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Last week we took a close look at seeds, and many contributions from participants allowed us to 

enjoy a whole cornucopia of native trees: their leaves, twigs and seeds.  Those basic simplicities 

mask a huge array of complex adaptations; and the closer we look, the less simple things become.  

This week we are going to look at the most important part of a tree: its leaves.  They are staggering 

achievements of natural engineering, from the primitive and rather odd leaf of the ancient ginkgo to 

the pine needle and the much more familiar (until you look at it closely) leaf of oak and beech trees.  

We rather take it for granted that leaves will be green, at least when they first grow.  Why? 

 

We will start with a basic chemistry lesson (often called the Calvin cycle): how trees use sunlight, air 

and water (and some minute but crucial seasonings) to create all the materials they need for life, 

from sugar to lignin, to bark and edible fruit.  The simple equation: 

 

6CO2 + 6H20 = C6H1206 + 602 

 

masks many complexities, as you might imagine.  We must cheerfuly recognise and then skate over 

them, and move on to ask why there are so many different sorts of leaf shape, size and function in 

pretty much any woodland.  Leaves are terrific clues to what trees are trying to do on a daily basis, 

and we when come to look at strategies for losing leaves, we'll begin to see how a tree's hormones 

are using all sorts of external and internal signals to tell them what to do – and when.  Recycling 

sugars and valuable minerals is the key; but why bother to shed all those leaves and grow a new set 

next year; why not just keep the old ones? 

 

As we know, autumn is a fine time to be watching leaves: they are at their most dynamic now with 

all those changes in colour reflecting busy recycling strategies.  If last week is anything to go by, 

participants' photographs, observations and specimens will keep us busy.  I'm particularly interested 

to see if anyone has noticed what sorts of insects are to be found on leaves at this time of year; 

there shouldn't be any caterpillars, but there ought to be spiders in profusion; and the evidence of 

wasps and their larvae getting a free ride and a free lunch.  What's in it for the tree?   

 

 

 


