Transcript

00:00:03 Announcer
This is the Missouri State Journal, featuring interviews on a variety of topics with members of the Missouri State University community.
00:00:12 Emily Letterman
Today is September 1st.
Today is Sept. 1. Let me be the first to officially welcome you to the ‘ber months - aka September, October, November and December. 

Though astronomical autumn isn’t for a few weeks, meteorological autumn kicks off today and thoughts often turn to fall and leaf peeping. 

I’m Emily Letterman. 

What will the Ozarks autumn look like this year? My guest today is Dr. William McClain, he’s a forage agronomist and associate professor at Missouri State University. 

He’s going to explain the science behind the color change and give us his best predictions for the season. 

00:00:49 Dr. William McClain
So the process is that chlorophyll is present in the leaves and chlorophyll absorbs all the different colors, wavelengths of light except green, so it reflects green back to us. All the other pigments are there except the anthocyanins.
But the chlorophyll is a much higher magnitude in the volume of the leaf. So that's what we see.
As the photo period triggers, the plant quits producing chlorophyll and starts cannibalizing a lot of those nutrients to store for next year. The chlorophyll disappears. The carotenoids, which are the yellows and the oranges, you know, those are present.
So the leaves start to look lighter in color as they go. Any excess sugar that was produced during that time during bright sunny days followed by a nice cool night will make that red color more vibrant or the purple color more, the anthocyanins increase.
00:01:43 Emily Letterman
McClain said fall’s color change is entirely dependent on the year’s weather preceding the season. Plus, what he calls stress events.

00:01:52 Dr. William McClain
For the most part, the changing of the color of the leaves is triggered by the photo period. So as the days get shorter and the nights get longer, that's the first trigger moisture plays a role in it as well as temperature.
So now you got three factors that are affecting it. That's why it's hard to predict.
Typically, the initial trigger is the days start getting shorter and the nights start getting longer. But how vibrant the colors are is dependent on how well the plant did during that growing season. So if it photosynthesized a lot, fixed a lot of carbon, it's going to have the materials to be very vibrant.
But if there's a lot of stress or stressful events in that period of time, like drought, or this year we have the opposite of that. We have oxygen deprivation from too much flooding, right?
So those are stresses that add up to, it could trigger the tree to go early or it could just trigger, the tree changes colors like normal, but it's a very short period of time before it drops its leaves.
00:02:54 Emily Letterman
The type of tree also plays a large factor in the color output. In the Ozarks, multiple varieties of maple are the most popular. 

00:03:01 Dr. William McClain
So some are, like oaks don't produce a lot of excess pigments. They have carotenoids and that's why their leaves are kind of orangish or brown.
They're not really exciting, right? And some oaks will tend to hold onto their leaves a little bit longer. But like a sugar maple is going to just the nature of the sugar maple when you compare it to other soft maples, it just produces a ton of excess sugar late in the year and that's what gets that bright red color.
And then they've chosen other ones that might have other xanthophylls so it's more purplish like the Crimson King maple. And that one's a harder maple, so it'll retain those leaves longer.
So the species or variety of tree does play a difference in it.
00:03:49 Emily Letterman
So, what’s McClain’s prediction of this Ozarks’ autumn?
00:03:53 Dr. William McClain
It's hard to predict.
My guess is we've had a great growing season, so we could have some of the species provide really good color. But if this hot dry period continues into September, then I'm gonna say our period of leaf color will be short.
Early on, our growing season was phenomenal. Through early spring and into early summer, it's only been in the last few weeks that we've really got hotter and drier, right And so we've had a really good year.
The problem is the length of this heat and dry.
If we get some some activity if we get some rain that comes through Missouri. Knowing that, I imagine my prediction would be we probably have really good colors, but what's going on right now is going to determine how long those colors last.
00:04:41 Emily Letterman
The Old Farmer’s Almanac puts peak southwest Missouri color around late October and into November. So, get those fall family photo sessions booked, folks.

My guest today has been associate professor and soil scientist Dr. William McClain. 

I’m Emily Letterman for the Missouri State Journal. 

00:04:59 Announcer
Contact the Mo State Department of Strategic Communication if you'd like more information. You can find this and other episodes of the Missouri State Journal at ksmu.org.

