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Jerome Osentowski: 
How to Harvest and Maintain a High-Altitude Food Forest 

 
Great Big Ideas & Takeaways:  
 

• Enjoy a tour of Jerome’s food forest at 7,200 feet, and watch as he prepares various 
garden beds for winter. 

• Hear Jerome’s thoughts on why you shouldn’t harvest everything from your garden.  
• Surprising fruits and vegetables that grow well at high altitudes, in cold climates.  
• Tips for attracting birds for insect control. 
• One of the BEST herbal remedies for seasonal allergies.  
• Secrets for lazy seed saving—straight off the plants.  

About The Speaker: 
 
A forager and permaculturist with roots in rural Nebraska, Jerome Osentowski lives in a 
passive solar home he built at 7,200 feet above Colorado’s Roaring Fork Valley.  
Director and founder of Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute and a 
permaculture designer for thirty years, he has built five greenhouses for himself and 
scores of others for private clients and public schools in the Rockies and beyond.  
 
He makes his living from an intensively cultivated one acre of indoor and outdoor forest 
garden and plant nursery, which he uses as a backdrop for intensive permaculture and 
greenhouse design courses. Among his many accomplishments is hosting the longest-
running Permaculture Design Course in the world, now at thirty years running. 
 
You’re Invited To Learn More Here: 
http://crmpi.org/learn    
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Marjory: Hello. Welcome to the Mother Earth News Online Homesteading Summit. This is 
Marjory Wildcraft, and I'm your host. Oh, this next presentation with Jerome 
Osentowski is really a good one on food forests especially if you're living up in 
high altitude, cold climates. I had absolutely the delight and pleasure a couple of 
years ago to spend, gosh, I think it was a four or five-day workshop with Jerome 
seeing how he does forest gardening. His place is amazing. 
 

 Jerome is a forager and permaculturist with roots in rural Nebraska. Now he 
lives in a passive solar home that he built that's 7,200 feet above Colorado's 
Roaring Fork Valley. He is the director and founder of the Central Rocky 
Mountain Permaculture Institute and a permaculture designer for 30 years. He 
makes his living by living from an intensively cultivated one-acre indoor and 
outdoor forest garden and plant nursery, which is the place where does to teach 
all these permaculture courses. By the way, he has been running the longest 
running permaculture design in the world, which is now at 30 years running. 
 

 I distinctly remember taking a walk with Jerome up the mountain out to some 
wild areas, and he was showing me the different plants that he ate and what he 
harvested and also in his own orchard there. You had a sense that this man had 
become a part of the mountain from eating from the mountain and giving to the 
mountain all these years. You really had this sense of him becoming one with it. 
Let me have Jerome and Stephanie show you what he does toward the end of 
the season, how he cultivates and harvests, and what he does to prepare things 
for the coming winter, and how he closes things in the fall. 
 

Stephanie: Welcome to Grow Up!, your guide to growing food naturally. I'm Stephanie 
Syson.  
 

Jerome: And I'm Jerome Osentowski. 
 

Stephanie: We're here to help show you a few different tips and techniques from local 
gardeners, growers, farmers, herbalist, and even chefs. Today we thought we'd 
kick off our first episode here at my co-host's site on Basalt Mountain. This is the 
Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute. If you're thinking about high 
altitude growing, you really can't think of it in this region without thinking of 
Jerome. Jerome, can you tell us about ...? 
 

Jerome: We're at 7,200 feet on the south face of Basalt Mountain. We have an acre of 
food forest here and edible landscaping, and 5,000 square-foot of greenhouses. 
We are actually in Zone 6 agricultural growing right now. We have 150 varieties 
of stone fruits and apples and pears and plums here and grapes. We even still 
have blackberries and raspberries for a really late crop. This is already 
November, and we still have raspberries that we're eating here. It's really nice 
to be coming out and doing all your winter gardening chores, like mulching and 
digging up and planting clover or digging up different perennials we're going to 
put in the greenhouse and then have something to eat. We can be harvesting 

http://www.thegrownetwork.com/
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


 

TheGrowNetwork.com 

grapes, apples still in November. 
 

Stephanie: Even though we've had quite a few frosts here, there's still lots on the vine and 
in the garden that we can harvest before we put our gardens down. At this point 
we're going to move over to another section of the garden and see what's left 
on the vine, what's left on the ground to harvest, some seeds in fact. Then we'll 
look at what we do with the bed when we're putting it down for the winter. 
Now we're up here on Jerome's terraces. Jerome, can you tell us a little bit 
about these stone terraces? We have huge boulders up here. 
 

Jerome: This is the last bit of our annual gardening, and it's being taken over by 
perennial food forests. We still have this one terrace here for salad greens and 
our volunteer lamb's quarters, which we are going to take some of the seed for 
or we sell and give away. We've had pumpkins here that were volunteering. We 
have chard on this upper bed. We've had all kinds of annual gardens, annual 
things here [inaudible 00:04:41]. Now we're going to put it to bed. 
 

Stephanie: We'll take this little opportunity to gather what's left for the season from this 
space. Something that we get in fall a lot of is seed. I would encourage everyone 
to look at this time as a really big harvest opportunity to get started for next 
year's growth by saving some of your own seeds. 
 

Jerome: We can also let the seed fall on the ground, mulch it, and this bed is always self-
planted throughout the last five or six years. We don't have to plant this lamb's 
quarters anymore, and we get this beautiful, lush leaves like this. It's like free 
spinach for us, so we're not having to plant our salad greens anymore right 
here. 
 

Stephanie: Great. Let's move around and do some harvesting. Here we are at Jerome's 
famous lamb's quarters. This is one of the easiest seed to harvest. It's already 
dried really well on the plant that's still stuck here in the garden, and so you can 
just pull the seeds off. They're really, really nice and dry, so they're ready to go 
right into your storage vessel. 
 

Jerome: There's one seed in every little wafer there. 
 

Stephanie: Jerome, tell us why you love this plant so much. 
 

Jerome: I found this in Calgary about 20 years ago, 15 years ago, growing in an alley. This 
variety, it doesn't grow, as far as I know, in the United States, and you can't buy 
it in a seed company, so I've been growing this and selling it and giving it away 
for years. It's volunteering everywhere in the garden. You can see, on the 
ground here, all this seed has ... We've harvested a lot of this already. All the 
seed is falling on the ground. We'll just put some light leaves on this and some 
stable cleanings and some more leaves on that. It'll germinate in the spring, and 
we'll have free spinach, so we won't have to do any planting in the spring. 
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Stephanie: Some important things to remember about seed saving is, one, that the seed is 

dry. If I'm going to put it in something that's airtight, like a Mason jar, it's really 
important that there's no moisture in there because those seeds will rot really 
quickly. We want to keep these seeds dry and cool and in a dark place, and 
you'll have great germination for next year. 
 

Jerome: This is a good time to come out and get your pumpkins before they get a really 
heavy frost. Stephanie, you're going to dig up some more chard, and we'll be 
moving that chard into the greenhouse so that we can grow that throughout the 
winter. 
 

Stephanie: Right. That's another great example of fall harvest that maybe some folks don't 
think about. Jerome's fortunate enough to have a few greenhouses to put them 
in, but some of these chards would even work well in a pot in a sunny window if 
it's a large pot. 
 

Jerome: Exactly. 
 

Stephanie: These were just growing out in the garden all season, and Jerome was able to 
eat from them. Now we've pulled them up, put them in a pot, and we can bring 
them inside. Here we are in those annual beds looking at putting this garden to 
sleep for the winter. There's a few more things we can pull out, specifically this 
comfrey, which is great medicinal herb, really, really high in nutrients and great 
as animal feed. 
 

Jerome: The rabbits love it, so we like to cut out the comfrey. Even though it looks a little 
bit far gone but we can still trim this back and take this to the rabbits, and they'll 
have some great fall food in addition to the stable cleanings they get; the other 
things they get from the brewery. Then we can spread some of their stable 
cleanings around, which is a really high nutrient-rich fertilizer. 
 

Stephanie: These are great, full of worms. 
 

Jerome: Yeah. This is like letting the animals do your composting for you. We can just 
spread this around on top of that seed that's already on the ground. There's lots 
of worms in there. 
 

Stephanie: This is going to give our bed a lot of nutrition for next season. When we come in 
here with more plants or this lamb's quarters has sprouted up again, it's got a 
really nice bed of soil to grow from. 
 

Jerome: Then we can just finish it off by throwing some leaves on here that we get from 
the leaf drop, and the worms will winter over. With a bit of snow cover and 
some more leaves, the ground doesn't freeze, and all these plants will be 
germinating and coming up right up through the leaves in the spring. 
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Stephanie: Now we're going to move over to another part of the garden and do more 

harvesting. This time of stinging nettle. Stinging nettles are native to this 
country, and you can find them wild all over. We like them so much and Jerome 
likes them so much that we've planted them intentionally here. You do have to 
be a little careful because they get their name for a reason. Stinging nettles are 
one of the best herbal remedies for seasonal allergies. They're also very good at 
helping the body assimilate iron. In addition, they're full of lots of different 
nutrients that you can use either as a tea for yourself or as a tea for your plants. 
 

 At this time of year, a lot of places these have already gone full to seed, but here 
in the shade with this moisture that Jerome's created next to his pond, they still 
look really great. We're going to pull this whole stem up, upside down, and we 
can just wrap a string around it, tie it up, and hang it from somewhere in a 
shady place in your house, and it'll dry up nice. Then you'll have a beautiful 
nutrient-rich tea for the winter. 
 

Jerome: It's already the first week of November, but there's still a lot of grapes on the 
vine that we can harvest. They really are sweet after they've had a few frosts. 
This is a nice white grape, very full of sugars right now. What's nice about it is 
we've been eating grapes, 20 varieties here at CRMPI, for a couple of months 
now. This is the very last grape that we can actually get to. One variety goes all 
the way to the top of the piñon tree, and we've already harvested that. It's 
really nice to have grapes while you're out here doing your mulching. You can 
just stop and have a little treat. 
 

 This is another grape that we haven't harvested yet in November. This is a very 
delicious Concord grape that's hanging over the pond. The leaves have frosted, 
so now the sun gets in there and actually really ripens the grapes. We don't take 
the leaves off the grapes because it actually keeps the birds from eating them 
and actually sometimes the bears from getting them. We don't always harvest 
everything, so some of the grapes stay on the vine for the birds all through the 
winter. That's really an important thing to leave something behind for the 
wildlife so they have something to live on throughout the winter. Then they do a 
lot of insect control, and they manure on our forest garden, and they give back a 
little bit. So if we give back to them, they give back to us. 
 

Stephanie: A few more things we can harvest in fall would be from our hawthorn tree. 
Jerome loves this tree. Right now the hawthorn berries are quite sweet. A lot of 
people may know hawthorn for its heart benefits. It's also a [nerving 00:12:17], 
so really great, calming effects for children and grownups alike and helps your 
body absorb nutrients of other things that you might eat so a really, really useful 
herb. 
 

Jerome: This tree was just full of them. We just have a few left to harvest to show you 
what they're like. They're very, very sweet. Most hawthorns are pithy and not 
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really edible. You can make medicines, but these are like a tropic fruit. They're 
just really delicious, so we're going to pick a few of these. You can eat them like 
you would other berries. Right next to it, we have [inaudible 00:12:54] indigo, 
which is a nitrogen-fixing plant. It's time to harvest the seed from this, so we can 
actually pull the seed off, put it in a jar. It is actually a leguminous plant. You 
make a dye out of the flowers, and it fixes nitrogen. We sell this in our nursery 
as well. Again, the harvest just keeps continuing from late hawthorns to seeds. 
Then we're going to finish up with some final apples that we haven't picked yet. 
 

Stephanie: Jerome, what kind of apple tree is this? 
 

Jerome: It's called a Elstar. It's a good name variety. It's a winter keeper, so we leave it 
on a little bit after some of the frost. It'll actually get some extra sugars in it. 
 

Stephanie: You can see in the background there's another nitrogen-fixing plant here, a 
Siberian pea. This is a great example in permaculture with food forests, which is 
what we're in, a giant food forest. You wouldn't plant this apple tree all by itself 
without having plants around it, and nitrogen-fixing plants are a great addition 
to this guild. 
 

Jerome: We have 20 varieties of apples, and we store these. We put them up, make 
applesauce, make apple cider. All these are unique tasting, different varieties. 
We also use those as propagation material for our forest garden nursery. 
 

Stephanie: Now that we've harvested a lot of the stuff left over from this year's growth, 
we're going to move up to another section of the garden, what we call the swale 
here, and talk about fall seeding. A lot of people think of spring as the big time 
to seed, but we really like to put things in the fall as well. 
 

Jerome: We're going to plant some garlic and some spinach and broadcast some rye and 
clover seed as a cover crop. 
 

Stephanie: We're up here the swales at the Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute. 
Jerome, can you explain what this is and what a swale is? 
 

Jerome: We've lost most of the annual production space in our forest garden because it's 
all food forest, so we come in the piñon and juniper here. We got a grant to cut 
down and limb up some of the trees for fire protection. Instead of chipping or 
burning, we laid all that woody material down here on the contour, and then we 
just dug a trench behind it and threw the dirt on there. What's good about this 
is all of the runoff that comes down off the hillside always gets collected behind 
the swales, so any moisture, any debris, any pine cones constantly or over time 
will build soils here. Let's dump some of this stuff and get started. 
 

Stephanie: Sure. We're going to dump these worm castings onto the ground to give us a 
little bit more of a fine seed bed for all the seeds we're putting in and to add 
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nutrition to the soil. 
 

Jerome: In addition to anything that breaks down over time or anything that washes in, 
the first few years you might want to add some extra nutrients for these swales 
to make sure that you get a good, annual crop. But at some point you have to 
add less and less mulch and less and less organic matter in. The process basically 
will just start to work on its own like it does in natural forest systems. 
 

Stephanie: This is a nice seed of spinach. If anyone watching has only planted spinach in the 
spring, this is going to be a great surprise and wonderful treat for you, and 
forever you will be planting it in the fall. It's one of the easiest times to put in 
spinach. We'll basically just scatter the spinach seed all over the bed. Then we 
can either rake it in, or you can just scatter the dirt a little so that they get 
covered up. This spinach will come up earlier in the spring than you would have 
imagined planting it, relatively pest free, and it'll be just beautiful and sweet and 
tender. 
 

Jerome: What's the next thing that's really good to do fall planting here in the cold 
climate? 
 

Stephanie: We're also going to plant some garlic here. I really like planting the spinach with 
the garlic together, one, because they usually go in at the same time, but then 
they don't compete in growth structure, so you don't have to worry about them 
being mixed all up. 
 

Jerome: This garlic will become like a biannual, so you plant it this year. It'll start to grow, 
and it'll grow through the winter very slowly and the root develop. It'll stick its 
head up just a little bit, maybe about that far up through the leaves in the 
spring. It'll winter over, and then you can harvest it in July. 
 

Stephanie: You'll remember from buying garlic at the grocery store, if you haven't planted it 
before, it comes in a big head of garlic. There's each of your cloves that you 
would separate apart so that you could eat it. In this case we'll separate them 
apart. You can tell where the root was growing on the garlic, so that part goes 
down. Then you can either work it in with a trowel, or if you have nice soft soil 
like this is, just dig a hole, maybe two times, three times as high as the garlic is 
tall and just stick them in. 
 

Jerome: You can do that about six to eight-inches apart. We usually plant the bigger 
bulbs. If you select the bigger bulbs year after year, your garlic crop becomes a 
lot bigger, or you can plant them all. We wound up eating the smaller ones. 
Now, the last thing that we're going to do here is on the front side of the swale 
here, we're going to plant ... It won't compete with the spinach and the garlic, 
but I'm going to put some rye and clover seed right along in here. 
 

Stephanie: What's that rye and clover seed doing? 
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Jerome: That's going to be a cover crop. We can actually harvest the rye and make rye 

bread, and the clover is going to be fixing nitrogen through the rye. 
 

Stephanie: We finished planting this bed with our garlic and spinach as well as our cover 
crops. Now at this point we're going to be all done, just a little bit of mulch will 
finish it up. You can use different kinds of mulch depending on what you have. 
We've got a lot of nice leaves from the fall, and sometimes the finer the better 
so if you crumble them up and spread them out. Another thing you can use is 
going to be old rotten hay or straw. You want this pretty thick. Even though we 
did plant those spinach seeds in there, they're a lot stronger than you might 
think, so you want to cover this up really good. This gives it some insulation for 
the winter, protects it a little bit from animals that might come foraging, and 
also helps to build soil. 
 

Jerome: It keeps the moisture in the soil so that it doesn't dry out. The final things we'll 
do is put the Reemay over it because we have 40 turkeys that come through 
here on a daily basis. They'll come and eat all this seed and dig up all this mulch. 
If we put the Reemay on it, they don't really like something that's not natural, so 
they'll leave this bed alone. They'll just walk up and eat what's in between the 
swales, which we've already planted a fair amount for them. Again, we're 
always working with the wildlife. Even this section here, we can have deer come 
through here and nibble on different things that we've planted for them. They 
don't do any major damage. It's really important to ... We have to have a fence 
in the forest garden, but we haven't fenced this out yet because we're dancing 
with that whole thing of the wildlife and wild gardening here. 
 

Stephanie: And working on the edge in between the house and the forest. 
 

Jerome: And the forest. We're getting a lot of mileage out of this stuff, and we're eating 
a lot from just these ... we call them … gardens. 
 

Stephanie: Now that we've spent some time in the outdoor gardens getting ready for 
winter and mulching under and seeding ... 
 

Jerome: And harvesting. 
 

Stephanie: ... and harvesting, we're going to go to a very special place here at CRMPI, 
Jerome's tropical greenhouse. 
 

Jerome: You don't have to stop gardening if you have a tropical greenhouse. We have a 
72x26-foot greenhouse that we can play and grow food all year round especially 
in the wintertime. Let's go and see what we can do down there. 
 

Stephanie: Yeah, let's go. Thanks for watching Grow Up!, your guide to growing food 
naturally. Be sure to join us next time for Part 2 from the Central Rocky 
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Mountain Permaculture Institute and a visit to the tropical greenhouse. 
 

Marjory: Well, there you go. Jerome also shows up at Mother Earth News fairs. You can 
meet him personally. I met him. He was at Belton, Texas, last January or 
February. We had a really great time. He's totally available. You can also go visit 
him over at the CRMPI site, the Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute. 
If you want to get in touch with him, click on the button to the right there. 
That'll let you know what permaculture courses he has available. Also if you just 
want to come out for a tour and see what he's doing, Jerome is completely open 
to that and he's available. It really is a fascinating place. Well worth going to see. 
 

 Jerome also has another presentation on the summit here on how he grows 
tropical fruits in greenhouses at that same site. It's freezing cold, bitter cold, 
very harsh climate, and really there was a fig tree, 22 years old, loaded with 
[frigs 00:23:54] that he's been keeping going there for a long time. So many 
fascinating presentations. This is Marjory Wildcraft, and you're at the Mother 
Earth News Online Homesteading Summit. 
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