
234

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It is impossible to look back on this thrilling journey without thinking of the many great 
people that have contributed directly or indirectly to my work and the completion of 
this thesis. I would then like to take this opportunity to remember them and offer my 
warm regards and blessings in particular to
 Prof. Dr. Peter Heutink. I would like to express all my deep and sincere 
gratitude to my supervisor and co-promoter Peter, who offered me the opportunity 
to come in to The Netherlands in the first place to work for him in Prof. Ben Oostra’s 
group at Erasmus MC’ Clinical Genetics department in Rotterdam. I started working 
as a lab technician in October 2002 and, soon after joining the group, Vincenzo 
Bonifati et al published in the Science magazine the landmark manuscript “Mutations 
in the DJ-1 Gene Associated with Autosomal Recessive Early-Onset Parkinsonism”. 
I do remember feeling so privileged to be part of such an accomplished group, 
moreover, as Peter allowed me to hit the ground running. Luckily, after a few months 
of really hard work I have had my first first-author publication accepted in the Human 
Molecular Genetics Journal. I felt exhilarated - the sky was the limit. 
 In the meantime, Peter accepted an offer to create his own research Medical 
Genomics group at the VU in Amsterdam and invited me to move along, now as 
PhD student assigned to a research project entitled “The role of DJ-1 in Parkinson’s 
Disease”. While I did miss my dear Erasmus MC colleagues, moving to Amsterdam 
represented an unique opportunity to be exposed to a truly multidisciplinary neural 
science centre, the CNCR, with first hand access to superior technical facilities and 
top expert knowhow on a wide array of related topics. 
 Despite, though, very auspicious first strides, establishing the role of DJ-1 
protein proved to be a lot more challenging and less straightforward than the initial 
progress might have suggested. Peter’s broad knowledge, scientific rigor, and 
unique talent to make easy what is very complex guided me through the ups and 
downs of the PhD rollercoaster. As in the ancient Chinese proverb stating “Give a 
man a fish and you feed him for a day, teach a man to fish and you feed him for 

Acknowledgments



235

a lifetime.” so has Peter equipped me with the fishing rod and, above all, with the 
determination to go out and learn how to fish by myself!
 Prof. Dr. August Smit. I am heartily thankful to my promoter Guus who was 
so kind to take on the responsibility of guiding me through the final hurdles (and 
hazards) of a PhD dissertation. He took me under his wing at a very “advanced” 
stage and proved to be the quickest reviewer I have had the luck to come across. I 
will always keep very fond memories of the stimulating discussions and encouraging 
words that made me feel happy and inspired at such a crucial point of the process.
 Dr. Patrizia Rizzu. I am grateful to Patrizia from whom I have learnt nearly all 
there was to learn on the lab methods and techniques necessary for my work. Her 
unyielding quest for precision and rigor, and her extensive labwork experience has 
been and will always be a major reference to me. I shall also remember her amazing 
memory and her capacity to recall the tiniest details involved in the daily work of 
every single one working under her supervision. It was definitely very reassuring to 
have her beside me every time I needed. 
 Dr. Zoltán Bochdanovits. Dear Zoltán, thank you so much for the much 
productive discussions and open exchange of ideas, first face-to-face in Amsterdam 
and later by email and over the phone, and for the crucial contribution to parts of 
my work. Your advice/guidance were absolutely instrumental to guide me through 
the chapter 4’s statistics and your CNVR script allowed me to convert CNVs into 
CNVRs, paving the way for the analysis described in that section.  No matter how 
busy you were with your own projects, you were always ready to make yourself 
available to review data or to discuss results; Zoltán, it has really been a pleasure 
and your help was much appreciated!
 Dr. Shushant Jain. Dear Shoey, thank you for your critical revision of chapter 
6 and for proof-reading the whole thesis. Although I am not beer drinker myself, I 
was always very keen for that time of the day you went out announcing “It’s beer 
o´clock“. It was very often over those relaxed afternoon drinks that some of the best 
scientific exchanges I was involved in would emerge.
 Dr. Linda Jacobsen. My deepest gratitude to Linda, an absolute expert in 
yeast two hybrid screening, formerly working at FGA dep. and who has provided 
me with all YTH plasmids, protocols and guidance. Dear Linda, I still hold very dear 
the beautiful hand-knitted shawl you made me!
 Dr. David Fischer. Dear David thank you for passing me your “UbFc/DJ-1” 
project making possible the results described in chapter 6.

Acknowledgments



236

 Dr. Yves Bollen. Dear Yves, thank you for your interest in my research and 
the time spent educating me on the expression & purification of recombinant DJ-1 
proteins. Sadly, we were not able to confirm the DJ-1 interaction with Biacore, and 
therefore the results could not be included in this thesis. There was unfortunately no 
time to test other conditions that could have produced other more encouraging.
 Dr. Tom O’Toole. A word of thanks to Tom from VUmc’s Immunology 
department. Yo Tom! Thanks for all your help with FACS and your contagious 
energy and sense of humour! “Go yellow”-you used to say. The results of those 
experiments are not included within this thesis but they have certainly contributed 
much for my understanding of the bigger picture. 
 Dr. André Hoogeven. My deep appreciation goes to André from Erasmus 
MC. Under his supervision I performed the gel-filtration chromatography experiments 
that made my first publication possible.  And I do not forget my very first dealing with 
protein structures took place at our friendly working meetings together with Patrizia. 
 Sasja Heetveld. Dear Sasja, It has been such a pleasure to have you as a 
master student. I think I am not overstating it if I say you were a perfect student! 
I can still remember the day we saw each other for the first time the PML-nuclear 
bodies containing DJ-1. It was such a thrill! Thank you for choosing my project to 
do your master’s internship, and therefore contributing with results for chapter 6 of 
this thesis.
 The Goldenhelix company, in particular John Nord and Greta Linse with 
whom I exchanged several emails over analysis methods. Without their software 
and advice it would have been impossible to extract reliable CNV data from the 
Affymetrix SP 5.0 CEL files.
 Dr. Luba Pardo Cortes. Dear Luba, muchas gracias for designing the CNV 
script that I ended up using countless times for my CNV analysis.  And Dr. Mark 
Nellist. Dear Mark, thank you for your critical reading and grammar correction of my 
Movement Disorders paper and Scope of this thesis!
 Prof. Bob van Hilten and Dr. Dagmar Verbaan from LUMC for the fruitful 
collaboration which resulted in a publication (chapter 3). 
 Dr. Javier Simon-Sanchez and Dr. Eric Reits who kindly reviewed chapter 4 
and 6, respectively.
 The Dutch translation-team constituted by Dagmar, Hilga, Ilja, Iraad, Maartje, 
and Sasja. A last-minute gathered team, which worked beautifully. BEDANKT. 
 The art-work done by my friend Ginie, prima Ana and João in this thesis, 

Acknowledgments



237

and specially their patience with my hesitations and delays in delivering them the 
final word files.
 The research team from Cell Biology and Gene Expression Unit - National 
Institute on Aging/NIH  in particular, Prof. Dr. John Hardy for the opportunity to be at 
the NIH where I was just amazed by all the ready-to-use solutions, the frantic pace 
of work and the incredibly friendly atmosphere. Dr. Mark R. Cookson. Dear Mark, 
thank you for your warm welcome at the airport, for “luxurious” accommodation in 
a lab apartment. You did your utmost to make me feel at home in your research-
team. Thank you for the truly amazing experience! Dr. Marcel P. van der Brug. Dear 
Marcel, thank you for being so friendly and teaching me all about the DJ-1 RNA IP 
method. Unfortunately, we could not get sufficient amount of RNA from the PD-
patient derived-lymphoblast cell lines for further analysis. Though it was a great 
personal and work experience, I learned that even in a lab with all the conditions and 
lots of money, getting solid scientific data is not easy!  
 My sincere thanks to all the great people from the  “vanishing white matter 
group”, in particular Barbara, Carola, Gerre, Gert, Hannemieke, Ilja, Koen, Machiel; 
the INF department including Elizabeth, Huib, Karlijn, Klaus, Oscar, Rhi, Rogier 
and Tim; the FGA department namely Ineke, Joost, Mathis, and Sander; the MCN 
department in particular, Brigitte, Ka Wan, Marten, Martijn, Opeg, Pim, Réne, Ronald, 
Sabine, and Yvonne; and our own MGA department, including Antonella, Cláudia, 
Deborah, David, Eva, Garima, Javi, Linda, Laura, Marianna, Marijke, Martina, and 
Mitashree. Everybody from Erasmus MC in particular, Aida, Ben, Bianca, Claudia, 
Edwin, Erik, Esther, Guido, Herma, Ingeborg, Jeanette, John, Lau, Leontine, Li, 
Lies-Anne, Marianne, Onno, Rob, Stefano, Surya, Violeta, and specially Vincenzo!
 My former group at IBMC-Porto, Prof. Dr. Maria De Sousa. Dear Prof. 
Maria, I want to thank you for the wonderful scientific and personal experience that 
has been working at your group and for giving me the wings to fly higher! Dr. Elsa 
Cardoso for giving me the opportunity to learn so much from you and Dr. Pedro 
Rodrigues for guiding me through my first PCRs. And to all my former IBMC friends, 
Ana, Fátima, Helena, Mafalda, Marisa, Mónica Mascarenhas e Mónica Castro, 
Nuno, Pedro, Sofia, Susana e Xana who turned the long working days so much fun!
 My present group at IBMC-Porto, specially Dr. Sandra Macedo-Ribeiro, 
who has given me the chance to resume my career in Portugal working in her lab, 
where I have been able to learn a host of new skills and continue searching for the 
role of sumoylation in neurodegenerative disorders. My deepest thanks Sandra, for 

Acknowledgments



238

being so understanding and patient, especially on all those days I needed to stay 
home working on this thesis or looking after little Henrique. 
 Prof. Dr. Martinus F. Niermeijer. Beste Martinus, my deepest gratitude to 
you, the number one fan of my work - your help has simply been priceless! I cannot 
express how grateful I am for all the time and energy you dedicated looking for 
information and articles that could be relevant for my work. Thank so much for 
your friendly postcards always with wise and beautiful thoughts also extensive to 
Jantine. Dear Jantine, muito obrigado for being such a dear friend and for all the 
lovely moments together, watching a concert at the Concert Gebouw or just having 
a great meal at your place.
 My best foreign friends Burcu, Dina, Florencia, Hilga, Iraad, Robbie, and 
Thais. I wish we could all still be working together!!! Oh gosh I miss you so much! 
We have had so much fun at work and outside work! Humm the delicious Biber 
Dolmasi from Burcu, the chouriço de Trás-dos-Montes from Dina, the dulce de 
leche filled pancake from Florencia, the incredibly fresh zeebaars direct from the sea 
from Robbie, the feijoada à brasileira com caipirinha from Thais. Thank you all of you 
for such good friends and for all the good time together!
 My good old portuguese friends Duarte, Mónica, Nini, Patrícia e Teresa, who 
despite the long distance have always kept in touch and nurtured our friendship. 
Vocês estão sempre comigo no meu coração!
 Aos meus familiares em particular às minhas queridas avós, irmãs, tia 
Zé, madrinha e prima: eu era nova, estava apaixonada e de um momento para o 
outro, sem aviso prévio, fui estudar para muito longe e por muito tempo. Porque 
me viam feliz nunca se queixaram, deram-me todo o vosso apoio e recebiam-me 
com muito entusiasmo, muitas prendinhas e guloseimas. MUITO OBRIGADA e um 
abraço muito apertado. Madrinha, nunca esquecerei que me telefonaste todos os 
Domingos enquanto estive na Holanda. Pai, um dia, estiveste disposto a ajudar-me 
para que eu fosse estudar medicina para fora do país. Na altura, não tive coragem 
de embarcar nessa aventura e hoje, arrependo-me. E talvez por isso, tenha eu, uns 
anos mais tarde, saído do país por minha iniciativa. Obrigada por teres permitido 
crescer! Aos meus sogros, por se interessarem sempre pelo meu trabalho (mesmo 
quando eu não estou interessada em falas sobre o meu trabalho) e por terem 
incentivado o Alexandre a ir em busca dos seus sonhos, deixando-o voar comigo. 

Acknowledgments



239

 At last to my dear husband Alexandre. Meu querido, it is hard to believe it 
has been already ten years together. During that time, we moved to the Netherlands 
and stayed together for the better and worse! Of course you will remember all the 
times I would interrupt our Sunday picnics out in the Vondel Park or cycling rides 
through the Amsterdamse Bos on a beautiful sunny afternoon to go back to the lab 
to “check on my cells”. Thank you for helping me in preparing for presentations, for 
reading and commenting on my Introduction, for introducing me to the wonderful 
Excel VLOOKUP function that I have come to use some million times on my CNV 
analysis. Thank you for being endlessly patient and for believing in me, even when I 
could not believe in myself.  So many times, you kept me going with your continuous 
encouragement. You were right, I did it, we have done it and therefore I dedicate this 
thesis to you. Thank you for all the love, friendship, and fun together. We will never 
forget Holland and “Holland” will never forget us! Greetings to the best days of our 
lives! Amo-te!

Acknowledgments




