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BY KIREY LEE DAVIS

Tres Jovmsl, Becoen

TULSA - City of Jenks planners thought
thisy Had foimd A copetione for their down-
town nntiqua district

While they have yet fo reach thelr
dream o extend’ Main Street o the
Arlansas River, by building. the 71,000-
square-Toot - Oklahoma Aquarium they
achitved much, mmckmare, Even hefore it
opened, the 520 milliby witerfront musis
um spiamed  developmear. of a new. hatal
and the RiverWalli Crossing shopping cen-
ter in Jenks, ending, the city's sales tmc
drain:

Puid for primurily with reveruse bonds;
the aquarium’s. constriction and debut
offered sheptics tangible evidence that
riverfront. development works, which
helped! inspire voters to approve Tulsa
County’s Vision 2025 revitalization praj-

ect An even bigger prize came last year
wilh River District Development Group's
plan for = §1 billion lifestyle center, just
south of the sguariuny

Now five years okl enjoying its
strongest  attendarce since 2003, the
aquarium district redefined reglonal eca-
notie dreams < o fygtrsting irony tmany
nutside Jenks, since the museum dinectors
hail opes targreted Tule’s shores.

“1 think it played n pioneoring role, 1
suin ioup” said Kenny Alexopoulos, the
nquarium's  director of -science nnd
mechiics, .

The ball starred rolling in 1984, when
bidlogist Doug Kemper and physician
Palmer Ramey Jrscribbled hotes on/i nagp-
kin' for an Arkansas River jaquarium,
mwews in Seattle, Baltimore and rve'w
York Gity, nurtured the plans ns Ramey
helped form a supporting foundntion. By
1992 they liad proposed zn 50,000 -square-
foat freshwater and marine research facili-
fy for Tulsa River Parks land, itx 200-plus
exhibity weing 1.5 million gallons of wates,
But problems with finances and the target-
ed P1st'and Riverside loeation sidetracked
their efforis.

A weleome mat unrelled in Jenlks, jts
city leaders seeking some way to plug the
sales tax crmep from their zolsqunmlmllg
cumimunity, Soon both sides saw the aquar-
Tt n fowrist mnpmmhndngnmw

il district broad, '15 the Jenks
economic base beyond ity iconic lnthums.

While city ldalers glwehrped a pevenue
bond packuge, and the aquarium founda-
tion gathered mitkions fram daonars, srchi-
tect Viviana C, Varnado with Gary Sparks
Cox (now Grafton Tull Sparks) crafred a
downtown tedevelopment program. to
cxtend | Main Street to the nquarium site
while imph inyg several'c teand
Infrascructure improvements. In swdying

the city's history and architecture, fromits.

rustic train depbt to the Jenks Chamber's
white and green rottage homa, she com-
pleted hes plan with i new, tower =6 the
gatewny for traffic entering Jenks from the
river

A patron snaps o phala as othars lock on at an exhibit at the Oklahoma Aquarium in Jegks.

FICITS B A STELL

‘The Oklahoma Aguarium In Jenks |s along the. banks of the Arkansas River.

That rower’s. seashore styling curried
over Tothe aquarivim’ muld-pinnnached
design. Varpado outlined three bulldings
connected by covered walloways, each
steel-framed stmeture hathed  in white
vinyl siding on brick. topped by an ever-
gresn rpof The soaring entryway opens to

o restaurant, classcooms, officos and
research space on the 6 the exhibits and
gift center to thu right

“Mest aquariums are bidlr ane way, to
follow the exhibits” wid Varnoado, “This
ngquarium is-laid out-so that you, as an
obsarver, can choose your own path”

PRI BY 4 STELL

The highlight sits at tho southern cdge, o
450,000 @illon shack tank that allows visi-
tors ta walk under the wazer, shielded by
an acrylic bubble made by Beynolds
Polymer chhndlogy of Grand Junction,
Colo,

“When they brought it in, it fit perfectly
in plice? said Alexopotlos “It was o per-
fect it"

As The Ross Group of Tulsa finished the
structune over an 18-month period, aqusri-
umn leaders found they hod nn unexpected
asset in Alexopoulos. The biologist com-
bined an artist’s ouch in crafting exhibits
with 4 foragers skill 1o amamune them, He
also engincered ot just the displays, but
many. of their electronic syitems, saving
the aquarium rillions.

“He's a regular Leonardo” said Varnado.

The Lmillion-gallon.  Oklahoma
Aguarium opened its 130 exhibits on May
28, 2003, jamering natonal acclsim wnd
attenydance of 500,000, That has since set-
thad at about 400,000 per year:

This year the squarium flled the lust of
its: original 65,000-square-foot display
space with the new Huyes Family Oznrk
Stream exhibit. That prepares the museum
for its Srst plosical expansion, a s turtle
exlibit

“This year has been the best year we've
lhad sinee we opened, which in todays
cconomy 5 prefty remarkable  said
Alexopoulos, who auributed the boost to
higher gnsoline prices and lowered vaca-
ton bidgste



