligned holder is 

imperative in skate sharpening. My
Blademaster SH-5000 holder is pre-set
at the factory. The skate blade (or run-
ner) must be centered vertically when
clamped in the holder, and aligned
horizontally with the center of the
wheel face. Once you’ve dealt with
these important preliminary proce-
dures, it’s time to start sharpening.
Here are a few guidelines I follow:
• First, I look down the length of 

the blade to make sure there’s no
bend in it. If there is, I use the
Blademaster blade straightener
which is attached to the side of 
my machine. Then, I run 
my thumb and forefinger lightly
along the blade, feeling for any
rough spots or burrs. If I feel any-
thing, I use a Blademaster TSM-5004
rectangular hand hone, moving it
along the length of the blade to
smooth off the jagged areas. 

• I check for any looseness or “play”
between the cowling (blade holder)
and the runner, which may be
attached in a variety of ways
depending on the brand. Tuuk, Tuuk
Plus or Lightspeed blades are all
attached by a small post and nut

configuration. CCM and Easton have
a vertical nut and bolt design, and
Graf has a screw-head nut in the
back of their cowling. Also, any
instability between the boot and
blade caused by a loose or rusted
rivet should be corrected. Each NHL
trainer has an air-riveting machine 
to tighten or replace rivets. In the
Edmonton Oilers locker room we
use Blademaster’s 811-PR skate 
riveting machine, as well as the 
SC-2100 skate service center.

• I sharpen with the toe of the skate
facing left (the clockwise spinning
wheel allows me to go with the
wheel when I make my sharpening
passes). Make sure the skate is 
centered in the holder and clamped
into position.

WITNESS MARKS
Start the process with a pair of 

“witness marks.” A slight touch of the
wheel at each end of the blade, about
eight inches apart or between the posts
on a Tuuk blade.

Witness marks are an indicator that
ensures the blade is centered with the
high point of the radius on the grind-
ing wheel’s face. This is an imperative
point in assuring we have two even
edges. 
• A parallel vertical witness mark,

approximately 1/16th of an inch
wide, on each end of the blade,
means the wheel and blade are 
perfectly centered or level with 
one another.

• A “V” mark at each end of the blade
means the blade has to be adjusted
up in the holder to the center of the
wheel.

W hen you see National
Hockey League players
flying around the rink,

stopping and starting, blades dig-
ging into the ice, do you ever won-
der how their blades gets sharp-
ened just right so the players don’t
worry about falling down?

Sharpening skates properly is
more of an art than a science, but
anybody can learn the dos and
don’ts. You just don’t slap the
skates in a clamp, and run them
over a whirring grinding wheel a
couple of times, and hand them to
the player with a “there you go.”
There are guidelines to follow for
NHL equipment managers, who
have to keep their players fast and
safe. Before Edmonton Oilers
equipment manager Barrie Stafford,
who has been a part of five Stanley
Cup-winning teams, along with
Olympic and Canada Cup squads,
starts sharpening skates, he has
several rules of thumb:
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• An inverted “V” at each end means
the blade has to be adjusted down in
the holder to the center of the wheel.

• A different mark at each end may
indicate a slight bend or a skate that
has a high or low edge.
If the marks indicate an out-of-center

alignment, make adjustments up or
down with the cam handles and begin
sharpening. 

SKATE SHARPENING
To start, I make one pass, toe to heel,

then three or four passes post to post
(along the horizontal length of the 
runner not including the toe and heel)
in a consistent, steady motion. The
Blademaster 8MXP wheel works effi-
ciently with a slower, steady pass.
Pressure should be consistent through-
out. During my initial passes, I watch
the sparks coming off the wheel, too. 
A consistent spark width (the width of
the runner) is also an indicator that the
runner is hitting squarely on the
wheel. I now tip the holder up,
looking at the blade bottom to
assure that I’ve cleaned up any
previously noted problem areas.

If I notice any nicks or an edge
missing at this point, I’ll make a
few more passes until the blade
is clean and smooth. Avoid
excessive pressure at the front,
and especially at the end of the
pass. Our goal is to maintain a
steady, even pressure. Uneven
pressure could alter the toe-to-
heel profile of the runner.

It’s very important to have
consistent, even pressure. At
this point, I make the second-last pass
the complete length of the blade. 
Now, before my last pass, I apply
Blademaster’s Gusto Glide, which
comes in a dauber bottle, to the bot-
tom of the blade. Make a slow and
steady heel-to-toe last pass, slower
than the previous four or five, this
leaves the runner with a smooth, pol-
ished, mirror-like finish. The finished
product should have no ripples or dis-
coloration from burning (which is an
indicator of too much, or unsteady
pressure). I then take a small cloth 
and wipe off any excess Gusto Glide. 
I always make a mental note of the
number of passes on the first skate so 
I can match that number to the second.

Finally, I take the TSM-5004 hand-
hone and run it along both sides of the
blade with a light but steady pressure,
taking away any slight burr and I’m
careful not to touch the freshly sharp-
ened edges. I then run my fingers
lightly down the blade making sure 
I have two smooth edges. 

With the knowledge and under-
standing of the fundamentals of the
machine, the wheel, the holder and the
skate blade, with practice, anybody can
start sharpening skates. Only through
experience, can you develop the “feel”
which comes with doing skates for
many years. All experienced skate

sharpeners develop a pattern or profile
of their own. Each NHL equipment
manager has his own nuances. Every
one of us develops a system that works
for his required results. The sugges-
tions I’ve made are just the steps I go
through to get what I feel is an opti-
mum end result. With all of us, the end
result is what’s most important; with a
properly and consistently sharpened
skate being our goal.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY 
HOLLOW?

The diamond dresses (cleans and
contours) the wheel face to a convex
surface. As you run the blade along 
the wheel, the convex wheel imparts a
concave track along the length of the
blade. This concave track has two out-
side edges and the space between the
edges is called the hollow. A properly
sharpened skate has two equal and
even edges.

DEEP HOLLOW
A deep hollow (1/4 or 3/8ths of an

inch) allows for a more pronounced
edge, which makes for tighter turns
and more bite for stopping. The flip-
side is the deeper hollow makes the
blade sink deeper into the ice, causing
more drag and less glide. Players with
a deep hollow have to work harder
because of the friction between ice and
blade. The more pronounced edges of 
a deeper hollow may chip easier and
require more maintenance.

The deeper hollow is usually for
lighter, smaller players; players less
than 185 pounds. Players who maneu-
ver in traffic or stop and start a lot, or
feel secure with a little extra edge, may
prefer a deeper hollow. Wayne Gretzky,
when he played for the Oilers, pre-
ferred a 1/2-inch hollow because he
was more of a dipsy-doodler, starting
and stopping quickly.

FLAT HOLLOW
A flat hollow (5/8ths, 3/4, 7/8ths or

an inch) is more conducive to heavier
players. The less-pronounced edge
allows for more glide because the
blade doesn’t sink as deeply into the
ice. Players using less hollow will use
less energy. A flatter hollow was great-
ly beneficial to a player like Paul

Coffey, who had longer strides and
liked to take the open ice and go. Paul
always experimented with a very flat
hollow between one and two inches.
The flatter hollow blades are easier to
sharpen and need less maintenance. 

There seems to be a general miscon-
ception that sharp skates can only be
achieved with a deep hollow. In the
NHL, a player’s skate hollow is a per-
sonal preference based on trial and
error and many years of skating. 
Each player has a comfort level on his
skates, and must always feel confident
and secure on his edges. The comfort
level is based on a player’s ability,
weight, skating style, and needs as he
does his job. Whether the hollow is 3/8
or 1 inch, if sharpened properly, both
will be very sharp. 

Six-time Stanley Cup winner Mark
Messier, whose playing weight was
around 205 pounds, used a 1-inch hol-
low when he played for the Oilers.

Messier, a heavier power for-
ward had long, fluid strides. 
He didn’t need as much hollow
because he liked to glide on the
top of the ice. Less hollow, more
glide. Current Oiler George
Laraque, who tips the scale at
250 pounds, also uses a flat 
hollow at 1 inch. Norris Trophy-
winning defenseman Chris
Pronger weighs 215 pounds. and
prefers a 7/8th hollow. Colorado
Avalanche player and Canadian
Olympian Joe Sakic skates with 
a 5/8 inch hollow, which may
seem quite flat for a smaller
player. On the other hand 

215-pound Jarome Iginla, a Mark
Messier-style player, skates with a 1/2
inch hollow, which may seem quite
deep for a player of his weight. These
players all require a different hollow
based on their unique skating needs
and playing style.

During every game, I watch closely
to see if players slide into a goal-post
or come in contact with another play-
er’s blades, a stick, or the boards,
which may take off an edge. If they

take a stride and fall, I wonder if they
have lost an edge. As an NHL trainer, 
I know what every player’s hollow is
because I only have 23 players. I sharpen
most of the skates before the morning
practice on game-day, so the players
can test them on the ice and it gives
them time to make adjustments in 
hollow at game time if needed. We
may also adjust hollow up and down
depending on the building, climate
and condition of the ice in the city we
are playing in. Not all of our players
get their skates sharpened for every
game. Some may go two or three
games, others more. Some players get
their skates done two or three times a
game, depending on ice conditions or
bad luck with nicks. I sharpen 12 to 14
of our current Oilers roster before
every game. One or 2 players get 
them done randomly on game days. 

Edmonton Oiler player hollow
breakdown:
3/8 inch 3 players
1/2 inch 9 players
5/8 inch 1 player
3/4 inch 3 players
7/8th inch 5 players
1 inch 1 player

Canadian Olympic Team breakdown:
3/8 inch 2 players
1/2 inch 12 players
5/8 inch 1 player
3/4 inch 3 players
7/8 inch 5 players
1 inch 1 player

Paul Coffey may have been the
greatest skater in National Hockey
League history. It was like his skate
blades never touched the ice, as if he
was floating. But, he was naive about
what worked for him, until he joined
the Oilers in 1980. “I had no idea 
what a hollow meant. Barrie was very
patient with me and explained how it
worked. He helped me realize what
was right for the way I skated,” Coffey
said. “If your skates aren’t sharpened
right, you can’t play.”

Avertisement

Paul Coffey
and Barrie
Stafford 

8

Sharpening Tips by Barrie 
Stafford



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


