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  Dr. Kenny Wilson is a renowned re-
searcher at the Buck Institute
  Years ago when he was a young kid in 
Novato, Kenny Wilson’s worst subject in 
school was science.
  Now you can call him Dr. Kenny Wilson. 
All grown up now, he is a postdoctoral 
researcher studying how genetics and 
dietary intake influence brain aging and 
Alzheimer’s disease. 
  Wilson is one of three grand marshals 
for the Novato Fourth of July Parade, 
which starts at 10 a.m. July 4 and runs 
through Old Town on Grant Avenue. 
Joining him will be Betsy Rickets of Ul-
tragenyx and Ken Sprague of BioMarin 
as the parade pays tribute to “A Nation 
of Innovation.”
  Wilson said it will be “a surreal experi-
ence” to be featured in the Novato pa-
rade.
   “There is no place in the world where 
I feel more at home, and to be consid-
ered a Novato native worth celebrating 
is an incredibly warm feeling,” he said. “I 
look forward to many more years in this 
field to show that Novato develops some 
great researchers, both homegrown and 
others, who have come to Novato to 

contribute to the field of aging biology.
  How did he go from childhood science 
failure to brainiac scientist? The transfor-
mation, naturally, can be traced to inspi-
rational teachers. 
  Jean Scott taught science at Our Lady 
of Loretto School. Wilson, who lived in 
Ignacio with his family, attended there 
from kindergarten through eighth grade. 
  “She had an engaging attitude about 
science that helped make it fun,” he 
said. “I remember growing bean plants 

from seeds in a wet paper towel. It was 
really interesting that they didn't need 
soil. I also remember performing an ex-
periment for our school science fair to 
determine which liquid evaporates first 
between water, milk, eggnog, and or-
ange juice. They started growing mold 
before they evaporated, so I changed 
the experiment to "Which liquid is more 
prone to mold growth?" 
  Way to adapt.
  Wilson remained in Ignacio, growing 
up (with brother Cody and sister McK-
enna) in a household headed by a den-
tal hygienist for a mom and a commer-
cial salesman for a dad. Kenny kept his 
scientific curiosity on high heat at St. 
Vincent de Paul High School in Petalu-
ma. There, Darvin DeShazer was the 
teacher who orchestrated dissections 
and sent students on expeditions to 
find certain species of plants and fungi. 
Wilson’s best friends were his bio class 
benchmates and friends from the debate 
team. A B-plus grade in sophomore year 
bio class qualified Wilson for advanced 
placement bio the following year.
  “That solidified that this was the subject 
I wanted to consider for my career,” Wil-

son said. “That class was so informative 
and jumpstarted my love for genetics.”
  Setting aside his competing love for de-
bate and law, he earned his bachelor’s 
degree in molecular and cell biology 
from UC Berkeley. He focused on genet-
ics and genomics. 
  After graduation from Cal, Wilson re-
turned to Novato in 2012 when and be-
gan working at the Buck as a master's 
student through Dominican University of 
California, in San Rafael. He wrapped up 
his studies there in 2014, then embarked 
on his doctoral degree at the Universi-
ty of Southern California. In 2019, the 
same year he finished at USC, Wilson 
became the first person to graduate from 
the Buck’s Ph.D. program in the biology 
of aging. 
  Today, there are approximately 40 post-
doctoral researchers at the Buck. Wilson 
said Buck postdoc opportunities are 
strong for those with Ph.Ds and there, 
but there are also programs for high 
school and undergraduate internships, 
master’s student research positions, and 
lab support service positions. “Anybody 
who is passionate about aging should 
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look into it,” he said. 
  Day to day, Wilson is concentrated on 
understanding how the genetic differ-
ences between people can influence 
how bodies respond to diet. Most of his 
studies have involved fruit flies, which 
have DNA very similar to a human. He 
has identified a few genes that are im-
portant for diet response and longevity, 
as well as how healthy people are as 
they age. His Buck team has identified 
genes that influence insulin production, 
neurodegeneration, and weight gain.
  “I can prevent a gene from function-
ing properly in a fly, see if the fly gains 
weight, lives longer, or is more active, 
and that gives an insight into what hap-
pens in humans,” Wilson said. “And the 
crazy part is that it works! Hundreds of 

genes have been found in flies that af-
fect human health and longevity. It is 
incredibly easy to manipulate a fly's 
DNA, which is just amazing to me.”
  Influential scientists have noticed his 
work. Wilson was recently rated as be-
ing in the top 0.4% of all researchers 
studying aging and longevity. Not just 
at the Buck or in the United States, but 
in the world.
  What’s the Buck all about? Let’s start 
with that wild-looking building halfway 
up the southern slope of Mount Bur-
dell. It was designed by famous ar-
chitect I.M. Pei and opened in 1999. 
The argument could be made the Buck 
building is tied with City Hall and the 
quirky octagon house as the most 
iconic landmarks in Novato.
  An awful lot of amazing stuff happens 
inside those angular walls. The Buck 
is the world’s only research institution 
focused on the biology of aging and 

is a global leader in the field. It inter-
nationally recognized for coining the 
term ‘geroscience’ for studying aging 
and chronic diseases. It was at the 
Buck where the first successful use of 
a pharmacological compound to ex-
tend lifespan in an animal. Scientists 
there also launched the Marin Wom-
en’s Study for breast cancer research, 
founded the annual North Bay Discov-
ery Day.
  “I frequently go to national and inter-
national conferences, and all of the 
attendees know about the Buck and 
the great findings we have uncovered,” 
Wilson said. “In fact, the term gerosci-
ence, as a field of study focused on 
aging, was invented at the Buck. There 
have been countless groundbreaking 
studies and pioneer researchers who 
have pushed the field forward.”
  The Buck employs over 150 research-
ers from over 20 countries focused on 

improving lifespan and healthspan 
and identifying the underlying causes 
and treatments for age-related disor-
ders such as cardiovascular disease, 
cancer, wound healing, osteoporosis, 
sarcopenia, and neurodegenerative 
diseases such as Alzheimer’s, Parkin-
son’s, Huntington’s, and age-related 
dementia.
  Wilson said his career goal is pretty 
simple: to find something that can be 
useful for aging individuals, maybe by 
aging more gracefully with fewer aches 
and pains or improving lifestyles and 
lifespans without having to go on a 
diet. 
  “When I take a step back and look 
at the body of work I have contributed 
to, I do feel that I contribute to innova-
tion,” Wilson said. “I think the contribu-
tions I am making will help people live  
healthier.”

Get to know Parade Grand Marshal 
Ken Sprague of BioMarin
  Q: What are your ties to Novato?
A: I work here and live in the area. When 
I am not working, I come to Novato with 
my family to visit friends, mountain bike, 
hike, shop and go to restaurants. We 
love Novato and frankly it was a big rea-
son for our relocation to Northern Cali-
fornia.
  Q: Where are your roots?
A: I am originally from Minnesota and 
went to school at Montana State in Boz-
eman,  where I received a degree in po-
litical science.
  Q: How did you end up working in this 
field and what first got you interested in 
it?
I began working in healthcare advocacy 
many years ago when I was employed 
by a county government in Southern 
California. During my tenure with the 
county, my primary portfolio of issues 
was health, specifically looking for ways 
to improve healthcare delivery within the 
county organized health system. This 
piqued my interest in exploring innova-
tive solutions to healthcare, something 
that ultimately led me to BioMarin, a 
company at the very forefront of innova-
tion.
  Q: In layman's terms, what’s your 
role with BioMarin and why do you 
enjoy it?
I am responsible for working with state 
governments to expand access to life-al-
tering therapies for patients living with 
genetic conditions. This advocacy in-
cludes educating members of state leg-
islatures and administrators on what it 
means to live with these conditions and 
how we can work together to develop 
legislative solutions for sustainable ac-
cess and reimbursement.
Q: What are your biggest sources of 
pride when you reflect on your career 
with BioMarin?

BioMarin has cultivated an incredible 
culture of patient-focused work. The 
company strives to remind our employ-
ees every day about the importance of 
our work and how it positively impacts 
the lives of the patients who take our 
medicines. To that end, I am most proud 
of the opportunities I have had to col-
laborate directly with patients to “move 
the needle” with respect to legislative 
or administrative actions that promote 
better health outcomes through broader 
access.
  Q: The theme of our parade is "A 
Nation of Innovation." How would ex-
plain the way BioMarin is an innova-
tive firm? 
BioMarin was founded more than 25 
years ago here in Novato. The company 
has brought eight treatments to market, 
and we continue to create first-in-class 
or best-in-class therapies for patients. 
  Q: Do you have a message for young 
students of Novato who are interested 
in going into scientific research?
I would commend any student interested 
in pursuing a career in scientific research. 
I have found the employees of BioMarin 
who work within our Global Research & 
Development function to be the most ded-
icated, patient-centric individuals I have 
ever met. I think that type of work is fan-
tastically interesting and profoundly ful-
filling – knowing that you are moving the 
healthcare system forward in the name of 
patients while simultaneously advancing 
the field of biomedical research. 
Additionally, for those whom it might be 
a fit, I’d recommend considering our in-
ternship program at BioMarin. We have a 
meaningful offering that provides students 
or recent graduates with a foundational 
understanding of BioMarin, the biophar-
maceutical industry, and the world of sci-
entific research.

From A9

Parade



A11   MARINSCOPE | THE WEEK OF JUNE 28, 2023

Responsible
Environmental
Economical

WE’RE ON IT!

Learn more about our award-
winning treatment plant.

NOVATOSAN.COM

Creating Worth from All of Novato’s Waste

Novato Sanitary District
Contact Info: 408-391-3117 
Novato Advance Ad – Recy Services 
Submission Deadline: June 22, 2023 
Run Date: June 29, 2023 
Specs: 1/2 page vertical (12.5x10.5) - Color 
Dianna Stone, Account Executive
415-722-7147, dstone@marinscope.com

Safety Notes for the Fourth of July Parade
   For decades, Novato Fourth of 
July parade spectators and orga-
nizers didn’t have to worry about 
the train tracks that run through 
downtown Novato. They do now. 
With the Sonoma-Marin Area Rail 
Transit (SMART) trains running, 
everybody needs to be on their 
toes for safety’s sake. 
   SMART is running its weekend 
schedule on the Fourth of July. 
Only one train is expected to 
chug through the downtown area 
during the parade – a southbound 
train at 11:01 a.m., give or take. 

However, a northbound train is set 
to make an appearance at about 
12:10 p.m., right after the parade 
is over and families are heading 
back home. 
   The Novato Police Department 
reminds folks that they need to 
stay off the tracks and the area 
near the tracks. It is especially im-
portant because Novato has quiet 
zone crossings.
    Because of the parade’s special 
event permit, pets other than ser-
vice animals are not allowed along 
the parade route. You read that 

right: Most dogs are not allowed 
at the parade. Many people at-
tempt to bring their well-behaved 
non-service dogs with them, and 
it’s not really a day when officers 
and parade officials want to hold 
the hard line. However, those are 
the rules.
   There are other points of safe-
ty worth emphasizing on parade 
day. Alcoholic beverages, smok-
ing and vaping are not allowed 
near the parade. Chairs and blan-
kets may not be placed on the 
street, and parents are urged not 

to let young children dart into the 
street during the parade – even 
if there are no apparent vehicles 
close by.
   Families attending the parade 
should find parking well before 
the 10 a.m. parade start time and 
respect any “no parade” parking 
signs. Anyone not attending the 
parade but planning on traveling 
downtown on the Fourth of July 
should expect to traffic delays 
because of road blocks on and 
around the parade route.
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Get to know Parade Grand Marshal Betsy Ricketts of Ultragenyx
  Q: What are your ties to Novato?
A: I have lived in Novato for almost 15 
years, raising our family with my hus-
band, three kids and black lab puppy 
named Banjo. We have loved building 
our family here and being part of an in-
credible community.
  I also serve on the Novato Chamber 
Board of Directors, am a current mem-
ber and Former Chair of the City of No-
vato Parks and Recreation Commission, 
and current member and previous Elder 
of the Presbyterian Church of Nova-
to. We have proudly hosted so many 
friends and family over the years to stop 
in Novato and showcase our great parks 
and restaurants and shops before wine 
country trips.
  Q: Where are your roots?
A: I grew up in Montana, Washington 
state and Colorado. I graduated from 

Colorado State University with degrees 
in business and journalism.
 Q: How did you end up working in 
this field and what first got you inter-
ested in it?
A: Have spent 20 years representing 
small businesses, as well as large cor-
porations, in the political and policy are-
nas locally, every state capitol and at 

the federal level. I joined Ultragenyx and 
have been here for six great years af-
ter commuting out of Novato and Marin 
County for 10 years.
 Q: In layman's terms, what’s your 
role with Ultragenyx and why do you 
enjoy it?
A: A mom friend worked for our CEO, 
Dr. Emil Kakkis, and encouraged me to 
help Ultragenyx help patients get access 
to life-saving therapies. I lead our glob-
al government affairs team and help tell 
the story of our patients, our programs, 
our people, and our purpose to treat rare 
disease children and ensure that state 
Medicaids can pay for them when our 
innovative medicines are approved. 
  We meet with elected officials in every 
state where our patients are located to 
make sure there is newborn screening 
initiatives and opportunity for our pa-
tients to get our first-to-market therapies 
that no one else has tried. We’re de-
veloping those therapies for very small 
populations of patients with very serious 
life-threatening genetic rare disorders.
  Q: What are your biggest sources of 

pride when you reflect on your career 
with Ultragenyx?
A: Our CEO, Dr. Emil Kakkis, also 
choose to raise his family in Novato and 
San Rafael when he was with BioMarin. 
He then created Ultragenyx and the Ev-
ery Life Foundation over 13 years ago. 
Dr. Emil wanted our company to be built 
in Novato because he values the incred-
ible community that is good for business 
and good for family. We now have close 
to 100 employees who live and work in 
Marin County, with 1,300 employees 
across the world.
  Q: The theme of our parade is "A 
Nation of Innovation." How would ex-
plain the way Ultragenyx is an inno-
vative firm? 
 A: Dr. Emil is a pediatrician and geneti-
cist – and a proud father of three grown 
children. He has helped save so many 
children who have been struck by “rare 
disease lightening.” He knows that our 
team can find a way to be relentless and 
innovative and creative and generous 
to figure it out and create the science to 
treat even the rarest and deadliest rare 
diseases. We believe we can develop 
medicines that other companies can’t. 
We will remain dedicated to providing 
hope with urgency – as that’s what our 
parents and their families need the most.
 Q: Do you have a message for young 
students of Novato who are interest-
ed in going into scientific research?
A: Be curious. Be brave. Think big. And 
feel able to meet these big challenges 
for millions of patients needing more 
time and hope.


