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Playing hockey,
building bridges

HOCKEY from BA

“We believe our children can do
anything il they have the opportu-
nity,” says Lansdowne resident Ju-
dith White, board treasurer at the
Skate House, at Cobhs Creek Park-
way and Walnut Street. Her son Lo-
gen, 9, plays on the team. “This ls
aboul exposing them to different
things. Our kids 'don't have Lo be
limited to playing just one sport or
two. They can play all sports.”

At the Skate House = thought o
be the nations first ice rink in &
mostly black communlly — Whites
opinion echoes among parenis and
Pluyors alike. -

“] went to be one-of the first black
American professional hockey play-
eps." sava Cobbs Creek forward Tar
ranca Willlams, 13, who recently
jolned the team. “Sometimes my
[riends 1ease me,. talking about
‘Hockey? You're 4 white boy." Bur 1
tell them thatrs not true. Anybody
can play. Jusl get out on the ica and
do it

Even the youngsters who don'l as-

pire to play beyond the Cobbs Creek
weam acknowledge’a’ special affec-
ton for the hockey PROgram.
U "Fopiball i3 definitely my first
love, but this 15 & lot of fon,” says
Iurward Chrls Downs, a Star ruan-
ning back st Malvern Prep who led
the team to & share of the 1996 Inter-
Academic Lesgue title. 17 get to
come out here andhave fun'with
my friends. Plus,” he adds with an
arch grin, “it's fest anod 1 get to hit
peopli — like in football: Who cares
what ather people «think? -They
aren't out here.”

In the course of destroying myths
ahqul its spart, the hockey team is
also helping to build hridges. About
30 percent of the squad 18 whits
{there is even a girl. on the team),
giving children end parents oppor-
‘tunities to mest ' Philadelphians
[rom an sasoftment of backgrounds.

"when | ceme here, 1 didn't know
whar it would be like," says L-year
oid goalie Jelf Postus, who is whita
and from Springfield. "I didn't
think the guys wonld talk 1o me or
anything, But 1 was wrong, ¥ know?
Mobody's lke that at sl Hvery:
body's great"”

The hockey teem — Which this
year added divisions for 10- to 13-
year<lds and 13 w 15year-oplds to
itm SFtod-yearold platoon — is also
fighting the harsh economic reali-
ties that limit bisck participation in
hockey, Cobbs C players donit
have to pay lor their uniforms or
equipment. Central City Toyota and
other sponsors donate same; hoard
fund-raising events pay for the rost.

*We don't think the kids ought to
be refused & chance Lo do something

- they might like just becausa they

can't afford iL" sava board president
Laura Sims, a longlime cOmMmunity
acuvist who led a 20-vear campalgn

1o build the rink.

Sims says that each of the 80 play-
2rs hag at least 5350 worth of equip-
ment, though some of it such 8%
padding, is recycled [rom season (o
pemson 1o cut expendes. Sims Says
the Skate House and Lhe team's
sponsors fpend an’ additlonal 535500
annually 10 malntain the program.

Skate House asdminisirators say
they have been able 1o 5ult Up most
of the children who want to join the
team, but they arem't certain how
well they will keep ap a5 the pro-
ETam ETOWE. '

“We had to turn away & couple of
kids on our Ste-® team," =mays Sleve
Barron, who runs the Cobbs Creek
rink.

Barron says the program was moth-
balled from late 1994 through carly
1996 because a new refrigeration sys
tem was being installed st the rink
The season before the rink shut

v o, the team posted & 4= record.

"# lot of the kids got scattered, so

we bad to starl rom scratch,” Bar-
TON 58Y4.
" The board continues to seek ways
v enhance the program. Skate
House officials say they are talking
w actor/rapper Will Smith, a Wesl
Philadelphia native, abpul $ponsor-
ing' & squad for L6 to 16-year-lds.
They'te als0 talking with four other
city rinks about creating a local
league late this veat

"What wou see here ian our goal,”
s8)5 Sims, the board president. "This
is just the beginning of whal we be-
lieve we can do, We want more kids
who can po Turther and will be able
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Roughing it up some al practice, lan Schaoler (right] levals Alex
Viscidi. The team iz pelling back on rack after 8 hiatus.

to use their skills better. We are bop-
ing we can put more blacks in the
National Hockey Leagune.”
Philip Greene, coach of the team's
= two youngest divisions, believes this
alm wholly sttainable. Greene, who
grew up on nearby &th Street, says
he might heve made the MHL had he
learnisd hockey 83 early as age &

“] sitarted im high school,” Sys
Greene, whose-dreams of playing for
the Flyers were cut short by an ankle
imjury. "Had I started &t this level, T
don't have any doubt [ wouldwe
made il 3o for me, thiz is all about
giving back mnd, hopeluliy, giving
someone 8 chance I didn't hove.™

But at the heart of their efforis,
Sims and others say, i3 & mission far
more urgent than turning out bg-
league talent: saving the communi-
ty'z children [rom the perls of the
Streets.

“This gives the kids something to
do besides banglng out on the cor-
ner," =ays Chrie Downs' mother
Joan, who has another sen end a
nephew on the tesm, too. "We're

roviding somelblng constructive

or them and their talénts, This isn'l
just about sports.” i

In =ome ways, the Cohbs Cresk
Skate Houss never was, says Sims.
When Slms began lobbying lor the
rink in the 1970s she says she
hoped to show people oulslde the
black commumity — and many
within it = thal Alrlcan Americans
would support a sporting Iacility
other then thé basketball cownrts
that pepper the nelghborhood.

The Olympicsize rink opened in

+ garly 1985 The hockey teatl, which

consisted of only the Fo9-year-ald
group, was formed in 1967 with &
critical boogl from the Philadelphia
Flyars, who provided instruction
and equipment during the pro-
gram's first five years.

In addition te hockey, the rink's
menu lncludes six-wesk skating
courses: lee dme for gym atudenis al
10 local elementsry and middie
schools, as well as a cluss of speclal-
education students; and skating pro-
grams for church day-care centcrs.

_But the hockey leam remains B
point of pride for many at the Skale
Howze, who zay that it has the polen-
tial o rival Mew York City's nation-
ally recognized Hockey Im Harlem
program, which also exposes Alri-
can American city kids to the ice.

“White, black, Hispanic — kids
should fee] comforiable dolng some-
thing they HEe" says Greepe. "1
doen’t want them 1o feel intimidated
of woe let anyone get in their way.”

Back at the Skate House, Chris
Vincent has only one barrler on his
mind right now — the penalty box.
Az he weiches 1he scrilbmage {rom
the sidelines, he endures {riends’
temsing,

“You're an animal, Chris,” jokes
Chris Downs about his friend's tough
play. "Grroer, You oughtta be in &
cage, man. Keep vou off the ice”™

Behind his face mask, Vinceal
eracks & broad samile and spité oul
his mouthpiece to respond. "' be
right back ont there," he promises.

Here, the children always are.



