An Interview with

Audrey Cozzarin
Chair, Oak Hills Park Nature Advisory

Audrey, age three, in her grandparents’ garden in Detroit, MI
—always a friend to nature

Sally from the Norwalk Public Library: Audrey, thanks for joining us on The
Gardening Page today! You are such a friend to the Norwalk Public Library, and
have hosted a few wonderful programs here—not only on environmental issues
(as in your movie series last year), but also on traffic safety. Tell us a little about
your background, and how you came to be an advocate for our natural world,
and a gardener.
Audrey: Thank you for inviting me, Sally! The Norwalk Public Library is my
favorite place in Norwalk, and I’ve been so honored to lead a few series here for
our community. I’ve cared about Mother Earth ever since I became aware
(around age 13, after the first Earth Day in 1970) of how air pollution, litter, and
toxic chemicals were damaging our environment. Protecting our planet involves
educating ourselves about the natural world—and speaking up and acting on
behalf of “our common home”— which we share with all wildlife. Turns out, we
really need the earth to be in balance or we’ll certainly suffer for it. I’m interested
in how our lifestyles—particularly here in America— can be kinder: driving less,
driving an electric car (my husband and I have been driving EVs exclusively for
six years); eating locally, organically, and vegetarian; buying and consuming
less. Basically, slowing down to smell the roses; becoming more mindful and
enlightened on how we impact the earth.
Sally: Were you fascinated by nature as a child? Did you spend a lot of time in
nature? Did you garden as a child?
Audrey: I grew up in Ithaca, NY, and spent every waking moment outside: up a
tree, wading in a creek, peering under rocks for salamanders, diving into local
“swimming holes,” building igloos, and ice skating in winter. Both of my parents
did some level of gardening, but didn’t specifically involve me in that activity.
My father’s parents immigrated from Italy and had a large vegetable garden in
Detroit, complete with fruit trees and a Concord grape arbor! My Nonno made
his own wine in big wooden barrels in the basement—all of this in Detroit! I
followed my Nonna around while she worked in the garden. But, my gardening
debut was in the early 1990’s when I decided it was the moment to learn. And
I’ve continued expanding on that ever since!
Sally: I know the turning lawns into meadows topic is gaining ground right now. I
have always been intrigued by your own “yarden.” Please share with us the

process of growing your “yarden!” How important is it for the natural world that
more people allow their lawns to grow more like meadows?
Audrey: About 10 years ago, my husband and I allowed our lawn to gradually
“go native.” We had become interested in foraging, and noticed we had a lot of
edible “weeds.” So we let them go to see what would happen! We also had some
nice surprises, such as wild daisies, black-eyed Susans, red clover, wild
strawberries, and nutritious dandelions. Our “yarden” includes vegetable beds,
as well. It’s all about food!
Here is the real benefit: lawn turf is a monoculture that uses up precious water
(nearly 50% of our potable/drinkable water goes into maintaining lawns). It
provides no food or shelter for us or wildlife. We’ve been indoctrinated into the
“American Dream” scenario where a lawn seems mandated by law. Lawns
displace wildlife—in particular the “pollinators”— such as the bees, butterflies,
birds, and other insects that we need to sustain our own food system, and the
health of our environment. There is a natural system out there, and we need to
flow with it rather than fight against it.
Local groups— such as the Pollinator Pathway—have a tremendous amount of
information. Volunteers will come out to see your yard, and give you advice on
how to create an oasis. More butterflies are a good thing! The idea is to have a
place for pollinators to find food and shelter along their migratory routes, from
yard to yard. That is the goal. You can easily earn the coveted “Pollinator
Pathway” shield to display in your own “yarden!”

Audrey in her “yarden,” photo by Louise Washer

A new mowing technique is being explored right now in Norwalk: leaving your
lawn mower at the 3” height, and mowing only every two weeks. This allows the
lawn to grow between 3”-6”, and allows clover, and other native ground cover,
to flourish enough that pollinators can benefit beautifully. You won’t have to
water as often, as native groundcover is adapted to dry conditions, and you get a
break from maintenance.
Sally: I know you are Chair of the Oak Hills Park Nature Advisory Committee. I
have never visited Oak Hills Park, even though it is right in my own backyard!!
Please tell us a little about what a person might expect to see on an exploration of
the nature trails at Oak Hills! I was very intrigued by the bird list on your
website! Is it a good place to see the seasonal migratory birds?
Audrey: Yes, Sally, Oak Hills Park’s nature area is one of Norwalk’s best-kept
secrets. This nature area was established and protected about six years ago, and
includes a woodlands Nature Trail, a “Fountain Garden” with a pollinator
garden, and a “Great Lawn” with a level, circular walking path, and future
meadow. You can visit the nature area anytime, located behind the
restaurant/clubhouse at 165 Fillow Street in Norwalk.

The Fountain Garden in spring at Oak Hills Park

We have held Bird Watching Trail Walks, and have spotted some amazing birds!
Bring your binoculars, especially during migratory bird seasons, usually a twoweek period each spring and fall. Depending on the Covid-19 protocol, we may
be able to host an autumn bird watching walk. Stay-tuned!

A “Bird Watching Trail Walk” at Oak Hills Park, photo by Elsa Obuchowski

Sally: Do you give private tours of the nature trails? Does Oak Hills offer naturerelated lectures?
Audrey: The Oak Hills Park Nature Advisory Committee is a small group of
volunteers, and we act as trail guides during our events. We typically feature
experts in tree science and birding to lead our various walks. I have led “Nature
Yoga” sessions on the Great Lawn. Currently, we’re looking to expand the size of
the Committee, so if anyone is interested in joining, please contact me at
audreyyogini@gmail.com to hear more about becoming a member!

Audrey leading a “Nature Yoga” session on the Great Lawn at Oak Hills, photo by Elsa Obuchowski

Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, we had to cancel our May “Spring Renewal”
trail walk which we will try to host again next spring. It is co-sponsored by the

Norwalk Public Library, and includes Earthing, Forest Bathing, and a Land
Cleansing Ceremony.
Sally: Are the trails open during this time of Covid-19, and how are you
managing that?
Audrey: The Nature Trail is indeed open, and many visitors have enjoyed the
woodlands. We are not able to “open up,” and hold trail walks yet. Still awaiting
word on the city and state level before we do. So, those who wish to walk the
trail should abide by the current protocol of keeping a safe distance, and wearing
a mask when close to others. It will be wonderful to be able to offer more
learning opportunities soon.

A “Winter Trail Walk” on the Woodlands Trail at Oak Hills Park, photo by Bill Wrenn

Sally: I think I heard once that you are also an artist! If so, please tell us a little
about the art that you create! Are nature, gardening, and art interconnected for
you?
Audrey: Yes, absolutely! As Vincent Van Gogh said, “If you truly love Nature,
you will find beauty everywhere.” My landscape paintings (oil and watercolor)
typically leave out any manmade object, featuring just the natural setting. I love
sitting outside to paint. I’ve been stung by bees, bitten by black flies, been rained
on countless times, sunburned, frozen, you name it. Comes with the territory. I
feel I want to bring home the landscape with me, and there it is, on canvas or
watercolor paper. I sell note cards with my nature paintings and photographs as
the subject matter! That way, they travel further.

Nature, creation, is a gift. Let’s be thankful, and care for nature and one another.
These are the greatest gifts in life.

Brannberry Hill, Millwood, New York (Oil on canvas)

Lilac Path, Maine (Oil on canvas)

Feel free to email Audrey with any questions! She’d love to hear from you!
audreyyogini@gmail.com
Thank you, Audrey!
All the best,
Sally

