
 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA COOPERATIVE EXTENSION 
 PLACER COUNTY 

11477 E Avenue  
Auburn, CA 95603 
(530) 889-7385 
E-Mail: ceplacer@ucdavis.edu 

 
The University of California, in accordance with applicable Federal and State law and University 
policy, does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, disability, 
age, medical condition (cancer-related), ancestry, marital status, citizenship, sexual orientation, 

or status as a Vietnam-era veteran or special disabled veteran. Inquiries regarding the 
University’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed to the Affirmative Action Director, 

University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources, 1111 Franklin, 6th Floor, Oakland, 
California 94607-5200. (510) 987-0096. United States Department of Agriculture, University of 

California, Placer & Nevada Counties cooperating. 

NEVADA COUNTY 
255 So Auburn  

Grass Valley, CA 95945 
(530) 273-4563 

E-Mail: cenevada@ucdavis.edu 

Placer County Hotline: (530) 889-7388. Visit us online at http://pcmg.ucanr.org 

 

 
 
 
 

ASK A MASTER GARDENER 

 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT BAGGED SOILS 
By Trish Grenfell, Placer County Master Gardener 

 

Q  Many stores carry bagged topsoil but they all seem to vary in color from light brown to ash. How do I know 

which is a good soil to use for planting? 
 

A  Topsoil is supposed to be the top layer of the soil which has gone through a very long natural process in which 

the topsoil gets completely saturated with nutrients from grass, leaves, twigs, and organic matter that decomposes 
on the soil. Some store-bought topsoil might not be this premium type of soil at all. How organic it is really depends 
on where the company that sells the topsoil gets its topsoil from. 
 
The first thing you should do is read the fine print on the bag and purchase the correct product for your project. 
There are potting soils for container plantings, planting mixes for transplanting and other “topsoil” blends for topping 
off landscape beds. 
 
If you see a ripped bag in the pile, check out its contents. Make sure it is uniformly dark in color. Soil with good 
organic content is dark brown as opposed to light brown. If it is light-colored, it probably has a high amount of sand 
in the mix. A sniff test will tell you if the soil is rich and full of organic matter. If any unpleasant odor is present, give 
it a pass. Rub a bit of the contents between your fingers. If it crumbles, it is a good sign. If it stays hard and is 
difficult to crumble, it could have low organic matter. You can wet some of the dirt and feel if it feels too gritty or too 
sticky. Ideally, it will feel like an equal combination of each. Try to avoid any bagged soils that are full of bark and/or 
sand.  
 
Bagged compost typically cost about the same as top soil at big discount lawn and garden centers. Mixing some 
with the bagged top soil increases the likelihood of achieving an excellent soil mix for your plants. Whichever 
bagged soil or amendment you choose, be sure to mix it well with the existing soil.  
 
Remember that compost is the single best way to beef up the soil you already have, and you can generate that at 
home—in surprisingly large quantities.  
 
 

 

 
 


