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     With October has arrived cooler weather.  All signs indicate that autumn’s 
colors are arriving a bit earlier than usual.  
One does not have to look far to notice 
the foliage of certain trees and shrubs 
turning yellow, brown, orange or red.   
Have you ever wondered why leaves 
undergo these colorful changes?   
 
     During the growing season, all green 
vegetation is actively undergoing a food- 
making process called photosynthesis 
due to chlorophyll, a green pigment found in the leaves.  As summer ends, the 
days become shorter and colder.  Shorter days equal less light for plants to 
continue photosynthesis; thus, they begin to go dormant.  As plants shut down, 
the chlorophyll disintegrates while other already existing hidden pigments such as 
orange and yellow begin to emerge.  Chlorophyll normally masks the yellow 
pigment known as xanthophyll and the orange pigments called carotenoids.   
These colors are present in the leaf throughout the growing season and become 
visible when the green chlorophyll is gone.  When a tree produces a deep red 
color in its leaves, it is synthesizing anthocyanin pigments. The brown color we 

often see in 
autumn leaves is 
made from the 
organic waste 
remaining in the 
leaf, a substance 
called tannin.      
 
     I have 
discovered that 
when people are 
shopping for trees 
to plant in their 
landscape, they 
often seek trees 



that show a red color change in their leaves.   Of all the fall colors, I am convinced 
trees with red fall foliage garner the biggest interest.   
 
     How the red color change comes about is an interesting phenomenon.  As 
mentioned earlier, green leaves contain the pigment called chlorophyll.  This 
pigment is responsible for the food-making process in a leaf.  The bright red color 
now beginning to appear in the leaves of sumac and other trees that produce red 
leaves is caused by trapped sugars.  These sugars are synthesizing, or changing 
into a visible crimson pigment called anthocyanin.  A number of factors including 
sunlight, temperature and moisture influence the production of this pigment.    
 
      A succession of warm, sunny days and cool, crisp, but not freezing nights are 
the conditions that create the most spectacular display. During bright, sunny 
autumn days, photosynthesis produces abundant sugars in the leaves, but the 
cool nights cause the veins of the leaves to close, thus trapping the sugars within. 
The amount of moisture in the soil also affects the intensity of color.  A warm wet 
spring, favorable summer weather, and sunny fall days with cool nights will 
generally produce the most brilliant autumn colors.  Sadly, a heavy killing frost 
will quickly end this colorful display.  Fortunately, many trees can survive a light 
frost and continue to display their colors.    
 
     Not all trees and shrubs are capable of producing this red pigment. Those 
specifically noted for their red fall foliage include dogwood, northern red oak, red 
maple, smooth sumac, sassafras, ornamental pear, burning bush and sweet gum.  
     
      The color change in trees during autumn is a remarkable sight.  Someday I 
hope to visit the New England states to witness their renowned fall colors.  In the 
meantime, I have a number of dogwood trees and one sweet gum tree in our 
backyard.   My only hope for this year is that October’s days remain sunny and 
bright with crystal blue skies, and cool, but not freezing, nights. Should that occur 
I anxiously await these particular trees to reveal a brilliant crimson display before 
it disappears for another year.    
 


