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Beehive Archive

Welcome to the Beehive Archive—your weekly bite-sized look at some of the most pivotal—and peculiar—events in Utah
history. With all of the history and none of the dust, the Beehive Archive is a fun way to catch up on Utah’s past. Beehive
Archive is a production of the Utah Humanities Council, provided to local papers as a weekly feature article focusing on Utah
history topics drawn from our award-winning radio series, which can be heard each week on KCPW and Utah Public Radio.

Nature’s Newcomers
Plants and animals that made their way to Utah unleashed unintended consequences upon arrival.

People aren’t the only ones who make journeys. When people traveled from place to place, they introduced new plants and
animals into the areas they settled. These “non-native” species are records of human contact, migration, and colonization.
Non-native species often traveled as invited guests — a little something to make new surroundings appear more familiar — or
as unexpected stowaways, secreted in clothing, bedding, and animal fur.

In April 1877, for example, two hundred English sparrows fluttered from their crates in the Salt Lake Valley. The Walker
Brothers, well-known Salt Lake merchants, imported the birds to help eat insects then plaguing Utah’s fruit trees. The birds
reminded British immigrants of home and were initially welcome. Ten years later, though, most people saw the sparrows as
obnoxious pests that decimated Utah’s cereal crops.

On the other hand, cheatgrass came to Utah as a stowaway. The grass originated in southwest Asia and came to the United
States in the early 1890s. It traveled west with the railroad, hiding inside straw bedding, packing, and commercial grain seed.
Sounds harmless enough, but cheatgrass is highly flammable and lengthens the fire season by up to three months. After a fire,
the grass grows and spreads quickly, and severely limits an area’s biodiversity. Some biologists refer to cheatgrass as a “biotic
virus.”

In the case of the English sparrows, Utahns learned to live with them. When farmers discovered in 1914 that the sparrow
feasted on the invasive alfalfa weevil, the bird was suddenly popular again.

Cheatgrass is another matter. To control it, biologists may introduce yet another newcomer to the Great Basin ecosystem: a
Eurasian fungus that prevents cheatgrass from germinating. It sounds like a good idea. Unlike the Walker Brothers and the
English sparrow, researchers today carefully monitor introduced species. But the challenge will be to make sure the new
fungus does not cause more problems than it solves.

Beehive Archive is a production of the Utah Humanities Council. Sources consulted in the creation of the Beehive Archive and
past episodes may be found at www.utahhumanities.orq/BeehiveArchive.htm. Rebecca Andersen © Utah Humanities Council
2014.
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The Utah Humanities Council empowers Utahns to improve their communities through active engagement in the humanities.
UHC is funded through gifts from individuals, foundations, and corporations, the Salt Lake County Zoo, Arts, and Parks Fund,
the State of Utah, and the National Endowment for the Humanities. Each year, the Council underwrites hundreds of
educational and cultural programs throughout Utah. For more information, visit www.utahhumanities.org or
www.facebook.com/utahhumanitiescouncil.
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