
Top tips to assess your physical soil conditions 
 
You probably wonder if your soil conditions are the most adequate and what kind of 
conditions you have in your garden. 
 
Here is a quick guideline of how to use your 5 senses to create your own laboratory and 
become the ‘scientific instrument’ to test your soil for its physical conditions. 
 
1. Texture: Clay, Silt and Sand Sight, Touch and Hearing 
Collect 5-10 random samples from the top 10 cm from different areas of your garden and 
mix part of the sample with water. How does it absorb water? 
- Can you form a small ball from soil, without it falling apart? Not sandy. 
- If you can’t form a ball it is sandy soil. 
- Can you squeeze the ball and feed it through between your thumb and  
forefinger to form a sausage? If it breaks after 1-1/2 cm it is silty soil. 
- If it forms a long ring like shape it is clay soil. 
- If you take this sample and spit on it and froth it and it shines and is  
smooth it is heavy clay. 
- You can also do a settlement test in a jar, putting ½ soil and ½ water and  
mixing it really well. Then you measure the three different textures, which  
settle out distinctly in the glass jar. If you have 1/3 of Clay, Silt and Sand  
you have a Loam. 
 
Depending on your texture you grow better leaf crops and fruit vegetables if your soil has 
more clay. If you have a sandy soil you will be growing the most delicious and best root 
crops and potatoes. If you have a loamy soil all grows well. 
 
2. Structure: How are Soil Particles Aggregated together? Sight and Touch 
Take a small amount of the sample and compact it in your hand. Then push into it with your 
thumb and see how easily it crumbles. If it crumbles: 
Easily : friable and open, good crumb structure, dark brown to black colouring 
Has more than 6% humus. 
Compacts partly: lack of humus structure; partly lacks humus, brown or partly grey to 
orange colouring. Has less than 4% humus. 
Compacts completely :no structure; completely lacks humus, light brown to  
bright yellow, orange or red, depending on parent rock material. 
Has less than 2% humus. 
 
3. pH or Alkalinity/Acidity of Soil Smell and Taste 
Smells or tastes: Very sweet = above 7.5 
Sweet = alkaline 7.5  
Sour, a little bitter= neutral 7 
Bitter = a little acid 5.5-6.5 
Very bitter = very acid less than 5.5 
Our vegetables grow best in a slightly acid soil of pH 5.5-6.5 
 
 



4. Compaction and Drainage of Soil Sight and Smell 
Depending on the level of aeration, the iron and aluminium in the soil either goes through a 
chemical process of reduction (blue, grey expression); or too much aeration, when they 
oxidise. Both extreme forms of presence of iron and aluminium inhibit vegetative growth. 
Looks: Blue = no aeration, putrifaction 
Grey = little aeration 
Brown = well aerated 
Yellow, orange, red = too much aeration 
 
5. The Soil Atmosphere Sight and Smell 
If there is a ample supply of oxygen organic substances rot down into  
base-saturated humus, the basis for a healthy soil. 
 
If a lack of oxygen in the soil, these substances putrify instead, forming acid humus, 
Ethanols, Ethylenes, Methane, hydrogenated Sulphates, Cyanide, Butyric Acid (as found in 
rancid butter), inhibiting healthy root development in plants. The plants wilt. 
 
6.Compaction and layering of soils. Cultivation and aeration of soils  
Anaerobic bacterias Aerobic bacterias 
Denitrifying bacterias Ammonification/Mineralization NH4+  
Loss of Nitrogen as N2 or NH3 (ammonia) Nitrification NO2-, NO3-, HNO3+ 
Creation of putrifaction and poisons. Formation of Antibiotics and Vit. B 12  
Acidification Alcalising 
Causes pests and diseases in plants. Prevention of pests and diseases 
Kills the diversity of soil life Enhances diversity in soil life 
 
Now you have a rough guideline how to use your own innate, “scientific instruments” – Your 
5 senses to assess soil from a physical perspective. 
 
Next time I will show you how to look at the life in the soil. 
All that remains to say is: “Know thy soil to know thy soul.” 
 
Happy gardening 
 
Hans-Günther 
 


