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CHEMICAL PROCESS CAUSES FALL LEAF COLORING 

Leaf coloring results from chemical processes which take place in trees as the 

season changes from summer to winter. Leaves stop the food-making process in the 

fall, partly because of changes in the temperature and in the period of daylight. 

**** 
Many leaves begin to turn color before the first frost. As the green 

chlorophyll breaks down, the green color disappears and yellowish colors become 

visible. The yellowish pigments were present in the leaf all summer, but were 

masked by the greater amount of green coloring. 

**** 
Other chemical changes may occur at the same time and cause the formation of 

additional pigments varying from yellow to red and blue. Some of these changes give 

rise to reddish and purplish fall leaf colors of trees such as dogwoods and sumacs. 

Others give the sugar maple its brilliant orange or fiery red and yellow. 

* * * * 
The autumn foliage of trees such as quaking aspen, birch and hickory shows only 

yellow colors. Many oaks and ironwoods are brownish. These colors are due to the 

mixture of varying amounts of chlorophyll and other leaf pigments during the fall 
season. 

**** 
Warm sunny days followed by cool miShts with temperatures below 45 degrees favor 

the formation of brilliant red autumn colors. The red pigment anthocyanin is formed 

from sugars trapped in the leaves due to cool night weather. Familiar trees with 

red leaves in autumn are red maple, northern red oak and pin oak. 

* * * * 
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