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			Anyone can grow plants – even without a garden: plants can be grown in a window box, flower pot, growing bag or, in water, using a simple hydroponics kit. From the smallest pot plant, to the largest garden or allotment, the achievement of growing a single living plant, or reaping a harvest of vegetables, is the same, regardless of scale. Many children have experienced the joy of growing cress on a damp flannel or blotting paper, this being the simplest form of hydroponics; if a child can succeed, it should not be difficult for anybody to achieve some success, when growing plants. Whether spending a few pence or a fortune, a little forethought can make a great difference to the final outcome. Just have a go!
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			Decide on what you want to achieve with your available gardening resources, whether they be plant pots, window boxes, patio tubs, flower beds, or a vegetable patch. Each of these can yield the reward of some form of crop, be it the simple joy of seeing a flower in bloom, the picking of fresh produce for the dining table, or the economic benefit from growing large quantities of staple vegetables. Most plants need light, warmth, water, and space to grow; some also need a means of support – bear these simple requirements in mind, then decide what you intend to grow.
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			On a fairly dry but not sun-baked day, take a handful of soil and squeeze it between your fingers. The ideal soil should have a dark, crumb-like texture, and is known as loam. If the soil separates into sandy grains, it is said to be sandy, and will generally be free draining, and will require frequent watering. Pale, light soil may be chalky, and will also drain freely. On the other hand, dark, rich brown soil may be peaty, and could easily become waterlogged. Clay soil is readily apparent as it has a smoother, ‘shiny’ appearance, and will prevent proper drainage. Choose plants according to the soil texture and pH characteristics of your soil.
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			Some plants will only thrive on a particular type of soil, either acidic or alkaline. Planting in the wrong type of soil will often result in failure, and can be expensive. Before planting, it is advisable to test for the acidity level, commonly referred to as the pH (potential of Hydrogen), present in the soil. This can be achieved by purchasing a soil testing kit from a garden supplies centre, or plant nursery. Take samples from the soil using a hand trowel at 2m (6ft) intervals and at a depth of 15cm (6in). Do not handle the soil directly as this can affect the result. Mix all of the samples together in a dry, clean bucket or plastic bag, then take a small amount for use with the testing kit. Follow the instructions on the kit to determine the acidity level in the soil sample.
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			Once the soil pH is known, this can be used to help in deciding on the choice of plants to be grown. Soil that is too alkaline can be adjusted by adding leaf mould or peat-based compost; acidic soil can be adjusted by adding garden lime. Plants that prefer a particular soil type may be grown in a soil that would otherwise be considered unsuitable by locally dressing the soil, both before planting and regularly, thereafter. Rhododendrons, azaleas, and pieris shrubs all can each be planted in a hole that has been prepared with the addition of a special, ericaceous compost that is suitable for acid-loving plants, and the soil regularly top-dressed with this same compost to maintain the pH level.
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			Some plants will tolerate soil that is either acidic or alkaline: the Hydrangea Macrophylla blossoms in pink or blue, depending on the soil pH. In acidic soils, the flowers are blue; in alkaline soils, the flowers are pink. Soil of any type can always be adjusted, and its structure and texture improved: back-breaking, clay soil can be lightened by first digging over to expose the heavy clumps to winter frost, then adding organic drainage material, such as horse stable manure, containing straw. On clay soils, it is essential to regularly incorporate organic material to assist with drainage. The addition of garden lime will also help to build up a ‘crumb’ structure within the soil.
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			Poor drainage can kill plants just as easily as can the lack of water; stagnant water that lies in poorly drained soil can deprive the roots of air, and may rot some root fibres. Excessive drainage, caused by sandy soil, will result in the need for frequent watering. In excessively sandy soil conditions, the use of copious quantities of humus material, from the stable or farmyard, will assist in retaining some of the moisture, as well as introducing nutrients. Find out what type of soil structure you have in your garden, and its pH level, and then purchase plants accordingly.
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			While this dry storage technique is not suitable for every type of plant seed, it can be used for most. Flower heads that have set seed, and started to dry, can be put into a paper bag to catch the seed as it is released. Place seed into an envelope labelled with the plant variety and, most importantly, the planting and flowering season details. It is always a good thing to retain the original seed packet for information on planting. Fruit and vegetable seeds can be saved in a similar manner but must first be cleaned, and dried, before storing. Place seed packets or envelopes in an airtight jar or container containing a desiccant, and store in a cool, dark and dry place, at a temperature between 0-5ºC (32-41ºF). The domestic refrigerator is ideal for this purpose.
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