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General Soil Information and Specs 
 
Is there an easy way I can tell what kind of soil I am working with? 
 
Yes.  Use the following ribbon test. 
 
1. Place 2 teaspoons of the soil in your palm and drip water onto it, kneading until it forms a ball. 
2. Does the soil remain in a ball when squeezed?  If not, you have mostly sand. 
3. If the ball forms, squeeze it between your thumb and forefinger into a ribbon of sorts.   
Loam: Weak ribbon less than 1 inch before breaking.  If the ribbon holds together and appears to 
be “ruffled” or has cracks it, you probably have a silty loam.  
Clay Loam: Medium ribbon 1 to 2 inches before breaking. 
Clay: Strong Ribbon 2 inches or longer before breaking, which could explain some of the 
drainage problems you have been having.  
  
Is there a formal definition for sand?  Many of the sand materials I have looked at seem 
completely different from each other. 
 
Sand doesn’t have to be 100% sand, and in fact it is any soil material with 85 or more percent of 
sand.  Taken backwards, a sand is any soil material where the percentage of silt PLUS 1.5 times 
the percentage of clay does not exceed 15.  85 plus 15 equals 100.  The official abbreviation is 
Sa. 
 
My specs call for coarse sand.  What is that? How does it differ from fine sand? 
 
Coarse sand is defined as 25% or more very coarse and coarse sand and less than 50% of any 
other single grade of sand.  Coarse sand is 1-0.5 mm in size, very coarse sand is 1-2 mm in size. 
 
Sand is defined as 25% or more very coarse plus coarse plus medium (0.5-0.25mm) sand and 
less than 50% fine sand (0.25-0.1mm) or very fine sand (0.1-0.05mm). 
  
Fine sand is defined as 50% or more of fine sand OR less than 50% very fine sand. 
  
Very fine sand is 50% or more of very fine sand. 
 
Sand by definition will form a cast when wet, crumbles easily and, this is very important, 100% 
will pass through a 2 mm sieve, because the largest particle, very coarse sand, is 1-2 mm.  It does 
NOT make a ribbon. 
 
What if my specs call for loamy sand?  How is that defined? 
 
Loamy sand has two limits, an upper and a lower.  Upper limit loamy sand has 85-90% sand.  
The percentage of silt PLUS 1.5 times the percentage of clay will never be less than 15.  At its 



lower limit, loamy sand will not contain less than 70-85% sand and the percentage of silt PLUS 
twice the percentage of clay will NOT exceed 30.   The official abbreviation is Lsa. 
 
Let’s break loamy sand down so it is easier to comprehend. 
 
 Loamy coarse sand is 25% or more very coarse and coarse sand plus less than 50% of 
any other single grade of sand 
 Loamy sand is 25% or more very coarse, coarse, and medium sand plus less than 50% of 
any other single grade of sand. 
 Loamy fine sand is 50% or more of fine sand OR less than 25% very coarse, coarse, and 
medium sand plus less than 50% very fine sand. 
 Loamy very fine sand is 50% or more very fine sand. 
 
By definition, loamy sand will NOT form a ribbon, will form a cast when wet and sand grain can 
be felt when rubbed between your fingers. 
 
What is the difference between loamy sand and sandy loam? 
 
Sandy loam is a soil material that contains 20% or less of clay, the percent of silt PLUS two 
times the percent of clay exceeds 30, AND has 52% or more of sand.  A second definition of 
sandy loam can be a soil material of less than 7% clay, less than 50% silt and a sand range of 43-
52%.  The official abbreviation is SaL. 
 
Sandy loam also gets broken into several categories as well. 
 
 Coarse sandy loam has 25% or more very coarse and coarse sand plus less than 50% of 
any one other grade of sand. 
 True sandy loam has 30% or more of very coarse, coarse  and medium sand, BUT less 
than 25% very coarse sand and less than 30% fine sand or very fine sand.  How do you like that 
for picky? 
 Fine sandy loam has 30% or more fine sand and less than 30 percent very fine sand OR 
15-30% very coarse, coarse and medium sand. 
 Very fine sandy loam is 30% or more very fine OR greater than 40% fine and very fine 
sand---at least half of which is very fine sand AND less than 15% very coarse, coarse and 
medium sand. 
 
By definition, sandy loam that is less than 10% clay will be slightly plastic, sand grains can be 
seen and felt between the fingers when rubbed together after being lightly dampened and will 
feelgritty.  The ribbon test length is 0-0.75 inches.   
 
A sandy loam that is 10-20% clay feels pretty much the same only more plastic, but the ribbon 
formed is three quarters to an inch and a half. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What is loam? 
 
Loam is the Cadillac of soils, a material that contains 7-27% clay and 28-50% silt and less than 
52% sand.  By definition loam is somewhat gritty but less so than sandy loam and forms a ribbon 
that is a quarter to one and a half inches long.  The official abbreviation is L. 
 
Are there different types of loam? 
 
Yes. 
 
Silt loam has 50% or more silt and 12-27% clay OR 50-80% silt and less than 12% clay.  Silt 
loam will feel smooth, slippery, and velvety between your fingers.  When dry it forms clods that 
are easily pulverized and the 0-1.5 inch ribbon that it forms will have ruffles or cracks readily 
apparent in it.  The official abbreviation is SiL. 
 
Silt by its lonesome is defined as soil material with 80% or more silt and less than 12% clay.   
 
Sandy clay loam is soil material with 20-35% clay, less than 28% silt, and 45% or more sand.  It 
is somewhat gritty and although quite resistant to ribboning can actually forma ribbon of 1.5-2.5 
inch length.  The official abbreviation is SaCL. 
 
Clay loam has a whopping 27-40% clay to 20-45% sand ratio.  It is moderately resistant to 
forming a ribbon but in the end also makes 1.5-2.5 inch ribbon that is smooth and shiny.  The 
official abbreviation is CL. 
 
Silty clay loam soil has 27-40% clay but a sand content of less than 20%.  Although slippery, this 
soil is dull rather than shiny, and will ribbon more easily into a long, thin ribbon of 1.5-2.5 
inches that is both plastic and gritty.  The official abbreviation is SiCL. 
 
Sandy clay soil material has 35% or more clay and 45% or more sand.  This type of soil forms 
one of the longest ribbons at greater than 2.5 inches long.  The ribbon is very plastic, very gritty 
and long and thin.  The official abbreviation is SaC. 
 
Silty clay soil has 40% or more clay and 40% or more silt.  It is buttery in texture, forming a 
smooth, slippery ribbon quite easily compared to clay loam.  The ribbon can easily exceed 2.5 
inches. The official abbreviation is SiC. 
 
How is clay defined? 
 
Clay is not pure clay but is a soil material that contains 40% or more clay, less than 45% sand 
and less than 40% silt.  It can make a ribbon exceeding 2.5 inches that is smooth and shiny.  The 
ribbon will be long and thin or perhaps even thread like.  The official abbreviation is C. 
 
What size qualifies as gravel? 
 
Gravel will pass a 75 mm sieve but be retained on a 2mm sieve.   
 


