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Roger Lloyd has owned New Carman Roller Skating Rink since the 1970s. The business is § MEN'S HEALTH
i ol Intergenerational friends...

ld-school signs posted on the unassuming building at Germantown
Avenue and West Hilton Street in North Philadelphia read “Gospel

FOOD & DRINK
Roller Skating” and “Make $ Have a Skate Party!”

Liberty Point entertainme. .. u
That’s what greets passersby outside the New Carman Roller Skating Rink,

where the business logo - a roller skate with angel wings - currently points in
the direction of a “SALE” sign. Those images speak to a storied past and an B ARTS & CULTURE

uncertain future. The Philadelphia Show ce...

Gliding and spinning through the heart of it all is a 70-year-old man named

Roger Lloyd, who laid everything on the line to purchase — four decades ago — a
business about which he recalls saying as a 12-year-old boy, “One day, I'm going

to own this place.” ahealthierphilly
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saw the sale sign. It was like do avenues like [Germantown] run
PR
PTSD. SHeganale: WHAT DO YOU THINK? :
“Many, many, many people Have you ever taken money out of
T oty : Bl S i e e - retirement savings to pay off
said, ‘Mr. Lloyd, you can’t leave. You just can’t.’ I'm talking about people who've outstanding personal debt?

been coming here for so long that they're bringing their great-grandchildren

now. Not their grandchildren, great-grandchildren.”  Yes, many times

— , , Yes, once or twice
Let’s start at the beginning before pondering what could be coming to an end.

) No, but I've considered it

Originally a movie theater,

: . . No, and | haven't even considered it
Carman Roller Skating Rink first

opened its doors during the Great Other / Does not apply

“I'd like to see someone
come in and keep it open
In subsequent decades, Lloyd as a roller-skating rink,” he
found it to be a place of joy in his said. “I'd like to see a
younger days. He honed his young man get a chance
skating skills — to amazing levels, like I got by stepping up

no less — and became an and trying this.”

Depression. The year was 1932,

employee.

Then, after surviving his time in

Vietnam, Lloyd took a leap of literal and religious faith in the mid-1970s. After
serving as the business manager for the rink operation, he entered into a
lease/purchase agreement, signing away most everything he had to his name as
collateral despite the fact that it was located in the heart of a then-drug-infested
neighborhood.

“When they shot up my front door, they crossed a line,” recalled Lloyd, a deacon
at Triumph Baptist Church, of the area’s rock bottom.

Suffice it to say, things took a turn for the better.

Roger Lloyd has owned the New Carman since the 1970s, but the hidden gem is currently up for
sale. (Brian Hickey/PhillyVoice)

Walk into Carman Gardens today and the front doors double as a tangible
wayback-machine's entry portal.

Lloyd will show you a photo of the first-ever customer paying at the front

window in 1932 and a portrait of Carman’s inaugural skating club from 42 years
later, along with their successors throughout the '70s.

Tucked behind vintage pretzel and hot-dog machines hangs a snack-bar menu
advertising hot sausages ($2.25), potato chips (50 cents), pizza ($2), pompoms
($4) and socks ($1.50).

In an office that doubles as the skate-rental storage room, Lloyd — who has
skated as far away as Bangkok, Thailand - has a tattered, seven-year-old manila
envelope containing all the newspaper and magazine stories written about
Carman Gardens dating back to the early 1980s.

Two people are here with him on this day, getting ready for a Saturday that will
see the rink open from early in the afternoon until the wee hours. It’s going to be
a big day for a place that relies on Saturday night public-skating sessions and

private parties at other times throughout the week.

To offer a visitor a sense of what Carman Gardens looks and sounds like when in
full operation, one of the workers heads over to the D] booth and flips a couple
of switches. The disco ball starts spinning, colorful lights circling the rink start
flashing, and The Whispers’ “All The Way (Let’s Go)” blasts through the speakers.

Lloyd wistfully mentions that the bathrooms used to be located up a flight of
steps on the second floor.

“Look here,” he said, when confronted with the fact that navigating staircases on
roller skates isn’t the safest of endeavors, “we never complained. There wasn’t
even carpet on the steps back then.”

When he started leasing the place, he paid a shade under $1,100 a month plus
utilities. Though his mother thought he was destined to fail, “I never missed a
payment.”

When he transitioned to the latter half of the lease/purchase agreement two
years later, he lucked into a meeting with a bank vice president who, on the
verge of retirement, said, “There’s just something about you that I like.” Then, he
agreed to extend a $50,000 loan (“That was like a million dollars back then”)
with 16 percent interest (“Crazy!”).

The place was paid off in five years because, as Lloyd put it, “I'm a roller, man!”

The subsequent years were good for the place since roller skating — which moves
in cyclical trends of popularity — experienced its heyday.

When “gospel roller skating” arrived on the scene in 1983, the place pushed its
maximum capacity of 1,080 visitors, he said. When Carman hosts its next big
non-Halloween party in mid-November, more than 500 guests are expected. The
ebbs and flows have offered enough business to keep the doors open through
the years.

Peter Woodall is co-editor of Hidden City Daily, a site that “pulls back the curtain
on the city’s most remarkable places and connects them to new people, functions

and resources.”

With that mission, along with writer Rachel Hildebrandt’s research into the
place, it makes sense that Carman was the site of Hidden City’s anniversary
party two years running.

“It’s hard to find really cool, unusual spots that nobody in the city knows about
anymore,” Woodall said. “There was a lot of pressure on us. Carman wasn’t on
the radar when we were talking about it, so we knocked on the door, met Mr.
Lloyd and learned we could rent it. People really liked it. Plus, you can have beer
there at private parties.”

Also finding Carman Gardens cool was “the city and our fabulous mayor,” who,
“without setting foot inside the place,” assessed the property at roughly $900,000
in late 2013, Lloyd said.

Suffice it to say, that reassessment is directly related to that SALE sign — asking
price: $500,000 — outside.

While Lloyd got that rolled back by several hundred thousand dollars, the fight -
coupled with the owner now being on Earth for seven decades - left him
searching for an exit plan.

(Also in that mix was the fact the kids these days are “changing.” He cited both
Monday night’s video from a South Carolina classroom and thoughts that some
youths are more interested in computers than heading out for a night of physical
activity as supporting evidence.)

What the reduced assessment did was buy him time. Had his property value
stayed so high, he’d have worked to sell it off last year.

Now, he finds himself in a position where he can wait for the right buyer, a
person who would resemble him when he took the reins.

“The Lord didn’t bring me this far just so he could leave me. When all’s said and
done, this is going to work out,” he said.

Then, he quoted Scripture in saying, ““Whatever you ask for in prayer, believe
that you have received it, and it will be yours.' Be a good steward. I am a living
witness.”

Since that sign went up, he’s gotten numerous inquiries from potential buyers.

The would-be purchaser who wanted to turn it into a clothing store got an
automatic “no.”

The person who talked to Lloyd about transforming it into a boxing venue is still
in play.

And, the professional basketball player with local ties who sent an envoy to the
site to take a look-see could still become New Carman's third-ever owner (though
a spokesman for his team told PhillyVoice that he’s extended no formal offer, so
he shall remain nameless ... for now).

Said Lloyd of the sale process, “I got a 1ot going on. This may go any day.”

But spend any amount of time with the "roller," and it becomes clearly evident
that he's not looking forward to the day he and Carman part ways. He speaks
passionately about its history and quirks. It seems as if it's a living, breathing

companion.
So, what would he like to see happen at the corner of Germantown and Hilton?

“I"d like to see someone come in and Keep it open as a roller-skating rink,” he
said. “I'd like to see a young man get a chance like I got by stepping up and
trying this.”

BRIAN HICKEY
PhillyVoice Contributor
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