
 

 

Soil Profile Descriptions 

 

First identify each horizon using the other sheet then complete the soil recording sheet using the information below. 

For some of the descriptions you may need to refer to the exposed face in the soil pit. 

 

Observations 

Record any observations you have about the site you are recording e.g . weather conditions, slope angle / aspect, 

specific landforms or features 

 

Depth of horizon (cm) 

Measure the depth of each horizon to the nearest whole centimetre. Measure this 

as the depth of each horizon, not the depth from the surface of the soil. The top of 

the A horizon is zero and is used as a baseline. Horizons above the A horizon are 

measured upwards. 

 Horizon Depth (cm) 

L 9-7 

F 7-4 

H 4-0 

A 0-10 

B 10-25 

C 25+ 

 

Lower Boundary of horizon 

Describe the lower boundary of the horizon. Use the following terms to describe shape and clarity: 

Shape of horizon boundary Clarity of the horizon boundary 

even sharp (a transition less than 2 cm) 

undulating narrow (the transition zone is 2-5 cm thick) 

irregular merging (the transition zone is greater than 5 cm thick) 

 

Moisture content 

Describe the soil moisture content. Remember this can be directly related to the current weather conditions. 

o Wet saturated soil – water is dripping from the soil 

o Moist there is some water present 

o Damp soil feels damp but no water present 

o Friable the soil contains some moisture, it doesn’t fall apart in you fingers 

o Dry no moisture content, the soil is dusty 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Soil Colour 

Describe the colour of the soil when the soil is saturated. Your description should be good enough so that when 

you get home you could recreate the same colour (Think about colours on a paint chart).  

Describe if there are mottles according to three scales:  Amount Contrast Scale 

 abundant prominent coarse 

 common distinct medium 

 few faint fine 

   very fine 

 

 

Soil Smudge 

Take a small sample of the soil and rub it into the box on the sheet. Don’t stick the soil to the paper, just take a 

colour sample!  

 

Texture 

Texture is the mineral content and is divided into sand, silt, 

clay and the most dominant is used as the description. A quick 

way of judging texture is to take a small sample of soil and 

mould it into a series of shapes. It must be quite moist first. 

If you can feel grains between you fingers it will contain sand, 

if it is smooth, shiney and sticky it will contain clay. 

Shape Soil texture 

None Sand 

Ball Sandy loam 

Worm Loam 

Horseshoe Clayey loam 

Smooth ring Clay 

 

Stoniness 

This is estimated visually using three categories: volume, size, shape. The type of material should also be 

recorded. An example description would be ‘very stony with small rounded flints’. 

 

Volume    Size   Shape 

Percentage Descriptive term  Size (diameter, mm) Descriptive term   

< 1 Stoneless  2-6 Very small stones  Rounded 

1-5 Very slightly stony  6-20 Small stones  Sub-rounded 

6-15 Slightly stony  20-60 Medium stones  Angular 

16-35 Moderately stony  60-200 Large stones  Sub-angular 

36-70 Very stony  200-600 Very large stones   

> 70 Extremely stony  600 Boulders   

 

Structure 

The degree of stucture development is noted using the following scale: 

 

Structureless: No observable peds; massive if coherent and single-grain if non-coherent. 

Weak: Indistinct soil peds; when disturbed the soil breaks into much aggregated material. 

Moderate: Well-formed peds; little unaggregated soil when disturbed. 

Strong: Peds distinct in place; soil remains aggregated when disturbed. 

 



Other observations 

Use this column to record additional observations of each horizon. These may include: 

Porosity An indication of the quantity and size of fissure and pores in the soil. Pores can be described as 

abundant, common of few with size ranging from coarse, through medium to fine. 

Secondary minerals, described by adundance, form and size and may include secondary carbonate, 

manganiferous and gypseous deposits. 

Roots Roots can be woody, fleshy, fibrous or rhizomatous. Quantity of roots is noted per 30 cm2 of the profile face 

and measured using the terms  Abundant (>100), Frequent (100-20), Few (20-4), Rare (3-1) 

Soil animals. These are recorded with a brief verbal description. 



Soil Horizons 

 

 

Take a soil sample at each site using a soil auger and place it into the gutter or tray in the correct order. Look at the 

soil and work out each horizon without disturbing the soil. It is important that these are interpreted correctly as 

these form the basis of soil classification. 

 

Each horizon may be defined using visual evidence including: 

 Colour 

 Texture 

 Stoniness 

 number of roots 

 soil structure 

 presence or absence of particular chemicals 

 

The horizon nomenclature consists of the following basic units: 

 

L Litter This is composed of new leaf litter deposited in the previous annual cycle. Whole 

leaves are clearly seen. 

F Fermentation This denotes partially decomposed litter from previous years (fermentation). Leaf 

structure can still be seen. 

H Humus This denotes well-decomposed humus from previous years. The plant structure 

cannot be seen. 

A Horizon This is a mixed mineral-organic horizon at or near the surface. It contains a high 

proportion of organic material which is fully incorporated into the soil. 

E Horizon Eluvial mineral horizon from which clay and sesquioxides have been removed. 

Ea denotes a bleached eluvial horizon in podzolised soils. 

Eb denotes a brown friable, weak-structured eluvial horizon depleted of clay. 

B Horizon A horizon of illuviation, accumulating both material downwashed from the A horizon 

and also chemical depositions. 

Bf denotes illuviated iron characteristic of podzols in temperate zones. 

Bfe denotes an iron pan which looks like a sheet of rusty steel 

Bh denotes illuviated humus characteristic of podzols in temperate zones 

C Horizon This is the mineral matter of geological origin in which the soil horizons are forming, 

known as the ‘parent material’ horizon. 

R Horizon This is the bedrock which can be massive, stratified or fragmented in situ. 

 

It is important to note that not all horizons are always present and may not be clearly defined. 

 

 

 



The following qualifying suffixes are also used: 

c horizons with significant amounts of calcium carbonate 

g gleyed horizons with greyish and/or ochreous mottling due to periodic water logging 

(g) slightly gleyed horizon  

 

Vegetation descriptions 

 

The vegetation and soil can affect each other. Different plants require different conditions to grow and will out 

compete each other for different soils. Use the quadrat to record the species present at each location. 

 

Each species should be recorded using the following scale: 

o D - Dominant 80-100% 

o A - Abundant 50 - 79% 

o F - Frequent 20-49% 

o O - Occasional 2-19% 

o R - Rare 1% 

 

Each square in the quadrat is equal to 1% 

 

Beech Trees  tolerates acid and dry conditions 

 associated with free draining soils 

 leaves create acid leaf layer 

 leaves contain tannin and is relatively acid for broadleaf – hence little ground vegetation 

and slow leaf decomposition 

Silver Birch  woodland coloniser 

Hornbeam  makes good charcoal so has been encouraged in the forest 

Lichens  like dry soils 

Moss  does not like shade 

 colonizing species 

Yorkshire fog  mature grassland species 

 does not like shade 

Purple Moor Grass  likes laterally moving water through soil past roots 

Wavy Hair grass  grows in dry areas on acid soils 

Bracken  mid-slope 

 tolerates dry sites 

 Likes ‘brown-earth’ soils with larger root system – can transfer water along roots to dry 

parts 

Soft rush  Can cope well with high levels of hydrogen ions 

Sphagnum Moss  Likes wet conditions 

 Can tolerate high levels of reduced iron 

 

 

 


