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A D V E N T U R E

T
he idea that technology has supplanted the great outdoors is a misnomer — 
at least in this part of the country. 

What began 26 years ago as one weekend of about 20 scenic walks in 
eastern Connecticut and south-central Massachusetts has evolved into a full 
month of more than 270 walks in forests, on farms, and around historic 

villages and cemeteries, plus paddles, and bike rides. 
Many are dog friendly and handicapped-accessible. All are free, expertly guided tours 

that people of all ages from all over New England and beyond participate in every Octo-
ber.  

Fittingly named Walktober, this is the signature event of The Last Green Valley, a 
non-profit environmental organization that advocates for the “fragile and irreplaceable 
resources” of the 35 towns in the bi-state National Corridor.

Marcy Dawley, who until recently served as TLGV’s project administrator and lead 
ranger, has been coordinating this enormous undertaking every year. The event hit a 
record-breaking 64,000 participants in 2016. 

The Last Green Valley was the fourth national heritage corridor designated in the 
entire country (there are now 49). Dawley explained that part of the requirement to 
receive this special national designation was to highlight the natural resources, history, 
and culture of the towns in the corridor.

“It was [created] as a tool to make it known how special what we have here is to every-
one,” Dawley said. “The plan was never that it would grow into what it is today!” 

Dawley, who is continuing to serve as a volunteer ranger, explained that Walktober is 
about fresh air, exercise, learning about the region, and protecting the environment. She 
said the reason so many different tours are offered is that “some people don’t want to go 
for a walk in the woods. Some people prefer to go for a paddle. Other people want to go 
on every farm tour there is.”

She added, “It’s encouraging to see how excited people get about Walktober and how 
many people return year after year. People like the guided hikes. They like to know 

The Last Green Valley’s Lasting Legacy
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FALL FUN: A Walktober guide points out features of the Rapoport-Spalding Preserves in Woodstock, 154 
acres owned by the Wyndham Land Trust. Photo by Marcy Dawley, The Last Green Valley. TOP RIGHT PHOTO: 
Walktober participants play follow the leader at the Wolf Den in Pomfret. Photo by Marcy Dawley, The Last 
Green Valley. BOTTOM PHOTO: Local expert Tricia Staley offers little-known facts about one of the historic 
homes on the Millionaires’ Triangle in the Chelsea Parade Historic District of Norwich. Photo courtesy of the 
Norwich Historical Society.

Walktober
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where to go and what to do. You see 
people smiling and laughing and enjoy-
ing this together. You forget how simple 
fun can be.”

Walktober may ultimately be about 
simple fun, but it’s a complex web of 
volunteers and coordination that makes 
it such a successful large-scale event.

The way it works is that businesses, 
organizations, and individuals fill out an 
online form proposing a new (or repeat) 
walk or event each season. The only 
requirement is that whoever is leading 
the walk must be a member or partner 
of TLGV, and provide their own volun-
teers to head up their events. 

The small TLGV staff then creates 
a full-color brochure that lists and de-
scribes all the walks, and distributes the 
brochure throughout The Last Green 
Valley and beyond. Staffers also post all 
of the information on TLGV’s website 
and Facebook page, and provide the 
leaders with signs and T-shirts for easy 
identification. 

“Looking back, it’s amazing how 
seamlessly and smoothly everything 
goes, besides the weather, which we 

can’t predict,” Dawley said, “although 
some leaders build in rain dates.”

Follow the Leader
Regan Miner leads and organizes 

many of the walks in Norwich, all of 
which are coordinated by the Norwich 
Historical Society. Born and raised in 
Norwich, Miner is a consultant for both 
the historical society and the city, and 
is involved in everything history-related 
about Norwich. In fact, that was her 
inspiration to get a master’s degree in 
public history, which she is currently 
completing at Central Connecticut State 
University. (She has an undergraduate 
degree in history from UConn.) Miner 
admits that her passion for local history 
at her age (25) makes her a bit of an 
anomaly.

There are more than 30 Walktober 
tours and events in downtown Norwich, 
including art walks, garden tours, mu-
seum tours, maritime history tours, and 
a tour of a Colonial burial ground and 
a Civil War-era cemetery. Most of the 
tours are focused around a theme — like 
the city’s role as abolitionists in the Un-

derground Railroad or a historical figure 
like Benedict Arnold, the “infamous” 
son of Norwich.

“We try to offer tours that appeal to 
a variety of people,” Miner said. “All of 
our tours are very family-friendly. We 
always have a ghost tour before Hal-
loween. And this year, we’ll adding a 
new one — ‘Off-Kilter Tales of Norwich-
town.’ It gives me a lot of pride seeing 
people enjoying our community and 
what it has to offer,” she said.

Miner commends The Last Green 
Valley for doing a great job of marketing 
and promoting Walktober.

“It benefits all the Norwich organiza-
tions and enhances our visibility in the 
community as well,” she said. “It’s all a 
win-win.”

Mike Bartlett is a forester with Hull 
Forest Products, a third-generation, 
family-run sawmill and woodland man-
agement service. For close to 20 years, 
Bartlett has been offering tours that 
range from walks on forest management 
topics to tours of the sawmill. 

Bartlett received the “Mr. Walktober” 
award from TLGV for taking more than 
1,000 participants on tours during his 
years of volunteering for Walktober. 

A popular walk given by Bartlett is a 
two-hour, two-mile guided tour of Myers 
Pond Forest in Union, formerly the 
summer home of George Hewitt Myers, 
who graduated in the first class of Yale 
Forestry School in 1902. The 450-acre 
property is owned by Hull Forestlands 
LP and operated as a multiple-use work-
ing forest. It has four ponds and sig-
nificant bird habitats. During the walk, 
Bartlett will discuss the history of the 

ADVENTURE

STEPPING BACK IN TIME: Dale Plummer, Norwich City 
historian, gives a guided tour of the Norwich Freedom 
Trail in historic downtown Norwich. Norwich is home 
to several sites that make up part of the Connecticut 
Freedom Trail, established by the state in 1995 to 
recognize the fight for freedom and social equality by 
African Americans and other minority populations. 
Photo courtesy of the Norwich Historical Society.
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property, sustainable forestry, and how 
woodland management can improve 
bird habitat. 

Another big draw is Bartlett’s tours 
of the Hull Forest Products processing 
facility in Pomfret.

“People find it fascinating,” he said. 
“They get to see the whole process, from 
forest to flooring — we make custom 
wide hardwood floors that are shipped 
all over the country. Everyone uses 
trees, but what they don’t think about is 
where the trees come from.”

An aspect of Bartlett’s tours that he 
finds personally rewarding is explain-
ing to people who think it’s bad to cut 
down trees, why thinning trees in the 
forest is necessary to give them more 
sunlight and room to grow healthier 

and faster.
“People don’t realize what we’re 

doing; they don’t see much from the 
highway,” he said. “We’re adding 
significantly to the local economy and 
preserving the forest as forest. It helps 
us maintain our social license, so people 
understand how we keep it a working 
landscape rather than it being converted 
into a subdivision, for example.”

Participant’s Point of View
If only one person could be desig-

nated to represent Walktober out of the 
thousands of participants, it would be 
Paul V. Kozlowski.

A resident of Southbridge, Massachu-
setts, Kozlowski, a travel counselor for 
AAA, was on the first TLGV Walk-

ing Weekend 27 years ago, and has 
returned every year since.

Kozlowski’s fondness for the event is 
rooted in his early childhood.

“I’ve been hiking in local woods for 
56 years and I’m 56 years old — since 
I was a baby in my mother’s backpack, 
he said. “I’ve been hanging out in 
places like Bigelow Hollow State Park 
in Union since grade school with my 
dad. It’s one of the last great wilderness 
tracts: over 500 acres with two bodies 
of water. It’s wonderful now that I’m 
appreciating the same places I appreci-
ated as a kid.”

As a travel counselor, Kozlowski 
also enjoys seeking out hidden corners 
and secret gems, and getting a group 
of people together out in the woods to 

READY FOR MY CLOSE-UP: An alpaca makes the most of a photo op at Morning Beckons Farm in Thompson. Photo by Marcy Dawley, The Last Green Valley.

ADVENTURE
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see a piece of property they never even realized was 
there.

Among some of Kozlowski’s favorite Walktober 
expeditions was kayaking on the Thames River last 
fall.

“About a dozen of us went for five or six miles 
within the watershed,” he recalled. “And, as much 
as I enjoy paddling, I don’t own a kayak, so for 
that one day, free of charge, it got me out on the 
Norwich harbor and made me feel like I owned a 
piece of this waterfront. The leaders provided you 
with the confidence to get out there if you’re not 
accustomed to kayaking, but also gave you your 
own personal space.”

Night hikes in the forest are featured every year 
and Kozlowski never misses one.

“It’s pitch dark and your eyes aren’t fully adjust-
ed to the darkness, so it allows you to sharpen your 
sense of sight and smell,” he said. “After about 20 
minutes, your eyes adjust to the low level of light. 
A lot of other people share this fascination I have 
to walk through the woods at night. You have the 
security of being with a group, but are also able to 
distance yourself and have your own private space.”

He is impressed and overwhelmed at times by 
how much Walktober has grown since 
the very first year he participated.

“Even meeting Marcy — she puts her 
heart and soul into this. In her case, 
it’s now become her profession. But it’s 
also her life song. She’s out in the woods 
being adventurous even when she’s not 
working. Her enthusiasm is contagious.”

For Kozlowski, the cliché “There’s no 
place like home” rings true. He’s traveled 
to 42 states and 18 countries, but says The 
Last Green Valley is at the very top of the 
list of places he’s been. 

“I’ve been to the Southwest, Iceland, 
Central Europe. Their landscapes can easily 
rival what we have here in our own backyard. 
But what does my heart the happiest is just 
being at home, walking in the woods of Con-
necticut.”

For a detailed map and schedule of Walktober 
’17 events, visit: thelastgreenvalley.org/explore-the-
last-green-valley/walktober/ 

Amy Barry has been publishing feature stories and 
reviews for 30 years. She has been awarded more 
than a dozen first places for her columns by Society of 
Professional Journalists‚ CT chapter. She also facilitates 
expressive art and writing workshops and retreats.

by AMY J. BARRY

When Katherine Hauswirth moved from suburban New York to Deep 
River, Connecticut two decades ago and discovered all the natural 
beauty surrounding her in one little river valley town, it had a profound 
impact on every aspect of her life.

In her newly published book, “The Book of Noticing: Collections and 
Connections on the Trail,” Hauswirth shares in beautifully articulated 
essays the joy and peace she found — and continues to find every day 
— walking in the woods and around the historic sites within steps of her 
home.

A self-described amateur naturalist, Hauswirth has published essays 
and stories about nature in many publications (including Seasons), 
and was awarded a Connecticut Audubon Society writing residency at 
Trail Wood in Hampton, Connecticut and another residency at Acadia 
National Park in Maine. 

A medical writer in her “day” job, Hauswirth said, “I’ve been writing 
for close to 20 years, and in the last year or so, I began writing almost 
exclusively about nature. I always loved nature and always enjoyed 
walking, but when we moved to Connecticut, I started paying more 
attention. We have the Cockaponset State Forest behind us and when I 
would walk my dog, while she was doing her sniffing, I’d look around. It 

forced me to take longer walks, and I hit a rhythm. 
My mind and spirit open up when I walk.”

Hauswirth attributes the idea for the title of her 
book — “The Book of Noticing” — to the writer 
she most admires, Mary Oliver, quoting her line, 
“Attention is the beginning of devotion.” 

“That made me think about noticing, just 
paying attention,” Hauswirth said. “To me, it is a 
devotion. Of course, I work, I have a family, but to 
be out there really looking, using all my senses, 
noticing, makes me very curious and [inspires] me 
to do a lot of research and writing. But it’s also 
how I connect to the world.”

Hauswirth is aware that the publication of the 
book is well timed, with environmental issues on 
the top of so many citizens’ minds.

“Like a lot of people, I feel there are huge 
swaths of nature in danger of slipping away 
forever,” she said. “In many political arenas, it’s 
not prioritized. I feel we’re at a very risky time 

and I know I’m not alone.”
And yet, Hauswirth stressed, “The goal of my work isn’t to promote 

some environmental activist cause, but I hope the book reminds people 
to connect or reconnect with nature for themselves, but then, in turn, 
because they want to protect it.”

“The Book of Noticing” (Homebound Publications) by Katherine 
Hauswirth is $16.95, softcover.

For a schedule of Hauswirth’s upcoming events and 
workshops, visit fpnaturalist.com.

Noticing the       
  Natural World
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http://thelastgreenvalley.org/explore-the-last-green-valley/walktober
http://thelastgreenvalley.org/explore-the-last-green-valley/walktober
https://fpnaturalist.com
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