
History and
Cultural Heritage
in Eastern Europe www.copernico.eu

ANTJE VOLLMER
“Double Life” – following the footsteps of Heinrich and Gottliebe von Lehndorff

by Ulla Lauchauer, Agata Kern

https://doi.org/10.25355/345

Citation recommendation

Ulla Lauchauer, Agata Kern: Antje Vollmer. “Double Life” – following the footsteps of Heinrich and Gottliebe von

Lehndorff. In: Copernico. History and Cultural Heritage in Eastern Europe. URL: 

 (2026-02-12)

License

Published under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 (illustrations see picture credits)

To the german language version: https://www.copernico.eu/de/link/625eb7675c6039.76178996

 

https://www.copernico.eu/en/link/625eb7675c6039.76178996

Photo credit: $de=Antje Vollmer. Theologin, Politikerin, Autorin. Markus Nowak / Antje Vollmer, 

Free access - no reuse



She is known as a Green Party politician and for her longstanding role as Vice

President of the German Bundestag. After retiring in 2005, she became a

freelance author. Her first book project “Doppelleben” (Double Life) tells the

story of Heinrich von Lehndorff, one of the conspirators of the events of 20

July 1944 , and his wife Gottliebe. It is a moving biography of two young

aristocrats that tells of their daring and their love.

The story of a young couple who dared to resist Hitler

New territory – until then, the world of the nobility and the military had played no role in the

life of left-wing pacifist Antje Vollmer. Born in 1943 in Lübbecke in eastern Westphalia, she

came to terms with the Nazi era at an early age. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the key resistance figure

of the "Confessing Church" was her role model and the inspiration behind her decision to

study Protestant theology. In 1967, she moved from Heidelberg to West Berlin, got involved in

the student revolt and became a pastor in the working-class district of Wedding.

$de=Demonstration gegen den Vietnamkrieg, 1968, vorn Rudi Dutschke, rechts neben dem

Fotografen Antje Vollmer. Klaus Mehner / Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung Nr. 70249790, 

Free access - no reuse

"I always seemed to find myself in places where something new was starting," she once said.

Suddenly she was sitting in the Bundestag, acting with the "anarchistic stubbornness" that is

characteristic of East Westphalians. Her style was to be open and to pursue uncomfortable
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truths, whether she was offering dialogue to RAF terrorists or in her dealings with the

associations of displaced persons. She was someone who switched perspectives and pointed

out blind spots, both in society and in her own party.

 

The resistance operation of July 20 1944 was one such topic. In left-liberal circles, the

conspirators were considered reactionaries – arrogant, nationalistic, anti-democratic, and

totally unsuitable as a model for the Federal Republic. Real heroes were Hans and Sophie

Scholl, the communists of the "Red Orchestra" or Georg Elser. Such value judgments also

shaped Antje Vollmer’s thinking, but her involvement with Heinrich and Gottliebe von

Lehndorff changed all this.

$de=Das Buch erschien 2010 in der Reihe „Die andere Bibliothek“ im Eichborn-Verlag.

Eichborn Verlag, Free access - no reuse

Through Vera von Lehndorff , Antje Vollmer came into contact with her sisters, the

extensive wider family, and gained access to private documents and photos.   What a stroke

of luck! Yet the research was also difficult, because it touched on old wounds. After Heinrich

von Lehndorff's execution, on September 4, 1944, the family remained deeply disturbed for a

long time. His widow Gottliebe and the four daughters Nona, Vera, Gabriele and the newborn

Catharina had tried to leave the heaviness behind. Their former home, the aristocratic estate

of , was lost, and family history was hardly spoken of.

1
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Little by little, Antje Vollmer immersed herself in this foreign world. Where in Europe is

Steinort? Who were the Lehndorffs? Along with the Dohnas, the Dönhoffs, the Eulenburgs, and

the Groebens, they were one of the old noble families of East Prussia. Country people, firmly

rooted in their estates, and widely interconnected with the court in , later in Berlin,

and with the . For five centuries, the Lehndorffs had lived in Masuria, on the

shores of the Mauersee.

$de=Schloss Steinort Anfang der 1930er Jahre. Familienarchiv Lehndorff, Free access - no reuse

The Baroque castle was built at the end of the 17th century. In Antje Vollmer's book we get to

know some of the family’s ancestors, for example the legendary "Uncle Carol". Carol Graf

Lehndorff, a dandy and a kind of big kid, was the predecessor of Heinrich von Lehndorff at

Steinort Castle. After the death of his uncle in 1936, his nephew took over the run-down

estate. With 5,500 hectares of land, it was a huge task! Buildings had to be repaired, drains

laid, and the whole place had to be mechanized. A Lanz Bulldog tractor was his dream.

 

At that time, the biographer writes, he is "just 27 years old. He loves this landscape, he loves

this forest, he is where he always wanted to be."

Warsaw

Baltic States
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$de=Harriet von Lehndorff mit ihren Kindern

Ahasverus, Heinrich und Karin. Familienarchiv

Lehndorff, Free access - no reuse

$de=Heinrich von Lehndorff als junger Mann.

Familienarchiv Lehndorff, Free access - no reuse

Before our eyes, the image of a young man full of life emerges. Born in 1909, he was

nicknamed "Heini", the oldest of three. With sister Karin, "Sissi," and brother Ahasverus, he

spent a carefree childhood at Preyl Castle, northwest of . His parents Harriet and

Manfred von Lehndorff allowed the children a great deal of freedom. Etiquette was of

relatively little importance. Equestrian sports were big; Heini and Sissi were gifted riders. The

tutors had their work cut out for them in teaching the children the essentials of an aristocratic

education, including conservative attitudes and class consciousness.

 

They were a whole clique. During the vacations, cousins came to Preyl, including Marion Gräfin

Dönhoff. The girls also enjoyed a free and happy life. When Heinrich was sent to boarding

school at the age of thirteen, to the traditional Roßleben convent school, he felt like he was in

a prison.

 

"A strange place full of restraints," Antje Vollmer quotes the young student. And the class

teacher's verdict on him: "He is full of good intentions, but weak in keeping them. He lives each

day full of life, carefree, and unconcerned."

 

Clearly, the convent school had an amazing effect on its students. Antje Vollmer notes that no

Königsberg
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other school produced so many resistance fighters. She counts twelve, almost all of whom

were executed.

 

After graduating from high school in 1928, von Lehndorff spent two years travelling and

pursuing an apprenticeship: training in agriculture, military service, and two years in

Frankfurt, where he attended lectures in law and business administration and became

acquainted with liberal ideas. He met up with Marion Dönhoff again, and they both discovered

a passion for fast cars.

In the meantime, Hitler had come to power. In 1936, Heinrich took over the Lehndorff estate.

In the same year, he met the 23-year-old Countess Gottliebe von Kalnein.

$de=Heinrich von Lehndorff vor dem Schloss, im

Hintergrund sein Cabriolet. Familienarchiv

Lehndorff, Free access - no reuse

$de=Gottliebe Gräfin von Kalnein, 1931.

Ostpreußisches Landesmuseum, 

Free access - no reuse

With a practiced female gaze, Antje Vollmer brings this beautiful unknown woman into the

light of history. Born in 1913, she, too, came from a large aristocratic family, but she had little

else in common with her future husband. Her childhood was unhappy. When she was five, her

older brother died. Shortly thereafter, her mother and father – at that time a country stable

master in Graditz – divorced.  
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Gottliebe was fragile, stubborn, and desperate to graduate from high school. As a high school

student in Dresden, she met Bogislav Krahmer, her first great love. He was a veterinarian –

and Jewish, a mesalliance in the eyes of her class. Without further ado, her mother put

Gottliebe on a ship to Colombia.  

 

In Bogotà, where her stepfather owned a coffee company, she fell into despondency. In 1934,

she managed to fight her way to freedom, moved to Berlin and took a job as a librarian.

Finally she was able to live as an emancipated woman.

 

During a visit to East Prussia in 1935, she met Heinrich von Lehndorff at the Königsberg

racecourse. On a whim, Heinrich invited her to Preyl. In August 1936, during the Olympic

Games in Berlin, where Gottliebe was working as a hostess for the Spanish athletes, he

literally caught her and put her in his convertible. Destination Steinort. In February 1937, they

celebrated their wedding in Graditz. The pastor friend who married them was Martin

Niemöller, a leading representative of the Confessing Church.

 

Shortly afterwards, on May 1, 1937, Heinrich von Lehndorff was admitted to the NSDAP. His

biographer Antje Vollmer provides detailed reflections on this. After all, parts of the nobility,

such as one branch of the Dohna family, were supporters of Hitler. Perhaps the young

landowner from Steinort – like his brother-in-law Dietrich Dönhoff – joined the party because

it seemed "useful and opportune" for the future of the estate? "We simply don't know,"

Vollmer concludes.

$de=Ankunft in Steinort 1936. Familienarchiv Lehndorff, 

Free access - no reuse

$de=Hochzeit 1937. Familienarchiv Lehndorff, 

Free access - no reuse

Gottliebe, a city dweller, was now the "lady of Steinort”. And she seemed to feel at ease at the

side of her husband, who was so completely at one with his world.  
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Marie Eleonore (nicknamed "Nona") was born in November 1937, and Vera in May 1939.

Heinrich's younger brother Ahasverus was the first to see the disaster coming; he was already

in contact with Hitler's opponents. After the invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939,

Heinrich von Lehndorff was ordered into action. "Without military ambitions," Antje Vollmer

states, he served temporarily as an ordinance officer with General Fedor von Bock. Because

the Steinort estate was extremely important for supplying the army and the population, he

would spend most of the war here.

 

And so the estate moved, suddenly and fatefully, from the sidelines to the center of military

power.

$de=Gottliebe von Lehndorff mit den Töchtern Nona und Vera, 1939. Ostpreußisches

Landesmuseum, Free access - no reuse

At the end of 1940, in preparation for the invasion of the , the Army High

Command (OKH) was established on Lehndorff property, in Mauerwald. And 14 kilometers

away from the castle, the Führer's headquarters, Wolfsschanze, 

Wolfsschanze,

The "Wolf's Lair" was built during the Second World War and was one of the "Führer headquarters". The

facility, including bunkers and numerous buildings, was above ground but camouflaged in a wooded area near

the town of Rastenburg (now Kętrzyn). Hitler stayed there mainly from 1941 to 1944. Today, the ruins of the

Wolf's Lair, which was demolished by the Wehrmacht during its retreat, are a tourist attraction.

was built.

Soviet Union
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In June 1941, a week after the invasion, two Mercedes limousines pulled up in front of

Steinort Castle. "I recognized Ribbentrop. I had seen his face in the newspapers," Gottliebe

later recalled. Joachim von Ribbentrop, Hitler's foreign minister, was looking for quarters

befitting his status near the Führer and the OKH. He requisitioned the left wing of the palace

and had it converted for himself and his entourage – Gestapo officials, a cook, secretary, and

a valet.

 

Thus the family found themselves literally living inside the "lion's den".

$de=Außenminister von Ribbentrop mit Nona und Vera, hinter ihnen Heinrich und

Gottliebe von Lehndorff, 1942. Familienarchiv Lehndorff, Free access - no reuse

They met every day. Von Ribbentrop sought the company of the Lehndorffs. He was flattered

to be seen with the beautiful countess and her daughters. And he gladly had himself

photographed – propaganda pictures, the unwilling hosts played along for show.

 

The fun-loving daredevil Heinrich von Lehndorff became a serious man. There was the pain of

the death of his brother Ahasverus, who fell in  in August 1941. "For Führer and

Fatherland," said the reactionary German aristocratic association (DAG), which shamelessly

appropriated the 25-year-old opponent of Hitler for itself. The final impetus came from the

Borisov massacre, where seven thousand Jews were murdered in October 1941. Heinrich von

Lehndorff himself had been an eyewitness to an atrocity on the Eastern Front. From that point

on, he was determined to be part of the resistance.

Estonia
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Back in Steinort, he acquainted his wife with his cause. And so a "double life" began, one

outwardly, for camouflage, and a secret one in the resistance, in the inner circle around

Henning von Tresckow.

$de=Heinrich und Gottliebe Lehndorff, Steinort. Ostpreußisches Landesmuseum, 

Free access - no reuse

The couple often consulted with each other during horseback rides. Many conspiratorial

meetings took place outdoors, disguised as horse and carriage excursions or hunting trips.

When leading officers from OKH Mauerwald visited the castle, it hardly aroused suspicion,

since the Reich Foreign Minister resided here. Tresckow would come and go, as did

Schlabrendorff, Fellgiebel, von der Groeben, Axel von dem Bussche, and Helmuth James von

Moltke.

 

Little was known about Heinrich von Lehndorff's role. His task was to recruit additional

supporters, as well as to oversee courier services between the two headquarters of the

resistance, Stauffenberg in Berlin and Tresckow on the Eastern Front. The assassination of

Hitler, the coup that would overthrow the regime and end the war, required many allies.

 

Only the military still had a chance to approach Hitler, who was holed up in the "Wolf's Lair." It

was Lehndorff who delivered to Stauffenberg von Tresckow's famous message, "The
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assassination must take place, coute que coute."

$de=Gottliebe mit Nona und Vera 1941. Ostpeußisches

Landesmuseum, Free access - no reuse

While the lord of the manor was away, his wife feigned normality in the castle, providing a

sense of security for her three small daughters – Gabriele was born in 1942 – and keeping her

own fear in check. It was a life of almost unbearable tension. During their years of joint

resistance, Gottliebe and Heinrich grew closer.

 

It was then that their "great love" was born. In a letter to Ricarda Huch, shortly after the war,

Gottliebe von Lehndorff told of it. Thanks to later transcripts and a conversation that her

daughter Vera recorded on tape, we are able to relive the family's perilous private life: He's

dying for it to finally happen. She is anxious, pregnant again. Both are aware of what is at

stake.

 

On July 20, 1944, Heinrich von Lehndorff makes his way to Königsberg to organize the coup

there if the assassination succeeds.
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$de=Heinrich von Lehndorff, Töchter Nona und Vera, an der Ostsee, 1943.

Familienarchiv Lehndorff, Free access - no reuse

What happened on this day – one of the best researched in history – in Steinort? We learn

how Ribbentrop's adjutant tells Gottliebe: "Our Führer is alive, he is unharmed." We hear of

her husband's return, the couple's final night, and Heinrich's jump out of the window when the

Gestapo arrives the next morning.

After the assassination attempt of 20 July 1944

From now on he is hunted. He turns himself in to protect his wife and manages to escape once

again in Berlin. At night he wanders north, during the day he sleeps in the forest, feeds on

berries and raw vegetables. Four days of freedom in nature, a gift. After his re-arrest, it is

clear he will die, either by taking his own life, as many of the conspirators planned, or at the

hands of the executioner.

 

The couple manage to hear from each other now and then through indeirect means. On July

23, Gottliebe is driven out of Steinort Castle and flees to Graditz, to her father, where Nona,

Vera and Gabriele have been brought as a precaution.   There she is arrested and taken to

Torgau prison, and gives birth to her fourth child, Catharina, on August 15. While the three

older daughters are taken to a secret children's camp in Bad Sachsa. Heinrich and Gottliebe’s

actions have now led to the whole family being imprisoned!

 

Heinrich von Lehndorff is hanged in Plötzensee on September 4, 1944, one day after the

verdict of the "People's Court". On the eve of his execution, he writes a farewell letter; it is

2
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published in full for the first time in Antje Vollmer's book. "My most beloved in all the world!" it

begins. Ten densely written pages – it is an entirely unheroic, personal retrospective.

$de=Heinrich von Lehndorff vor dem Volksgerichtshof, August 1944. Gedenkstätte Deutscher

Widerstand, Free access - no reuse

And it is a love letter: "Seven glorious years we’ve lived side by side and, above all, heart to

heart." Kisses for Catharina from her "daddy, whom she will never know" and for the whole

"dearly beloved little family." Steadfast in his conviction that his actions were right, he will

"face everything upright and proud." He wants to give Gottliebe courage, to instill her with

confidence as she embarks on a life without him.

The moving letter is now available online as part of the extensive collection of sources

"Lebenswelten Lehndorff" (the life and times of the Lehndorff family).
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$de=Gottliebe Lehndorff mit ihren vier Töchtern 1949. Familienarchiv Lehndorff, 

Free access - no reuse

Heinrich von Lehndorff was thirty-five years old at the time, Gottliebe thirty-one. His last

letter did not reach his widow until the beginning of 1945. For a long time she carried it with

her, read it again and again. "A great reassurance" during the postwar odyssey she endured

with her daughters, and later, in the late 1940s, when she descended into melancholy.

 

Through a series of brief sketches, Antje Vollmer decsribes how the family story continued.

Vera Lehndorff  told it in more detail: recalling her mother's suffering and her own, the

search for redemption and a fulfilled life.

 

The Lehndorff castle is one of the very few East Prussian manor houses that has survived. It

was able to be saved from falling into disrepair with the help of many enthusiasts, including

the descendants of Heinrich and Gottliebe.
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$de=Das Lehndorffsche Schloss heute. Ulla Lachauer, CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

English translation: William Connor

1. My narrative is largely based on the reception of the book "Doppellleben" and is in agreement with the author Antje Vollmer. 

2. Vera von Lehndorff, the second daughter, wrote about this in her autobiography: Jörn Jacob Rohwer/ Vera Lehndorff: Veruschka.

Mein Leben, Cologne 2011 p. 40 et seqq. 
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