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The Leaves of Fall

We’ve all had the science class that explains the difference between an evergreen and deciduous tree. Both types of trees have adapted in different ways to live through the cold winter months.

Evergreens shed leaves continually, which is why they remain green all year long, while deciduous trees lose all their leaves in the fall, and grow all new leaves in the spring. Deciduous is actually Latin for “falling”.
While we may not have the spectacular colors of a New England fall, nor the spectacular winters, we still have trees that drop their leaves, and some pretty yellows and browns coloring our neck of the woods. The coloring of the leaves is not accidental, and specific reasons exist as to why some turn brown, some yellow or orange, and some red.

But before we get to those reasons, let’s look at why they drop in the first place. Actually, “drop” or “fall” may not be the most appropriate term, because it’s the trees themselves that push the leaves off their limbs. 

During spring and summer the leaves are full of chlorophyll, which makes them green. They use the chlorophyll to soak up the sun’s rays to photosynthesize water and carbon dioxide into oxygen and glucose (sugar). The tree uses the glucose, we breathe the oxygen.

As long, hot summer days move into shorter, cooler fall days hormones in the trees are triggered that tell the leaves it’s time to shut it down.

They stop absorbing sunlight. At the same time little cells begin to grow where the leaf stem meets the branch. The “abscission" or scissor cells eventually cut the connection between the leaf and the tree.
During this period the leaves are senescing, or transferring nutrients from leaves to roots. This makes them more susceptible to light damage because they're taking themselves apart.
Since photosynthesis has stopped, the tree begins to absorb the chlorophyll, which causes the ever-present yellow pigment to show. The yellow pigment protects the leaves from the by-products of photosynthesis during the spring and summer.
The brown leaf color comes from tannin, which is a waste product.
The red and orange colors, which are unique to the New World, are created when the tree is going dormant. Sunlight and the cool nights of autumn cause the leaves to turn the glucose into a red color. 
It is thought that this extra step gives the trees extra time to absorb nutrients before the rough winters hit. 
While early frosts won’t make the leaves drop sooner, the weather can affect the color intensity of the leaves.  Warm, sunny days cause the leaves to create more glucose, however, when these days are followed by cool, crisp nights that cause the leaf veins to shut down, the sugar is trapped, which creates more brilliant reds, purples, and crimson. Since yellow is always present, that color remains constant, although soil moisture can affect the color.
In Milam County, the Hickory trees have yellow leaves. A little tidbit – the word “hickory” comes from the Algonquin word “pohickory”. This is a tree native to North America.  
Oak leaves range from brown to yellow to gold. In some cases you might see scarlet leaves on an Oak tree.
The maples have the most spectacular red leaves. One of these days I’m going to visit Lost Maples State Park during the fall to experience their visual display.
Don’t forget about the Master Gardener class starting up in January 12, 2011. Classes will meet weekly on Wednesdays in Cameron. If interested, call the extension office: 254-697-7046, or go by the office in Cameron, which is located downtown on the square at 100 East 1st Street.
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