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INTRODUCTION: THE
INDISPENSABLE REFERENCE FOR
HORTICULTURE PROFESSIONALS

For decades, the Manual Of Woody
Landscape Plants 6th Ed has stood as
the definitive reference for
horticulturists, landscape architects,
nursery professionals, and serious
gardening enthusiasts. Authored by the
renowned Dr. Michael A. Dirr, this edition
continues a legacy of meticulous
botanical scholarship that began with
the first publication in 1975. The sixth
edition, published in 2009, represents a
comprehensive update that incorporates
decades of field observations, new
cultivar introductions, and refined
cultural recommendations. What makes
this volume so enduringly valuable is not
merely its breadth of coverage but the
depth of practical knowledge embedded
in its pages. Whether you are selecting
trees for a urban streetscape, designing
a residential garden, or studying woody
plant identification, this manual remains
the gold standard against which all other
references are measured.

The continued relevance of the Manual
Of Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed
speaks to its unique position as both a
scholarly text and a practical field guide.
Unlike many botanical references that
present dry, academic descriptions,
Dirr's writing is infused with decades of

hands-on experience, honest
assessments of plant performance, and
occasionally humorous commentary on
horticultural fads. This combination of
authority and accessibility has made the
book a staple in university courses
across North America and a dog-eared
companion in the trucks of landscape
professionals. As we explore the
features, organization, and applications
of this essential reference, it becomes
clear why it remains a cornerstone of
horticultural education and practice.

THE LEGACY OF DR. MICHAEL A.
DIRR

Understanding the significance of the
Manual Of Woody Landscape Plants
6th Ed requires an appreciation of its
author's remarkable career. Dr. Michael
A. Dirr is a professor emeritus of
horticulture at the University of Georgia,
where he taught for over thirty years
and conducted groundbreaking research
on woody plant evaluation and breeding.
His contributions to the field extend far
beyond this single volume,
encompassing numerous other books,
scientific papers, and the introduction of
many now-popular cultivars. Dirr's
reputation for intellectual honesty and
his willingness to share both successes
and failures in plant selection have
earned him the trust of professionals and
amateurs alike.

The sixth edition represents the
culmination of a lifetime of observation
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and study. Dirr traveled extensively to
evaluate plants in botanical gardens,
arboreta, nurseries, and natural habitats,
collecting data on growth habits,
flowering characteristics, fall color,
disease resistance, and adaptability. This
firsthand experience is evident on every
page, as he provides nuanced
assessments that go far beyond simple
descriptions. When Dirr writes that a
particular cultivar "has shown
disappointing performance in
southeastern trials" or that another
species "is overrated and prone to
breakage," readers know these
judgments are backed by years of
careful observation. This credibility is
why the Manual Of Woody Landscape
Plants 6th Ed has achieved such
lasting influence in the profession.

WHAT MAKES THE SIXTH EDITION
DISTINCTIVE

Between the fifth edition (1998) and the
sixth edition (2009), significant changes
occurred in the nursery industry and in
horticultural knowledge. The Manual Of
Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed
reflects these developments through
several important updates. Perhaps most
notably, the sixth edition includes
expanded coverage of new cultivars,
reflecting the explosion of plant
introductions that characterized the
early 2000s. Dirr evaluated hundreds of
new selections and incorporated those
that demonstrated genuine merit, while
also offering cautionary notes about
plants that had not yet proven
themselves in the landscape.

Expanded

Species and
Cultivar
Coverage

The sixth edition describes over 1,700
species and 7,700 cultivars, representing
a substantial increase from previous
editions. This expansion is particularly
evident in genera that experienced
significant breeding activity, such as
Hydrangea, Cornus, Acer, and Viburnum.
For each entry, Dirr provides detailed
information on leaves, flowers, fruit,
bark, size, growth rate, and landscape
value. The cultivar descriptions are
especially valuable, as they help
professionals  differentiate  between
similar selections and make informed
choices based on specific site conditions.
For example, the discussion of
Hydrangea paniculata cultivars alone
runs several pages, with detailed
comparisons of flower form,
inflorescence color, plant habit, and
flowering time.

Updated
Hardiness Zone
Information

Climate change and improved
understanding of plant adaptation led to
revised hardiness zone
recommendations in the Manual Of
Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed. Dirr
updated maps and textual information to
reflect observed performance across
different regions. This is particularly
important for professionals working in
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transitional zones, where small shifts in
minimum winter temperatures can
significantly affect plant survival. The
sixth edition also includes more nuanced
discussions of heat tolerance, soil
adaptation, and microclimate
considerations, moving beyond simple
zone designations to provide a richer
understanding of plant-environment
interactions.

Refined Cultural
Recommendatio
ns

Growing experience with many species
led to refined recommendations for
planting, pruning, fertilization, and pest
management. Dirr incorporated
feedback from nursery professionals,
arborists, and extension specialists to
update cultural guidelines. The Manual
Of Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed
also reflects growing awareness of
environmental sustainability, with
increased emphasis on selecting plants
adapted to local conditions rather than
relying on intensive management.
Discussions of invasive potential are
more prominent, and Dirr does not
hesitate to caution against overplanting
species that have shown aggressive
tendencies in certain regions. This
responsible approach to plant
recommendations has made the sixth
edition particularly valuable for
ecologically-minded practitioners.

UNDERSTANDING THE BOOK'S
ORGANIZATION

The Manual Of Woody Landscape
Plants 6th Ed is organized
alphabetically by genus, following

standard botanical conventions. This
straightforward arrangement makes it
easy to locate specific plants, provided
the user knows the scientific name. For
those working from common names, the
comprehensive index provides reliable
cross-referencing. Within each genus,
species are arranged alphabetically, and
cultivars are listed under their respective
species. This logical structure allows for
rapid lookup in the field or office, which
is essential for busy professionals who
need quick access to reliable
information.

Anatomy of a
Plant Entry

Each plant entry in the Manual Of
Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed
follows a consistent format that
maximizes usability. The entry begins
with the scientific name and authority,
followed by common names, hardiness
zones, and native range. A general
description summarizes the plant's
overall character and landscape role.
The detailed description then covers
leaves, buds, stems, flowers, fruits, and
bark, with measurements provided in
both English and metric systems. This
attention to detail supports accurate
identification throughout the year, even
when plants are not in flower.

Following the botanical description, Dirr
provides sections on culture, landscape
value, and cultivars. The culture section
discusses soil preferences, light
requirements, pruning needs, and
potential pest or disease problems. The
landscape value section offers honest
assessments of where and how the plant
might be effectively used, along with
cautions about limitations. The cultivar



section describes selected varieties,
noting their distinctive characteristics
and relative merits. Throughout these
discussions, Dirr's voice remains
distinctly personal, offering opinions and
observations that give the text warmth
and authority.

WHY THIS MANUAL REMAINS
ESSENTIAL

In an age of digital databases,
smartphone apps, and online plant
encyclopedias, one might question the
continued relevance of a printed
reference book. However, the Manual
Of Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed
possesses qualities that digital resources
have yet to replicate. The book's
consistent voice and critical perspective
provide a level of curation that
automated aggregations cannot match.
When consulting this manual, readers
benefit from a single, trusted author who
has personally evaluated the vast
majority of plants discussed. This stands
in contrast to crowd-sourced databases,
where information quality varies
dramatically and expert review is often
absent.

Depth of
Experience
Cannot Be
Digitized

The value of the Manual Of Woody
Landscape Plants 6th Ed lies not in
the raw data it contains but in the
interpretation of that data. Dirr's

observations about plant performance in
different regions, his comparisons of

similar species, and his predictions about
future landscape value represent a form
of synthetic knowledge that is difficult to
capture in discrete digital records. When
a professional needs to choose between
several potential species for a
challenging site, the nuanced
discussions in this manual provide
guidance that no database query can
match. The book's longevity in print
speaks to the enduring need for this kind
of integrated, experience-based
knowledge.

Educational
Applications

The Manual Of Woody Landscape
Plants 6th Ed remains widely adopted
as a textbook for woody plant
identification courses at universities and
community colleges. Its systematic
organization, clear descriptions, and
comprehensive coverage make it ideal
for student learning. Instructors
appreciate the consistency of
information across entries, which allows
students to develop comparative
knowledge rather than memorizing
isolated facts. The book also serves as a
valuable resource for students entering
landscape design, horticulture, forestry,
and related fields, providing a foundation
of plant knowledge that supports later
professional development.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS FOR
DIFFERENT PROFESSIONS

The versatility of the Manual Of Woody
Landscape Plants 6th Ed is
demonstrated by its wide adoption
across different sectors of the green
industry. Each professional group finds
unique value in the information
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provided, applying it to their specific
needs and challenges.

Landscape
Architects and
Designers

For landscape architects and designers,
the manual serves as a primary
reference for plant selection during the
design process. The detailed
descriptions of mature size, growth
habit, seasonal interest, and cultural
requirements allow designers to make
informed choices that will perform well
over the long term. The Manual Of
Woody Landscape Plants 6th Ed is
particularly valuable when working on
projects in unfamiliar climate zones, as it
provides reliable guidance on which
plants are adapted to specific conditions.
Designers also rely on the cultivar
descriptions to select distinctive forms,
flower colors, or foliage characteristics
that create desired aesthetic effects.

Nursery and
Garden Center
Professionals

Those involved in plant production and
retail sales find the Manual Of Woody
Landscape Plants 6th Ed invaluable
for inventory management and customer
education. Nursery professionals use the
cultural information to optimize growing
conditions and anticipate problems.
Garden center staff reference the book
to answer customer questions about
plant selection, care, and landscape use.

The manual's authoritative voice gives
sales staff confidence in their
recommendations, while its
comprehensive coverage helps them
address the diverse needs of home
gardeners, commercial clients, and
municipal projects.

Arborists and
Municipal
Foresters

Urban forestry professionals rely on the
Manual Of Woody Landscape Plants
6th Ed for guidance on selecting trees
for challenging urban environments.
Dirr's honest assessments of pollution
tolerance, soil compaction tolerance, and
resistance to pests and diseases are
particularly valuable for these
applications. The book helps arborists
anticipate problems before they develop
and select species that will provide long-
term benefits with minimal management
inputs. For municipal foresters
developing species diversity
recommendations to combat pest
outbreaks, the manual's comprehensive
coverage of multiple genera provides
essential raw material for planning.

BEYOND THE BOOK:
SUPPLEMENTARY RESOURCES

While the Manual Of Woody
Landscape Plants 6th Ed stands on its
own as a comprehensive reference,
users should be aware of supplementary
resources that enhance its utility. Dirr
has also authored "Dirr's Encyclopedia of
Trees and Shrubs," which provides
extensive photographic documentation
of species and cultivars described in the
manual. The combination of detailed



written descriptions in the Manual and
visual documentation in the
Encyclopedia creates a powerful
reference system. Additionally, Dirr's
"Dirr's Hardy Trees and Shrubs: An
lllustrated Encyclopedia" offers another
visual complement with photographs
organized by season of interest.

For those who prefer digital access, the
Manual Of Woody Landscape Plants
6th Ed is available in ebook formats that
include searchable text and zoomable
images. However, many professionals
continue to prefer the print edition for
field use, as it requires no batteries,
survives moisture and rough handling,
and allows for easy marginal notes and
flagging. The choice between formats
ultimately depends on individual
workflow preferences and the contexts

in which the reference will be used.

CRITIQUE AND CONSIDERATIONS

No reference work is perfect, and the
Manual Of Woody Landscape Plants
6th Ed has limitations that users should
recognize. The most commonly noted
drawback is the absence of color
photographs within the text. While the
line drawings of leaf shapes and bud
arrangements are helpful for
identification, many users wish for the
inclusion of photographs showing
flowers, fall color, bark, and overall plant
form. This gap is partially filled by the
companion photographic volumes, but
the cost of acquiring multiple books may
be prohibitive for some users.
Additionally, the book's focus on plants
suitable for temperate North
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