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“A hero is someone who simply got too frightened to use his good sense and run away, then
somehow lived through it all.”

– Raymond E. Feist, Silverthorn

This is the part where I get to talk about myself, the good, the bad and the beautiful. I
realize hardly anyone will read this part, and I have taken the liberty in using the writing of
it – with a cup of coffee and a wee dram of whisky – as a summarizing reflection on my life,
as far as it pertains to my professional career of course, but – inescapably intertwined – also
to the scientist and the person I have become.

I was born in Haarlem, The Netherlands, on the 7th of September in 1977. I suspect that
– in a way, even at that age – I was already easily distracted and momentarily lost sight of
the tasks right in front of me, as I stopped breathing right away. However, be it curiosity or
stubbornness, I eventually got back to it and to this day, I still foster a passion for it, akin to
that for astronomy.

For as long as I can remember, I enjoy understanding. And then imagining the alternative
possibilities. As soon as I could read, I was hooked and essentially didn’t put the books down,
until well within adulthood. During my years in primary school, I was more than a handful.
As soon as I understood something, my mind had already wandered down several other paths.
It’s not that school didn’t interest me. It did. I wanted to understand everything in school.
Yet I also wanted to understand, experience, explore and imagine a lot of other things as well
and I simply didn’t have time to dawdle, doing the same old exercises.

When hiking through the heathlands in Drenthe, on the Veluwe or the mountains in
France, I was fascinated by maps and the explanations of my father, a teacher of geography
and mathematics, about how and why the world was ordered as it was. I remember picking
my mother’s and father’s brain about the differences between religions and, during the same
summer holiday evenings, I kept asking for another challenge in determining the square root
of a non integer number. I was swept away by the 3D shows in the then newly opened Om-
niversum, when my grandmother took me there. To this day I remember the shows about
astronomy, the physics behind airplanes and dizzying and exhilarating journeys over strange
landscapes or through the depths of the oceans. She even gave me a booklet called ‘Welke
ster is dat?’ by W. Widmann, full of charts and constellations for each time of the year. I
already had my own simple camera, and being allowed to use my father’s Canon SLR on rare
occasions was a treat. Unhindered by any talent for the sport, I still managed to make it to the
first soccer team of the school through stubbornness and running around a lot, and boy was
I proud when we won the local championship and entered the regional school championship
for the first time in years.

My high school years I attended College Hageveld in Heemstede. It is the only categorical
athenaeum in The Netherlands, though I still had the opportunity to submerse myself in the
classics, culminating in visiting Rome on a school trip and graduating in Latin besides Dutch,
English, German, mathematics, physics, chemistry and biology. I wanted to take French,
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geography and history as well, but the system wasn’t flexible enough at the time. Hageveld
was also a place that fostered creativity and curiosity, and I explored my first steps on stage,
in writing and in music.

After extensive orienting visits to various universities all over the country, seriously con-
templating philosophy, veterinary medicine, electrical or aerospace engineering, the choice
for astronomy felt in hindsight as not just logical, but inevitable. I finally enjoyed a true chal-
lenge, as the sky was not the limit, but merely the start. The bigger the challenge, the stronger
my interest, the higher my grades. The master courses in general relativity and gravitation,
differential equations, cosmology and philosophy of science were among the highlights, some
of which were the last to be taught in the classic Kamerlingh Onnes building. I also had my
first taste of teaching, as I related to the struggles of students in the years below me and shared
my experiences and insights gleaned during my own similar struggles. Not just sharing the
knowledge, but how to change a way of thinking, how to learn. I did a minor thesis with
Dr. Peter Katgert on cosmology, focusing on quintessence versus a cosmological constant.
My master thesis about galactic bars in edge-on galaxies with boxy bulges, a case study of
IC2531, was done under supervision of Prof. dr. Tim de Zeeuw and Dr. Martin Bureau.

Of course, besides also still devouring books, my interests still wandered all over the
place, and I immersed myself in tabletop games and the first variants of online games, not
only playing, but also developing and writing them. With a group of close friends, we visited
the cinema at least once a week and of course several editions of the Leiden Movie Festival.
I assisted the astronomy association Kaiser with a few activities over the years and partici-
pated in the trip to Northern France to see the solar eclipse of 1999 in Noyon. I joined SKC,
the student volleyball club, and over the course of ten years, worked my way from the low-
est to the first team, became a licensed referee and joined several committees, such as the
social activities committee, the lustrum committee, the bar committee and the monthly club
magazine.

Most importantly, I actively participated in De Leidsche Flesch, the student association
for physics, astronomy, mathematics and computer science. Besides joining committees for
first year students, the yearly almanac, movie nights and games, among others, I spent a year
as president. At the time, member engagement was very low and some people wondered if
the association still had a purpose, a future. With a fantastic board and a group of creative
and enthusiastic first year students, we watched the association bloom with renewed social
and scientific activities, planting during this year many seeds that would come to fruition
in following years, like the yearly student trip abroad. It was an impressive and privileged
experience to be at the front row during that change.

It will come as no surprise that at some point, my studies were taking quite a long time.
A student has to eat, and I decided that after my unofficial experiences with teaching, I could
dabble in the real thing. It turned out that I could all too well, and before I realized, I had
three years experience in teaching almost full time in high school, at a sublocation of the
Carmelcollege in Gouda. With the support at home and of Prof. dr. de Zeeuw, I quit a steady
income to return home to astronomy – at least that’s how it felt.

Fueled by the feeling that I had returned where I belonged, I finished my masters de-
gree. Over the summer, I did a short research project with Dr. Richard McDermid on M32
using Oasis data in my spare time. At the same time, I applied for a PhD position with
Prof. Dr. Koen Kuijken to work on weak gravitational lensing with the Kilo-Degree Survey
and was ecstatic when I was accepted. In expectation of the start of KiDS, I started work-
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ing on Wide-Field Imager data of nearby galaxy groups found in the 2-degree Field Galaxy
Redshift Survey and observations on galaxy supergroup SG1120–1202 from the Advanced
Camera for Surveys on the Hubble Space Telescope. As part of the growing lensing group in
Leiden, I had the privilege to take part in the ‘Dark side of the Universe through Extragalac-
tic Lensing’ (DUEL) European training network and the collaborations on Canada-France-
Hawaii Legacy Survey data, evolving in name and composition from CFHT-CARS, through
CFHTLS Systematics to the final CFHT Lensing Survey (CFHTLenS). I attended summer
schools and workshops on statistics at Penn State, USA; astronomical image processing in
Dubrovnik, Croatia; AstroWISE in Leiden, The Netherlands. I participated in scientific meet-
ings, presented my work and gave talks and colloquia in Leiden, Ameland, and Veldhoven,
The Netherlands; State College, USA; Santiago, Chile; London, and Edinburgh, UK; Paris,
France; Sydney, Australia; Victoria, Canada.

At the same time, I assisted several years with the courses Introductory Astrophysics and
Special Relativity. I was active for several consecutive years in the institute social committee
(as chair), the computer committee and the institute council. During the same years, I worked
on public outreach and gave popular lectures in, among others, Amsterdam, Leiden, Alkmaar,
Hoorn, and Wormer.

During the full second year and part of the third year of my PhD, I went through a divorce
that ended a six year relationship. Pursuing many interests and passions at the same time had
been a characteristic of my life and that provided escape in many different directions at once.
My journey made the softest landing possible, when I soon after met my wife and love of my
life, but this newfound happiness occupied my attention more than the tumbleweeds blowing
through the silent landscape of my PhD.

Finding strength and encouragement in each other, I returned to astronomy once more,
but without funding. With savings, I could bridge a gap of several months, but to support
myself, I needed to return to my secondary passion: teaching. Continuing my PhD one day
per week, I completed my masters degrees in eduction of both mathematics and physics, cum
laude. Since then, I have been teaching in high school for ten years, developing an inter-
est and indeed an opinion on teacher education. I am a certified and registered video coach
and have participated with great interest in working collaborations on the subjects of educa-
tion of mathematics and statistics within the Dutch Association of Teachers in Mathematics
(NVvW).

This has been a long reflection, but then, I am now finishing my PhD at the age of 44. I
still feel that I am where I belong, and am currently living in the most important time of my
life, whatever dreams and passions may lie ahead.

“Wisdom comes from experience. Experience is often a result of lack of wisdom.”

– Terry Pratchett
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single individual who helped, inspired and supported me during my time in Leiden, both as
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I’ve heard it is not customary to acknowledge directly your promotor. Yet Koen, you have
been much more than a regular thesis supervisor. When I applied for the position, I followed
the advice I had been given: a good supervisor is more important than an interesting project.
How true that advice turned out to be, even though weak lensing has captured my heart. Your
patience and availability during the full 16 years that my PhD lasted have been incredible.
You never ‘closed the door’, as the saying goes, an example that I have taken to heart and
which has in turn made me a better teacher and supervisor to my own students. You have
given me an incredible opportunity and during most of our meetings you’d reiterate “go for
it!” I may have needed a long time, but I have taken that opportunity. If you remember, I
promised to walk back uphill, but sometimes one needs a path to be available.

I have been very fortunate by the support, guidance and friendship of the members of the
Leiden lensing group. Tim, Malin, Edo, Hendrik, I fondly remember the times when we, as
a small but growing group, would go to meetings and conferences together, and highlights
include the hiking trip over the Berg Lake Trail in the Canadian Rocky Mountains, the tour
of the New Zealand South Island including all those Lord of the Rings filming locations, the
sailing trip from Dubrovnik and the drinks on the steep cliffs just outside the walls. Margot
and Andrej, my time of visiting conferences and meetings may not have intersected with
yours, but I treasure our talks and exchange of ideas and above all your company, and I
consider you amazing persons, friends and scientists.

I have had the privilege of being a part of the DUEL and CFHTLenS groups and have
learned more about lensing and what ‘doing science’ really is from those meetings, than any
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as scientists and programmers crucial to the succes of many research projects, especially
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and ‘secretaries’, who have been so much more than that for many at the institute, such as
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I have experienced the same inspiration, support and inclusive environment from the ob-
servatory community as a whole. Inspiring lectures, exchange of ideas during coffee, per-
sonal advice in the ‘wandelgangen’, support from the PBC, or as TA. During my 16 years
as PhD, I have become convinced that the better I became at teaching, the better I became at
science, and vice versa. I take away a mixture of personal gratitude and inspiring teaching
and science examples from: Paul, Jarle, Peter, Xander, Antony, Ignas, Tim, Joop, George,
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Steven, no matter how long we haven’t spoken, as soon as we sit down for a beer, we
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can imagine, but also amazing friends, companions during skiing and sailing and trying to
beat Pandemic Legacy together. Jelle and Hanne have been our partners in crime for tabletop
escape rooms and Chronicles of Crime, but most of all friends and confidants. Rot and Lisette,
we may be journeying through Middle Earth at the moment, but we’re not done exploring
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