
“It’s like we all saw the potential 
and we all just got on board to 
say, ‘Okay, this is it!’ ” Busby 
says of the perfect storm that’s 
been brewing behind the scenes.

A year ago, Saint Francis Tulsa Tough organizers were 
fretting over a table-sized aerial map of the Brady Arts 
District. Someone grabbed a marker and started drawing 
Xs through entire city blocks, raising the collective blood 
pressure of the group and forcing them to ask:

 Is this going to work? 
 Is there a plan B? 
Practically half the district was under construction, 

making Tulsa Tough essentially a victim of its own success. 
Th e Friday and Saturday race locations were intentionally 
selected seven years ago to highlight emerging areas of 
downtown Tulsa. Cyclists and spectators who piled into 
the Brady Arts District last June, however, will remember 
a district littered with chain link fences, rubble and dirt. 
Out-of-towners probably weren’t sure if the district was 
emerging or just being demolished.

Th e transformations on Brady have been so rapid that 
even to locals it seems as though the arts descended on 
the district overnight. Suddenly, there’s a major art space 
opening every other week. Last year, the First Friday Art 
Crawls could be characterized as a quick skip along Brady 
Street. Ambitious art lovers would crawl all the way to 
Living Arts on the east end of the district, even though the 
trek lacked both scenery and essential pedestrian amenities 
like sidewalks and signaled crossings. Contrast that with 
this past April’s Art Crawl, which attracted a throng of 
people. Gallery space has multiplied to such an extent that 
it’s barely even possible to hit all the venues before doors 
start closing at 9 p.m. 

“It took us nine years of planning to become an overnight 
success,” Ken Busby, director of the Arts and Humanities 
Council of Tulsa, likes to joke of their new facility in Brady. 

To an outsider, the Arts and Humanities Hardesty 
Arts Center, AHHA for short, might just seem like 
another fancy art gallery. But the council’s main focus 
is arts education in the schools, specifi cally for at-risk 
and underserved youth who might not otherwise get to 
experience the arts. Previously offi  ced in the Harweldon 
Mansion, a venue more suited for weddings than art 
classes, the Council’s services were limited.

“It wasn’t a place to get messy,” Busby explains. “We 
needed a place to get messy if we were really going to 
be able to do some more major outreach. So really the 
focus of this building is doing after-school and weekend 
programming for families.”

Th e Arts and Humanities Council served over 62,000 
students in 2012—huge numbers that can only be 
expected to go up with the new Arts and Humanities 
Hardesty Arts Center. 

“We have classroom space, gallery space, and studio 
space. A photography suite and a computer lab and a 

family studio and we’re doing all this new programming 
that really engages with families and children to really 
allow them to have great opportunities to experience the 
arts,” Busby says, adding: 

“You come and you have your ‘AHHA’ moment.”
Home to historic music venues such as Cain’s Ballroom 

and the Brady Th eater—aff ectionately known as the Old 
Lady on Brady—as well as eclectic artist spaces like the 
Violin Shop and the Glassblowing Studio, Brady was 
dubbed an arts district decades ago. It’s diffi  cult to pinpoint 
what or who sparked the recent boom in Brady, however. 
Some credit the combined development of the ONEOK 
baseball fi eld and the BOK Event Center, which serve as 
bookends for infi ll development. Some say the relocation of 
Living Arts was a tipping point, while others identify the 
Arts and Humanities Council as leaders who make it easy 
for foundations to see the value of investing in the area. 

“It’s like we all saw the potential and we all just got on 
board to say, ‘Okay, this is it!’ ” Busby says of the perfect 
storm that’s been brewing behind the scenes. 

If all the gallery and art spaces have lifted Brady’s spirit, 
Guthrie Green has brought a heartbeat to a district in 
need of revitalization. Th e square block of urban greenery 
and performance space opened in September 2012 and 
wasted no time attracting people by the hundreds. Aaron 
Miller is a program fellow with the George Kaiser Family 
Foundation (GKFF), the developer and manager of the 
park, who says: 

“We really wanted to create a community center 
for the Brady Arts District, an anchor that would 
host events and be sort of the anchor of the district to 
encourage the residential, to encourage appreciation 
of the arts, and provide a space that Tulsans could call 
home and feel comfortable visiting.”

Just as the AHHA isn’t satisfi ed displaying art without 
educational opportunities, Guthrie Green is not a passive 
park. Both attractions are heavily programmed with the 
intention of eliminating barriers to participation. Guthrie 
Green’s weekly line-up of completely free activities 
includes a little of everything: yoga, boot camp, mommy 
and me classes, movies, and concerts. 

“We’re really happy to make everything free,” Miller 
explains, “so that there are no obstacles to people feeling 

like they have a place in downtown 
Tulsa.”

Th e park’s contribution to the 
Brady Arts District literally runs deep. 
Beneath the Green, 120 geothermal 
wells run 500 feet underground. 
Energy from the wells provides about 
60% of the heating and cooling for the 
non-profi ts housed across the street 

in the Mathews Warehouse. Home to arts facilities such 
as Philbrook’s Eugene B. Atkins Collection and Study 
Center, the University of Tulsa’s Zarrow Center for Arts 
and Education, 108 Contemporary, and the Woody 
Guthrie Center, the Mathews Warehouse redevelopment 
over the past year has been the key for creating density 

in the arts district. Ken Busby believes that, for the arts, 
density is essential because it creates a destination point.

“Having that close proximity is what makes it real. 
Because if somebody has to come and park and do one 
thing and get back in their car and go, you really diminish 
the return for that community.”

Recently recognized nationally for having the 
most parking craters (surface parking lots created by 
demolishing buildings), Tulsa can look to Brady as an 
example of the reverse at work. In the course of one year, 
surface parking lots have been replaced by the Fairfi eld 
Inn mixed use development, the AHHA, and Guthrie 
Green, to name a few. 

“It’s exciting to see how this neighborhood is going to really 
become fully comprehensive and a place you can live without 
leaving,” says Miller, who lives and works in the district. 

Josh Giff ord and Mike Wozniak, owners of the bright 
bicycle-themed watering hole SoundPony Lounge, agree 
that the area has become a regional weekend destination. 
Th e pair was well ahead of the curve, opening their doors 
7 years ago at the northern edge of the district where they 
saw the potential to create a big city feel. SoundPony and 
Tulsa Tough were born the same year, within a month of 
one another. Giff ord and Wozniak remember when Tulsa 
Tough was just a baby race rolling by their bar on a Saturday 
and, on Sunday, when just a few friends gathered in a 
driveway at the top of what would come to be called Cry 
Baby Hill (thanks to Josh) and the site of a pandemoniacal 
street party in years to come. 

“It’s always been our busiest weekend of the year,” Josh 
says of SoundPony and Tulsa Tough’s shared growth. 
Because they open at 10 in the morning and keep the party 
going until 2 a.m., SoundPony has broken Saturday sales 
records each year that Tulsa Tough has rolled through. 

SoundPony, which was a cycling team before it was a bar, 
contributes to the performance arts in the district. For starters, 
Mike and Josh believe that bartending is about more than 
serving drinks. Th ey are entertainers at heart and strive to put 
on a bit of a show for patrons when they’re behind the bar. 
Th ey also aim to highlight emerging indie rockers, bringing 
in diverse local, regional, and national touring musicians to 
play free shows nearly every night of the week. 

Even with their history in the District, Giff ord and 
Wozniak can’t identify any one thing that fl ipped the 
switch and made Brady successful. Instead they credit the 
emphasis on organic growth of local arts and businesses.
“People are putting their hearts into these businesses,” 

Mike says of recent developments. “It’s not corporate 
cookie-cutter businesses.”

Guthrie Green’s Aaron Miller agrees that Tulsa is an 
exciting place to be right now, “You have so many bigger 
cities that are so fully developed…Tulsa’s still got this 
malleable, maverick quality to it.” 

Everyone in Brady acknowledges the Brady Arts 
District is a work in progress. More housing, retail, and 
groceries will be important  to the district’s continued 
future growth. Josh and Mike hope the future mirrors the 
organic and local developments of recent years.  

“Hopefully it stays driven with art, music, and outdoor 
activity,” says Giff ord.   
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