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Springfield, VA –  It is often said that a weed is simply a plant growing in the wrong place.  As an incurable gardener, I have found this saying to be remarkably on target.  
Perhaps the most common example of "When is a plant a weed?" is grass.  Like millions of Americans I have spent countless hours and money attempting to ensure that the grass in my lawn is "acceptable."   I am not looking for a putting green or even fairway-of-a-golf-course type of lawn, just something which has grass in most places most of the time.  The primary role of my lawn is to ensure that it does not detract from the overall appearance of our home.  Therefore, I put down fertilizer the obligatory three times a year (never in summer!!!) and de-thatch and aerate and mow and pull out crabgrass and edge and......whatever.  The results are usually mixed.  By late summer the wild Bermuda grass has shown that it wins, so I spray it with some generally ineffective chemical and begin all over with the fertilizer in the fall.  
I mention all of this grass stuff because it is this same plant, grass, which bedevils me when it starts to grow in my vegetable and flower gardens.  Here it is an unwanted weed - the same plants I have been trying to nurture just a few feet away are now my enemy and targets for extinction.  I prefer not to use chemical herbicides in my garden, so I am left with the pull-em-out-by-the-roots option.   It seems that the grass sprouts daily, because once I have most of those little suckers removed one day, I get to begin pulling again the next day.   Whenever we leave home for a trip, I return to find that I have a new lawn - in my garden!   
I have fought this grass battle over most of my lifetime.  I grew up on a farm in Kentucky on the southern banks of the Ohio River.   Seven acres of our farmland was adjacent to the riverbanks, so it was frequently flooded during spring (there were no high-rise dams on the river then, so spring floods were essentially an annual occurrence).  Although the floods brought nutritious new topsoil for our land, they also brought along every local farmer's nemesis:  Johnson grass, a.k.a., Sorghum halapense.   This invasive and noxious weed is nearly impossible to eradicate because it spreads both by seeds and rhizomes (pieces of roots).   You can spray it with various herbicides, but most require multiple applications, and then you are still not guaranteed eradication.  The only way to ensure that you are Johnson grass free is to dig it out, root piece by root piece.  I spent many summer days with a spade and a bucket to find these yellow, kinky roots.  It did no help that the farmer upwind of us had a cavalier attitude toward Johnson grass - he was the classic bad neighbor - his seeds drifted onto our pristine land.  He was actually labeled a "bad farmer" by everyone around us.  Whenever us locals talked amongst each other, he was always a topic of scorn.   At any rate, my hatred of invasive grass is longstanding and intense.
I do not have Johnson grass on our property here in Virginia.  What we do have is the stuff I mentioned earlier, "wild" Bermuda grass, sometimes called wire grass.  It is a drought-tolerant perennial that also propagates via rhizomes.  It loves the sun, and is rarely seen in shady areas.  But, once in a lawn, it crowds out desirable grass and ruins the appearance.  Like Johnson grass, it is resistant to most herbicides, although Roundup will kill it along with all other vegetation, namely your entire lawn.  Bayer makes a product which can be sprayed on wire grass to make it go away, or keep it under control, but I have had mixed results with it.   About ten years ago I nuked the entire front lawn with Roundup, had several truckloads of topsoil dumped, and re-seeded.   Within two years the Bermuda was back.  Obviously, one can go crazy if you allow yourself to become obsessed with these weeds, but that is what a lot of us gardeners do.
My other weed nemesis is chickweed (Stellaria media).  It is a winter annual which generally makes its appearance in either late winter or very early spring because the seeds actually germinate in the fall.  If you go online looking for "How to get rid of chickweed" you will find multiple entries, most telling you, in polite language, that you are screwed.  There is Roundup, of course, but unless you apply it very early in the spring, the seeds for next year have already been spread.  Again, the only truly effective method to reduce it is to pull it and all its roots out of the ground.  Another alternative is to harvest it, because it is not only edible, but can be added to salads in place of lettuce.  Some people even use it as an alternative medicine for a variety of ailments.  I remain suspicious of most of these claims if only because it is recommended for everything from a laxative to a cough suppressant to kidney issues.   But when it shows up all over my strawberry patch, it is a plant growing in the wrong place, and hence, as I began this discussion, a weed.  I hate it.
I thought you might like to know.
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