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T
o photograph colorful fall
foliage, the conventional wis-
dom says go to New Eng-
land, but for photographer
James Kay, no place is bet-

ter in autumn than the American West.
Kay, who makes his home in Salt Lake
City, has photographed the mountain west
for almost 25 years, and he still relishes
its grand vistas of vivid autumn color.

“I grew up back east,” Kay says. “I
certainly remember the falls back there,
and they are spectacular. If I were to
shoot back east, I would probably focus
on close-up shots of the trees them-
selves, but out west I always look for
the dramatic backdrop, the huge peaks,
and then in the foreground, the aspen.
Out west it’s more of that sweeping,
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grand landscape.”
Kay’s favorite part of the western fall

is a single tree, the aspen. The bright
yellow glow of an aspen grove high in
the San Juan Mountains of Colorado pro-
vides for his favorite fall landscape. The
consistently vivid groves offer huge
swaths of color that Kay weaves into his
photographs to provide a dramatic coun-
terpoint to deep blue skies and towering
mountain peaks. Every year he works
quickly to capture their fleeting beauty.

“The aspen trees are just so brilliant
and monochromatic,” Kay explains.
“They’re almost like an electric yellow.
Aspen groves are clones; basically, it’s
like one big organism. So when they go,
a whole mountainside will peak at once—
and with 14,000-foot peaks rising out of

the background and new snow dusting
them, it’s like the hallelujah chorus.

“Up high in the mountains,” Kay says,
“you’ve pretty much got aspen and that’s
it. But of all the trees that change, the
yellow of the aspen are as bright as any.
In the high mountains, 8,000 feet and
above, the aspen usually go from the
twentieth or twenty-fifth of September
until around the fifth of October. That’s
usually the peak. You’re pretty high up,
so they go pretty early. It’s kind of like
crunch time, because it goes pretty quick.
If it’s windy, the leaves can blow off
within a couple of days. But even if
you’ve got a calm fall without a lot of
storms and wind, at the most they’ll stay
on the trees for maybe a week, and then
they’re gone. You’ve got to really time

it. I have friends in different places;
sometimes I’ll just call them and ask
how the leaves are looking.”

There are many prime western loca-
tions where aspen thrive, but after years
of shooting in many of them, Kay has
found a few favorites. The trick is pick-
ing just a single location to concentrate
on each year.

“Out west you’ve got pockets,” he
says. “The Tetons are really good. They
don’t have a lot of aspen trees, but they’re
brilliant when they go and they have a
dramatic backdrop. Mt. Timpanogos is
probably the best place to shoot fall col-
ors in northern Utah. Just big groves of
aspen and huge glaciated mountains that
look like the Canadian Rockies. The San
Juan Mountains in Colorado is another

Working in the fall in the west allows you to stretch your shooting time
to as much as two months. If you're up for the travel, you can start by
photographing aspen in the Rockies in September and then head to locales in Utah
and Arizona and shoot well into October.FALL FOLIAGE IN THE
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glorious place. Places around Telluride,
the San Juan Skyway between Ouray
and Durango. If you had to pick one
place to go, that would probably be it.
You could spend the whole two weeks
right there shooting with incredible vari-
ations and spectacular mountain back-
drops—and they’re 14,000-foot peaks,
so there’s a good chance you’re going
to get snow on them. If I had to choose
one place, my favorite, that would prob-
ably have to be it—that whole loop
within about a 20-mile radius from Tel-
luride. It’s just glorious.”

As much as the majesty of autumn
aspen get Kay’s heart pounding, it’s the
possibility of an early snow that makes
the mountains his favorite fall destination.

“The thing that really sets me out the

door more than anything else,” he says,
“is a fresh storm and six inches of snow
on the peaks. That time of year, you’ll
start to get the first snow on the peaks.
If you get snow in addition to the peak
of color, then that’s what you dream of.
But it’s always kind of a crapshoot, prob-
ably fifty-fifty. Fresh snow on the high
peaks and fall colors—that’s really the
magic combination. The bright white
against that deep blue sky with the yel-
low leaves below—it just makes it pop.”

No matter what light he encounters
in the mountains, Kay says the aspen are
accommodating. When he’s faced with
a hazy sky, he looks for details to make
successful photographs out of less than
ideal conditions, training his eyes down-
ward to find the details of fallen leaves
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still holding their color. When the sun
is cooperating, Kay often uses the bright
yellow leaves to his advantage by back-
lighting them for added pop.

“The yellow is lighter than red leaves,”
he says, “so when they’re backlit they
just flame. The color goes off the scale.
You’re shooting into the sun, and if you’ve
got a big peak in the background that
provides a nice dark background to the
backlit aspen in front of it, then it works
pretty well. If it’s a flat-light day and we
just had a storm, I’d probably look for
pools of water and leaves and rocks in
streams. I’m always looking for the detail
shots because they’re some of the most
fun. They’re usually at your feet and most
people don’t even see them.”

Not only is Kay able to make beau-
tiful fall photos no matter what the light,
he’s able to do it without any special
equipment. With a tripod, a polarizer
and full night’s sleep, Kay says it’s rel-
atively easy to find success.

“The polarizer really comes in handy,”
he explains. “That’s the one filter I’d
have to take with me—all the others I
could leave home. It reduces the reflec-
tions and makes the colors more satu-
rated. The perfect situation would be to
have a few Salvador Dali clouds float-
ing by, and then the polarizer would
make them pop against the bluer sky.
There’s really not any other special
equipment that I use.”
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Kay is able to get away with such a
minimal gear bag because he finds the
best time to shoot bright autumn colors
is in full sun. Because of the leaves’ built-
in glow, the added warmth of first light
is unnecessary. In his portfolio of autumn
aspens, Kay finds that most of them were
shot closer to noon than to sunrise.

“Probably anywhere from 8:00 a.m.
to 11:00 a.m.,” he says. “Typically when
I’m out shooting landscapes in the sum-
mer, early and late light is the best. But
when shooting fall, the trees are so bril-
liant to begin with, they don’t really
need that accentuation of the warmer
evening light. The aspen are built-in
warm light when they’re yellow. So you
don’t need an alarm clock.”

Even better than the chance to sleep
in, Kay’s favorite part about autumn in
the west is that the peak time for color
and the peak time for tourists typically
don’t coincide. “A lot of these places,”
Kay says, “they’re all very popular in
the summer. You’re fighting the crowds,
the campsites and hotels are full, but in
late September and early October there’s
nobody there. It’s another bonus. It’s
the most dramatic, beautiful time in that
place, and nobody’s there. You’ve got
the place to yourself, and it’s just over-
whelmingly beautiful.” OP
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See: “Mastering Light In The Landscape” (Sept. ‘04)

OP ON THE WEB

Aspen are a ubiquitous part of the west and can carpet mountain-
sides with yellow in the fall. Those huge areas of trees, though, are
frequently not thousands of individual trees, but often large groups
based on a much smaller number of single plants. Aspen are aggres-
sive vegetative “sprouters”—what that means is that once one tree
starts, it sends out roots in all directions, and more trees start up
from those same roots. Often a large clump of aspen trees is actu-
ally one plant, all sharing the same genetic material.

This is an fpo caption for this photo caption for
this spread  caption for this spread  caption for
this spread aption for this spread  caption for
this spread  caption for this spreadaption for
this spread  caption for this spread  caption for
this spreadaption for this spread  caption for 

This is an fpo caption for this photo caption for
this spread  caption for this spread  caption for
this spread aption for this spread  caption for
this spread  caption for this spreadaption for
this spread  caption for this spread  caption for
this spreadaption for this spread  caption for




