Meindert de Jong is yet another example of what one with MS can accomplish in spite of the diagnosis. I “met” him on the internet and his is this publication’s first MS story to be submitted by one outside the continental USA. As written in the last paragraph of his story, “he lives his life with appreciation for all enjoyable things in spite of the disease”.

MS ONE TO ONE Vol. 2 No 2 for the multiple sclerosis society, Sept. 1995. Written by Cliff-Wayne Yetter.
Meindert de Jong is a native and resident of  The Netherlands. He is a scientist. More specifally, he is a phytopathologist (one who studies diseases of plants). He graduated from Wageningen University in The Netherlands in 1980 at the age of 25. In August of the same year, while assisting with a computer course at the university, he experienced his first MS symptoms with the sudden onset of numbness, which started in his feet. Within hours the numbness progressed to his knees and finally to his chest. When the numbness had reached his chest, he thought, “ If it progresses any further I will die.” Meindert was not diagnosed with MS until several years later when more symptoms had developed, including numbness in the fingertips and impaired vision in both eyes. Upon receiving the diagnosis, his thoughts were, “ This is the end of a healthy life, now I will always be ill.”  Meindert says that for him, MS feels like always having the flu. Other symptoms he experiences include: dizziness, impaired speech and fatigue. Fatigue sets the limits on his physucal activity.  A five-minute exercise, such as removing leaves from the yard can completely exhaust him for hours. He says his brain is also affected, “ much like a boxer who has experienced too many knock-outs.” Besides the effect of MS, however, he feels he is in a great shape. In 1984, he reached the end of a two-year teporary job. He had time on his hands and was able to work a few hours a day. He decided to spend the time writing a Ph.D. thesis on the biological control of weedy woods like American black cherry by using the silverleaf fungus. The thesis was completed in 1988 and received much media attention. At present, Meindert is able to work about two hours a day. He doesnot feel the need to have a career, nor does he feel the need to make a lot of money. He enjoys having the time to pay attention to all types of interests.  In 1990, he was introduced to one of his interests - computer communications. With access to a computer, he discovered the ability of communicating through the on-line computer service Internet.  (Internet is an international electronic computer communications system that allows computer users throughout the world to communicate with each other). He became fascinated by being able to contact others so far away. 

He might not have been able to participate in the field of science had it not been for the communication access that Internet provides. Through Internet. Meindert was able to make contacts with other scientists and institutions. Through these contacts, he has received  invitations to visit institutions and sites, to lecture and to perform research projects. A friend of Meindert says, “people think about Meindert as an invalid, but in the ‘electronic underworld’ he is a fair scientist.”

Meindert’s first invitation came from the Pacific Forestry Centre on Vancouver Island, BC, Canada, with travel expenses paid by the Centre. The Centre staff had learned of the subject of Meindert’s thesis and were very excited to meet him. Meindert visited the Centre for three weeks where he observed field sites and provided commentary. His scientific participation resulted in the Centre offering him a research job that he could perform from behind his computer. The Centre sent him, by way of the Internet, field results each day and Meindert and the Centre had discussions on the data. In conclusion of the research, Meindert wrote and submitted a joint scientific publication to Biological Control.
Other contacts resulted from his association with the Forestry Centre. His research capabilities have prompted an Institution on the United States’island of Nantucket to propose a research project. Meindert has also recently gotten correspondence from Finland offering him an associate professorship.

Although Meindert’s research has been unpaid. He nevertheless enjoys the contributions he is being allowed to make. He enjoys his expense-paid travels to meet his scientist contacts. He calls these his ‘trips to bountiful’. When he travels, he forgets that he is ill. He hase made several transatlantic trips. He says, “I´m living beyond my means. Even healthy people are kind of jealous because of these exotic travels.”
Aside from this use of the Internet for his scientific contacts, there is also the benefit of correspondence with other people in general. He has met and made many ‘pen pals’ and he belongs to an international postcard exchange club. He says he now has a huge collection of postcards. He has also been able to correspond with others who also have MS to compare notes on symptoms, coping and treatments. He has met in person many of his contacts that originated on the Internet.
Today Meindert’s greatest source of happiness is his family. He is married and has two daughters. He had always wanted another child and that desire was fullfilled when his wife gave birth to a son in 1994. He says, “Besides an ill person and a scientist, I am a housefather too!”. Meindert lives by the motto, “ill and also healthy”, obtained from the books of a Dutch writer with MS. With this motto, he lives his life with appreciation for all enjoyable things in spite of the disease.
