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Greener: 
My Eco-Hero is my brother! He is a very inspiring person who has conducted several research projects in 
regards to the effect Spanish colonialism had on the local ecosystem and lead some environmental 
conferences in that area. My brother, Benjamen Gao, was born in Burlingame, California, and how studies 
at Stanford University. When he first began his involvement with the environment, it was a volunteer 
activity that allowed him to get away from the monotony of his regular life. That day, they were clearing the 
local environment of an invasive species called stinkwort. He didn’t think too much of it until he heard 
from one of the leaders of the activity that the stinkwort had to do with Spanish Colonialism. We’ve been 
learning Spanish, were in a Spanish Immersion program, since we were 5 (not in the same class). But, when I 
talked to him as a child, he would talk about how he was still felt a little disconnected from the culture that 
he was shown as a child. It helped that he was interested in the effects and epistemological implications of 
Colonialism, which helped inspire his motivation to research the stinkwort. He spent a long time 
researching it. This was because he was starting a Spanish research paper (or journal) and was trying to find 
a subject that interested him. So he decided to combine his interest in Environmental Science and 
Colonialism. I used to walk into his room, only to find him buried in textbooks of Spanish expansionism, 
reading his primary documents in regards to the flora brought to the Americas, or even just primary journals 
that documented the conquest. It took him a while, but he managed to finally figure out why the stinkwort 
made it to the Americas. It all began stinkwort, he learned, was brought from Europe and established in 
Latin America because the plant had cultural significance in Catholic rituals. As colonists moved 
northward, so did stinkwort, a migration that ultimately brought stinkwort to California.  As a result, he 
used his knowledge to speak at a local environmental protection agency in order to spotlight the important 
effects of it. He talked about how, just like colonialism, the effects of stinkwort are devastating and 
overlooked. We see the plant as a natural part of our ecosystem so there isn’t really any political action from 
our government. This leaves only the local organizations, such as the one my brother participates in, to clean 
up the mess that they didn’t create. In order to solve the solution, my brother went on to research the 
possible plants that are native to the Bay Area that can also halt the spread of the stinkwort. He found a 
local species called saltbush, which was effective enough in the preliminary trials to reduce the stinkwort 
population to about half. With the help of other organizations, he managed to lead a few volunteer activities 
where they began to introduce saltbush into the local ecosystem in order to help curb the stinkwort 
population. I admire him because it’s crazy to think how one little moment in someone’s life, especially 
someone you’ve seen grow up next to you, can create monumental change. 
   

mailto:agao22@dtechhs.org


Amaryllis Gao 
amaryllisgao 

agao22@dtechhs.org 
Design Tech High School 

Social Media Post: 

 

mailto:agao22@dtechhs.org

