
GO INTO THE GREAT WIDE OPEN

When I met Angela Merkel in the winter of 1983, she worked in a one-storey, 
ramshackle bungalow on a cosy corner of the grounds of the Academy of 
Sciences in the East Berlin district of Adlershof. Sparrows chirped noisily in the 
man-high blackthorn bushes; you could see hare tracks in the snow. The 
Brandenburg steppe began somewhere beyond a rusty chain-link fence, and 
the Berlin Wall passed not far behind the campus

In the years that followed, Merkel and I sat in the same office and often 
travelled to work together by commuter train from Prenzlauer Berg. From the 
train, you could see the roofs and allotment gardens of Kreuzberg and 
Neukölln in a number of places – the other side of the city, out of our reach. 
The social apathy of the dying GDR prevailed at that time.

But we didn't let that affect us. Perhaps it was due to our similar up-bringing 
(Protestant parents) that we had no qualms about speaking openly with each 
other. Angela Merkel, the only woman in this circle (except for me) of 
venerable scientists from a different generation, had not lost her curiosity for 
things foreign. She was particularly keen to hear from me about Perestroika 
and Gorbachev, because I had just spent five years in the Soviet Union. She 
also joined a team of young scientists from Czechoslovakia and Poland as a 
means to get out of the East German rut. For people like us, cooperation with 
the West was out of the question, for political reasons.

Although she was serious about science, she was (also) interested in the arts. 
Sometimes we went to the concert together. She was already keen on opera 
back then. Anytime there was a retrospective of films from the West (mostly 
pre-war films like An Andalusian Dog and some such) showing at the East 
Berlin Babylon cinema that you couldn't see anywhere else, Angela was there. 
You usually saw her in jeans and a sweater, a slender girl with large, alert eyes, 
who enjoyed cycling in the Mark Brandenburg and at the Baltic Sea on her days 
off, and who made Turkish coffee for the men in the office. Her circle of friends 
consisted mainly of young academics like herself, most of whom did not belong 
to the party but were close to the Protestant Church. It was within this group 
that she began to get involved in politics.

In the late 1980s, she was allowed to travel to the West for the first time, for a 
relative's birthday. She came back, unlike many East Germans at the time. She 
told me that although that part of Germany was more prosperous, her life was 



here. The centre of her life: Joachim Sauer, her family, her friends, and 
apparently the academy.

Then came the peaceful revolution and the fall of the Berlin Wall. Everything 
changed. Merkel sensed the advent of change. The centre of her life would 
shift. Unimaginable things would happen. She soon joined Kohl's first all-
German cabinet.

When my first novel Roberts Reise (Robert’s Journey) was published in early 
2000, she had just published the open letter to Helmut Kohl in the FAZ 
newspaper, which led to his downfall and her rise. She recognised herself in 
one of the characters in Roberts Reise: Renate. In the story, the narrator gives 
Renate a book as a farewell gift. The book contains the dedication: “Go out 
into the great wide open.”

A few months later, Angela Merkel was elected leader of the conservative CDU 
by a predominantly male national board. In her inaugural address at the CDU 
party conference, she called out the familiar sentence to the delegates: “Go 
out into the great wide open!” It was the beginning of a new era. Not only for 
the CDU, as would soon become clear. 

I had invented Renate and thought up the dedication. Merkel took it seriously 
anyway. On 3 October 2006, in her first speech as Chancellor on the occasion 
of German Unity Day, Merkel recalled the fall of the Berlin Wall in the GDR and 
that fictitious book dedication: “For me, it is like the headline posted above all 
my feelings, desires and longings of that time. ‘Go out into the great wide 
open.’ That was one of the nicest things anyone could have said to me at the 
time. And how I marched off!”

The path from the now demolished bungalow in Adlershof to the top of the 
German government and sixteen years of chancellorship was Merkel's long 
march. Countless comments have accompanied her march. But for many, 
Merkel's personality has remained something of an enigma, and it remains to 
be seen to what extent her autobiography will contribute to the solution or 
further obscure it.

The reason for this enigma is probably that Merkel does not fit into any 
pigeonhole, and not only because she is a woman and a former scientist. In the 
GDR, she belonged to neither the SED nor a bloc party, nor can she be 
described as a resistance activist. In the first decade of German reunification – 



until the end of the Kohl era – her political activity could be described as rather 
inconspicuous.

This difficulty in categorising Merkel has repeatedly led to some rather 
adventurous speculation, particularly among the West German elite. 
Management consultant Gertrud Höhler labelled Merkel a “stranger from over 
there” (which incidentally also expresses the renowned publicist's opinion of 
the new federal states) and concluded: “The difficult-to-read Chancellor always 
tends to live undercover.”

Even those who interpret this and similar statements about Merkel as a 
polemic by the conservative establishment will have to admit that Merkel may 
not have necessarily been “difficult to read”, but she has always been good for 
a surprise. 

The now famous words “We can do it!” and the consequences that Merkel's 
statement at the Federal Press Conference nine years ago had in the context of 
the refugee crisis have been particularly memorable. Among others, ZEIT 
journalist Tina Hildebrandt immediately established the connection with 
another quote: “Go out into the great wide open”, words inscribed in a book 
given to an alter ego of Merkel in my novel. 

Merkel herself kept coming back to it during her time as Chancellor. And not 
just in Germany. In her much-acclaimed commencement address at Harvard 
University in May 2019, she gave a description that almost exactly matches the 
relevant passage from Roberts Reise: “My first job after graduation was as a 
physicist in East Berlin at the Academy of Sciences. I lived near the Berlin Wall. 
On the way home from my institute I walked past it every day. Behind it lay 
West Berlin, freedom. And every day, when I was very close to the Wall, I had 
to turn away at the last moment -- and head towards my apartment. Every day 
I had to turn away from freedom at the last minute. (...) Then came the year 
1989. (...) The moment had come for me, too, to step through that door. I did 
not have to turn away from freedom at the last minute any longer. I could 
cross that border and venture out into the great, wide open.”

My aim here is not to clarify copyright issues. When I was asked in the last 
months of Merkel's chancellorship what comes to my mind when I think of 
those years, it seemed important to me to establish a connection: that of 1989 
and what this political turnaround has meant for people of our generation 
(Merkel's and mine) from East Germany.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/German_Academy_of_Sciences_at_Berlin


The experience of the collapse of a regime that ruled one's own country and 
ultimately a world political system can either lead to paralysis or to radical self-
motivation. Many in East Germany and possibly in other states of the former 
Eastern Bloc have only slowly overcome the paralysis, if at all. Angela Merkel 
was one of those who reinvented themselves. 

In the frequent conversations I have had about Merkel, especially with people 
from the US, France and the UK, admiration for precisely this quality of 
reinventing herself has prevailed. For journalists from the West who have dealt 
a lot with Merkel and her politics (usually women), Merkel is first and foremost 
a courageous woman. 

It has not escaped my notice that from closer range – in Germany – things are 
(or were) judged differently. But since I myself have been living abroad for 
almost thirty years and have experienced and observed Merkel's era rather 
from the outside, I read the political career of Angela Merkel as a success story 
both for Merkel herself and for the country which she led for sixteen years. I 
see Merkel's personal biography as an encouragement to today's young 
generation, whose professional and social opportunities are perhaps often no 
better than those of our generation behind the Iron Curtain. The fact that an 
outsider like Merkel was able to become the first female Chancellor of the 
Federal Republic of Germany ultimately suggests that there is more social 
mobility in this country than the naysayers of German unity want to admit. 

Michael Schindhelm, Oct 2024


