
By AUDRÉf HILLMAN 
Master Garâefier " * 
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the leaf, and cool n i g f ^ j ^ M f b r e a k ^ B f t l e (SKohydrates 
down into sugars. The Mol nights also help to keep those sug-
ars in the leaf instead of going to other parts of the plant. When 
the skies are cloudy and the nights warm, fewer sugars are pro-
duced and more are moved from the leaf, leaving us with less 
intense color to enjoy. 

But what makes leaves fall off the tree? As the abscission 
layer gets bigger, it actually divides into two layers. One layer 
^protective and forms on the branch. The other is a separation 
layer and forms on the leaf stalk.« Once both layers form, there 
is not much left to hold the leaf in place and down it comes. 

A popular myth about fall color is that we need afrost to 
produce good fall color. Killing frosts and freezing tempera-
tures actually stop the color change and kill the leaves. So the 
best color comes when the nights stay cool (40-45 degrees 
Fahrenheit), but not freezing cold. 

So that's the process that brings about a wonderful display 
of fall colors. Enjoy it when it happens. Soon enough you'll be 
raking up those leaves, and it's nice to remember that at one 
point we really did enjoy them. 
Master Gardener Audrey Hilhnan is a landscape and garden 
designer in Emmitsburg, MD. 

Why are some years good for fall colors when others are not? 
The best autumn colors come in years when we've had plen-

ty of rain (so the trees are not,stressed), warm sunny days and 
cool, cool nights. 

v Other factors such as soil conditions and genetics also con-
tribute to fhe color change equation. 

The whole process is a slow one, and it begins as the days 
start to get shorter in late June. This change in the amount of 
light causes the plant to produce phytochrome, the chemical 
that starts the process of dormancy. 1 

A layer ofecells is produced between the branch of the trees 
and the leaf stalk. Thi| layer is called the abscission layer and 
it blocks the passage of water and nutrients (chlorophyll), 
which is the predominant pigment, begins to slow. 

When chlorophyll no longer colors the leaf green, we began 
to see the other pigments that were previously masked. These 
carotenoids give the leaf its yellow, orange and brown colors. 

Now, here is where the genetics fit in. Some trees also have 
the ability to form another pigment known as anthocyanin, 
which gives leaves a red or purple color. For anthocyanins to 
form there must be sugar present, so any weather condition that 
enhances the production and accumulation of sugars in the leaf 
helps with the intensity of the red color. 

Fall Colors 
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December 7, 2005 
The Wilds Golf Club 
Prior Lake, Minn. 

Invitations will be 
mailed by November 1 

All MGCSA members and spouses 
are encouraged to attend. 
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