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Greenville, ME – One website I recently visited while researching why and how leaves change colors in the fall stated that the best place in the world to view colorful fall foliage is northern New England.  Although I have not spent much time in New Hampshire and Vermont this time of year, I can report with certainty that northwest Maine, at least this year, is bursting with spectacular color in every direction.   Walking through the deep woods here is akin to spending an afternoon in an endless gallery of French Impressionist work.  Of course, the bright fall sunshine on the leaves seems only to heighten the outburst of color.
I am certain that I could start an almost immediate argument by stating that the magnificent reds of the maples are the finest of the forest.  A wiser observer would quickly point out that the reds are so noticeable because of the quieter work of so many other trees producing yellows, oranges, blacks and even purples as if in a carefully orchestrated symphony of color.  And, of course, the evergreen trees, so numerous here, provide towering contrasts of dark green alongside their deciduous brethren.
While attending church services today in a local community church, I overheard several long-time residents making comments with each other about how beautiful the leaves are this year.  Even though it truly is a gift which keeps on giving each fall, it was refreshing to learn that even the locals do not take it for granted and understand their local treasure. Obviously, weather patterns affect the range of colors each year, and, as with wines, I was told that there are vintage crops savored visually just as rare Bordeaux is prized.  Each year’s temperatures, rainfall amounts, humidity levels and sunshine levels all play a role.  There is not universal agreement as to which mixture produces the optimum color results, but this is a satisfactory conclusion because it is a continuous reminder that when nature is involved, us human types can only marvel at its mysteries.
Each tree has its own ecosystem.  Looking at the back of a leaf shows the amazing complexity of just this part of the tree.   A single stem provides a pipeline for nutrients to flow in both directions.  Multiple small branches reach outward from the stem with each having its own set of even smaller branches until there is essentially a dense, but intricate, spider web of paths to assist in carrying out the photosynthesis which sustains the tree.  Each leaf is basically a factory which absorbs sunlight in its cells to use the resident chlorophyll to absorb carbon dioxide and water from the air to make carbohydrates such as sugars and starch as food for the plant (while giving off oxygen).  It is the chlorophyll which gives the leaves the green color seen in summer.  Although there are also chemicals called carotenoids (which look yellow or orange) present in the leaves during the summer, in most deciduous trees these are not visible due to the overwhelming amount of green.
As winter approaches, temperatures fall and the amount of daylight decreases causing the leaves to slow down, then stop, their internal food-making process.  This change results in the chlorophyll beginning to break down.  With less chlorophyll, the green color starts to disappear and the yellow, orange and reds begin to become visible.  Different trees have varying amounts of other chemicals called anthrocyanins present creating different reddish pigments.  Several varieties of maples here in northern Maine have vivid reds, while others, such as the sugar maple, are a brilliant orange.    Most oaks turn only brown, with some variations holding onto their “dead” brown leaves all winter until new leaves are ready to begin growth in the spring.  While all these color changes are occurring in the leaf, the stem is also experiencing change as a layer of cells start to develop with the purpose of severing the tissues that support the leaf enabling fall winds to blow away the leaves.  The tree then seals the cut, protecting itself for the winter ahead. 
It is no accident that the great American poet, Joyce Kilmer, penned perhaps his most memorable lines of poetry in 1913 following seasons of observing trees in his backyard:



I think that I shall never see



A poem as lovely as a tree. 



A tree whose hungry mouth is prest 



Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast.



A tree that looks at God all day



And lifts her leafy arms to pray.



A tree that may in summer wear



A nest of robins in her hair;



Upon whose bosom snow has lain;



Who intimately lives with rain.



Poems are made by fools like me, 



But only God can make a tree.
I suspect that, if he were here in Maine this fall, Kilmer would be moved to write yet another ode to these magnificent plants we call trees.
I thought that you might like to know.
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