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In the night of November 9th 20 years ago, a miracle happened in the city where I was born that would change the world forever and make it a better place. Following a misunderstood press conference that vaguely announced improved travel regulations for East German, thousands of people started to gather at the border posts along the wall and demanded the opening of the gates. It was impossible, unthinkable, daring, dangerous, hopeless – yet, it happened and before midnight the first few hundreds of East Germans had crossed the Iron Curtain and were celebrating on the streets in an unforgettable party, hugging and kissing strangers, tears and outcries of unbelievable joy everywhere. 

I am still getting tears in my eyes when I watch the pictures of this day on TV. I grew up in East Berlin and I was 14 years old that night, and the Western part of my own hometown (not to speak of other countries in the West) seemed further away to me than the moon. Unfortunately I slept that night, not expecting anything noteworthy to happen. But my mother and my grandmother did not sleep. They were with my grandfather, who at that time already suffered from severe medical conditions. All three of them watched the unbelievable events live on TV. They wanted to go and join the party, but eventually decided to stay with my grandpa so that he wouldn’t have to be alone. And my grandfather said: ‘See, I always told you – I would not leave this earth without my Berlin being one again.’ 
That night changed my life completely. Before the wall came down, I was faced with some rather gloomy prospects. Soon there would have been a decision whether I could continue to higher education. Although my grades were excellent and I had won several math and music competitions, my future career was everything but certain since promotions to higher education in East Germany were political decisions. I had a track record of being rebellious rather than being stream-lined and I came from a family of artists – both of these facts certainly did not help my case. Also, there was the prospect of a 3 year draft requirement to the army. But it was always clear to me that this would be unacceptable and I would never hold a gun to ‘protect’ communism. Refusing the draft was a certain dead-end for any sort of professional career combined with the alternative of slave-like work for three years as a ‘construction soldier’ (Bausoldat). Refusing this alternative also would have meant prison. On the morning of November 10th, all of that was gone – single-handedly wiped away by the courage and the hopes of thousands of my countryman who fought for more freedom and democracy. Two years later I was already exchange student in America for 12 months, I began traveling the world, I studied economics, later on lived in South Africa before I began my PhD, which eventually brought me to Rotterdam to join Erasmus University in 2006. 

When I look around in my classes nowadays, I see not only Dutch students, but students from all over the world – Poland, America, Russia, Hungary, Great Britain, France, the Czech Republic and many other countries. Sometime I think that some of the parents of my students might have helped making that miracle on Nov 9th 1989 possible. 
Why am I telling you all of this? (This is a personal story, so I address it to you personally, my reader.) First, I want you to remember in what fortunate times we are living. The world is wide open and full of opportunities – go out and seize them! Travel, study abroad, work somewhere else for a while, meet new friends and learn about your own roots by discovering the diversity of the world we live in. This is not only a matter of ‘beefing up’ your CV, or spending some nice holidays abroad. I am actually deeply convinced that this type of intercultural exchange makes our world safer, happier and richer. Second, look in your wallet – some of the money you find there would not be there if we still had a cold war and a wall in the middle of Berlin. The transformation of Eastern Europe increased the demand for Dutch products and services because it increased the wealth in these parts of the world and the trade with the Netherlands, which benefitted Dutch workers and raised living standards here, too. So how about you flip a cent into water to bring us good luck for the future and you toast together with the Germans to the fall of the Berlin Wall?
