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Abstract 
 
The knowledge of a little number of specific terms is necessary to investigate and describe the forest 
topsoils: diagnostic components, diagnostic organic and organic-mineral horizons and the 17 series of 
humus horizons composing all the observed real forest not submerged topsoils. Diagnostic horizons are 
grouped in humus forms, which represent five humus systems. To become a good topsoil investigator 
is then only a question of field experience. No mean to do otherwise: you must go in the field with a 
blade and a good manual and put your hand in the soil. You have to make a hole and to observe on your 
knee a wall of the pit, from the top to the bottom, detecting all the characters that you find indicated in 
the manual. At the beginning you will be discouraged, things change from a site to another and never 
are exactly as in the manual. After few days of difficult survey, you will be able to know your soil even 
without doing a hole. Be patient and follow what it is indicated in the published first eight articles of 
Humusica (http://intra.tesaf.unipd.it/people/zanella/hmanual.html). On the poster, you find some 
examples of diagnostic properties of forest topsoils, and a dichotomy key of classification, you can copy 
paste and take with you in the field. An iPhone application (Terrhum) allows to bring in the field the 
necessary information for a fast classification of the topsoil.  
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