
GUIDE FOR ESTIMATING SOIL TEXTURE BY FEEL 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Place some soil, about the size of an egg, in your palm.  Spray with water to 
moisten it and knead the soil to break down all lumps (aggregates).  Remove 
any pebbles or wood fragments.  Knead it until it feels like moist putty, not mud. 

 

Does soil remain in a ball when 
thrown 1 ft. in air and caught? 

COARSE 

COARSE 

Does soil make a 
ribbon <2” long   
after breaking? 

Does soil make a 
medium ribbon 2-3” 
long after breaking? 

Does soil make a 
strong ribbon >3” long 
after breaking? 
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LOW HIGH % CLAY 

Generally, each inch of ribbon equals 10% CLAY 

Wet a small pinch of soil in palm and rub with forefinger. 

Does soil make a weak ribbon >1/2” long? 



TEXTURE CLASS FEEL SOIL

MAJOR (USDA) MOIST FORM STABLE BALL RIBBON OUT HANDS MOIST DRY

COARSE very

(sand) gritty

COARSE very yes, very weak yes

(loamy sand) gritty <1/2" long slight

MOD. COARSE yes, easily yes, dull surface very

(sandy loam) deformed poorly formed friable

MEDIUM slightly yes, dull surface yes, slight

(loam) gritty poorly formed to moderate

MEDIUM yes, dull surface yes, slight

(silt loam) poor to well formed to moderate

MOD. FINE velvety yes yes, shiny  surface friable slightly

(silty clay loam) & sticky very stable well formed to firm hard

MOD. FINE slightly gritty yes yes, shiny  surface slightly hard

(clay loam) & sticky very stable well formed to hard

MEDIUM very gritty yes yes, shiny  surface friable slightly hard

(sandy clay loam) & sticky very stable well formed to firm to hard

FINE very gritty yes yes, shiny  surface yes hard to

(sandy clay) ext. sticky very stable well formed very very hard

FINE ext. sticky & yes, very resistent yes, shiny  surface yes firm to hard to

(silty clay) very smooth to molding well formed very ext. frim very hard

FINE ext. sticky & yes, very resistent yes, shiny  surface yes firm to hard to

(clay) very smooth to molding well formed very ext. frim very hard

FIELD CRITERIA USED IN DETERMINING MAJOR TEXTURAL CLASSES
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