
According to Webster’s Dictionary, dirt is “a filthy substance”; soil is defined as “the collection of natural 

bodies on the earth’s surface containing living matter and supporting plants.” In which one of these 

substances would you prefer to garden?  For those of us that have gone to college for any type of agriculture, 

‘dirt’ is a dirty word.  Our professors would get upset if we referred to that brown substance that is outside 

and on the ground as ‘dirt.’  We were told that dirt is what comes inside on the bottom of your shoes.  We 

very quickly got in the habit of using the word soil! 

Soil is alive—a living community in fact!  A teaspoon of soil contains… 

 …more microbes than there are people on earth. 

 …1 million to 1 billion bacteria 

 …150 to 500 micrograms of fungal strands  

    (hyphae) 

 …10,000 to 100,000 protozoa (one-celled mobile 

    organisms) 

 …15 to 500 nematodes (microscopic worms) 

 …and as many as 100,000 mirco-arthropods 

    (small insects and mites) 

Add to this large insects and worms, soil particles of sand, silt and clay, water and air holding pores, organic 

matter and plant roots, and the soil is a pretty crowded environment! 

Soil is a limited resource, especially the part at the surface—the topsoil.  Depending on the location, it takes 

at least 500 years to create an inch of topsoil.  This is because most soils are formed from rock that is broken 

down by weathering and water.  In most of the US, we have thick layers of topsoil thanks to the glaciers that 

retreated 10,000 years ago.  As they melted they deposited the pulverized rock that is now our topsoil.  The 

best properties that a soil can have are contained in topsoil: good nutrients, drainage, aeration, tilth, and 

water storage.  Topsoil has these qualities because it is rich in organic matter due to its high diversity of living 

things. 

So don’t call it dirt—that is unhealthy!  Refer to it as soil—a healthy, thriving, precious, living resource that, 

as gardeners, we have a duty to protect and preserve!               

May/June 2019 Horticulture News 

Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  


