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Organized national soil survey began in the United States in 1899, with soil types as the units being mapped. The
soil series concept was introduced into the U.S. soil survey in 1903 as a way to relate soils being mapped in one
area to the soils of other areas. The original concept of a soil series was all soil types formed in the same parent
materials that were of the same geologic age. However, within about 15 years soil series became the primary units
being mapped in U.S. soil survey. Soil types became subdivisions of soil series, with the subdivisions based on
changes in texture. As the soil series became the primary mapping unit the concept of what a soil series was also
changed. Instead of being based on parent materials and geologic age, the soil series of the 1920s was based on
the morphology and composition of the soil profile. Another major change in the concept of soil series occurred
when U.S. Soil Taxonomy was released in 1975. Under Soil Taxonomy, the soil series subdivisions were based on
the uses the soils might be put to, particularly their agricultural uses (Simonson, 1997).

While the concept of the soil series has changed over the years, the term soil series has been the longest-
lived term in U.S. soil classification. It has appeared in every official classification system used by the U.S. soil
survey (Brevik and Hartemink, 2013). The first classification system was put together by Milton Whitney in 1909
and had soil series at its second lowest level, with soil type at the lowest level. The second classification system
used by the U.S. soil survey was developed by C.F. Marbut, H.H. Bennett, J.E. Lapham, and M.H. Lapham in
1913. It had soil series at the second highest level, with soil classes and soil types at more detailed levels. This
was followed by another system in 1938 developed by M. Baldwin, C.E. Kellogg, and J. Thorp. In this system
soil series were again at the second lowest level with soil types at the lowest level. The soil type concept was
dropped and replaced by the soil phase in the 1950s in a modification of the 1938 Baldwin et al. classification
(Simonson, 1997). When Soil Taxonomy was released in 1975, soil series became the most detailed (lowest) level
of the classification system, and the only term maintained throughout all U.S. classifications to date. While the
number of recognized soil series have increased steadily throughout the history of U.S. soil survey, there was
a rapid increase in the recognition of new soil series following the introduction of Soil Taxonomy (Brevik and
Hartemink, 2013).
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