


Message From the Deputy Chief
The National Cooperative Soil Survey (NCSS) is a nationwide partnership of Federal, 
regional, State, and local agencies and private entities and institutions. Together, this 
partnership, with the Soil and Plant Science Division (SPSD) as the lead, works to 
cooperatively investigate, inventory, document, classify, interpret, disseminate, and 
publish soil and ecological site information of the United States and its trust territories 
and commonwealths. Covering such an expansive area of work, it is no surprise to 
come upon new or unexpected things within the soil—soil mysteries. 

Our knowledge of the nature, distribution, and extent of soils in the United States and 
its trust territories and commonwealths has expanded because of novel, unusual, and 
thought-provoking observations, experiences, and adventures. What appears to be a 
mystery in the soil piques our interest. Scientists want to understand why a certain 

an anomaly exists within the soil.

I hope you enjoy this planner and the 12 soil stories and mysteries surrounding soil 
properties, characteristics, and features. 

Dr. Terron Hillsman 
Deputy Chief for Soil Science and Resource Assessment
USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service



Mysteries in the Soil
Throughout the years, the NCSS has grown exponentially by expanding partnerships to gain experience, 
expertise, and knowledge and by exploring and assembling an abundance of soil and ecological site information.

Since 1899, the NCSS has built a science-based soil survey to explore the vast amounts of soil properties and site 
characteristics important to protecting natural resources and feeding the world. In 1928, R.S. Smith, director 
of the Illinois Soil Survey, said, “...I cannot conceive of the time when knowledge of soils will be complete. Our 
expectation is that our successors will build on what has been done, as we are building on the work of our 
predecessors.” To this day, this statement rings true because there are still soil properties and characteristics we 
have yet to fully understand.

Soil scientists know that soil is complex and dynamic and can be a bit of a mystery at times. It can also tell 
an amazing story. In the 16th century, Leonardo Da Vinci, whose knowledge spanned many subjects, stated, 
“We know more about the movement of celestial bodies than about the soil underfoot.” Today, soil scientists’ 
curiosity has not waned but has emboldened them to explore and understand soils even more to uncover their 
vast mysteries. 

Soil scientists may relate to Les Molloy when he said, “...only rarely have we stood back and celebrated our soils 
as something beautiful and perhaps even mysterious. For what other natural body, worldwide in its distribution, 
has so many interesting secrets to reveal to the patient observer.” — Soils in the New Zealand Landscape: The 
Living Mantle, 1988
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On this barren site in Toole County, Montana, Pursh seepweed (Suaeda calceoliformis) is 
the predominant vegetation. Preliminary testing indicates the area is barren due to high soil 
pH levels.
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radar investigation on the Ruggles family plot. David Ruggles, born in 1810, became an 
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New Jersey.
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The Salton Sea, the largest lake in California, is seeing water levels drop, exposing the 
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The Cascade Mountains are part of the volcanic Ring of Fire, which circles most of the 

as Mount Adams, Mount Baker, Mount St. Helens, Mount Hood, and Mount Rainier.
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The Kellogg Soil Survey Laboratory houses more than 500,000 specimens, representing 
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An NRCS soil scientist completes soil screening data collection using a portable X-ray 
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An auger (foreground) is a tool used to collect soil samples. Soil scientists sampled soils 
at Lake Mattamuskeet National Wildlife Refuge in North Carolina to verify the cause of the 
tundra swan mortality event.
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An NRCS soil scientist (left) and a research manager (right) for the Language and Cultural 
Preservation Department of the Fort Hall Shoshone-Bannock Tribes observe soil samples 
and rock fragments.
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A rise in sea level brings in salts, creating this ghost forest in Monkeystump Swamp in 
Maryland. 
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overlays the “Punch Bowl Cemetery.”
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Program Aid 2280, September 2024 
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