
The importance of authentic resistance: 
Helmuth James von Moltke and the Kreisau Circle 

 

"It is our duty to recognize the disgusting, to analyze it and 
to overcome it in a higher, synthetic vision and thus make it 
useful for us. Those who look away from it, because they 
either lack the ability to recognise or the power to overcome 
what they have recognised, bury their heads in the sand.“ 
  
"He who, in order to maintain external peace, lets black be 
white and white be black, and evil good, does not deserve 
peace, since he only buries his head in the sand. But he 
who knows every day what is good and what is evil, and 
does not lose his mind about how great even the triumph of 
evil seems, has laid the first stone to overcome evil.“ 

Helmuth von Moltke, 1940 

Helmuth James von Moltke (1907-1945) was born as the first of five children in Kreisau, 
then Silesia today Krzyżowa, Poland, as the son of Count Helmuth von Moltke and an 
English mother, Dorothy Rose Innes, daughter of a jurist and judge (James Rose Innes) in 
South Africa, who was already at that time committed to racial and gender equality. This 
family constellation was perhaps also a defining characteristic of his liberal and democratic 

basic understanding, his sense of justice and empathy 
towards the misery of inferior social classes as well as 
his uncompromising rejection - right from the begin-
ning - of National Socialism. He is described as a per-
son rather distanced and sober, but with a great hu-
man warmth and care in all matters that were of im-
portance to him. This included not only the responsibi-
lity for his family, the debt relief of the Kreisau estate, 
which he managed to get through as a young man (at 
the age of 22) on behalf of his father with great perse-
verance and administrative meticulousness in order to 
preserve this oasis of humanity and human values in a 
time of increasing suffocation of these values, but also 
the political commitment to society as a whole. "Firstly, 
I feel committed to Europe, secondly to Germany, 
thirdly to East Germany and fourthly to the country. I 
"feel committed" means that I feel responsible (...)" he 
wrote to his beloved grandfather James Rose Innes in 
South Africa at the age of 21. 

Despite his rather thoughtful and quiet nature, while he is also described as extremely di-
sciplined, Moltke spoke early on and during the time of his law studies in Breslau, Berlin 
and later in London, to countless people with the most diverse backgrounds and views on 
the topics of social reform, the formation of values for young people, a united Europe ba-
sed on democratic fundamental rights, equality and a sense of values for agriculture and 
the work of farmers, especially in Eastern Germany and Eastern Europe, and politics in 
general. At the age of 20, he meets Eugenia Schwarzwald and her husband in Vienna, 
who had set up a kind of meeting place for culturally and socially interested people of all 



backgrounds at the Austrian Grundlsee. There Helmuth James met his later wife Freya, in 
addition to many friends from different countries and professions, who would later accom-
pany him on his path of life - some of them also into the resistance. The correspondence 
with Freya is today considered the most important personal documentation of the Kreisau 
Circle and the German resistance around Moltke. Often physically separated by Moltke's 
many professional activities and duties in Berlin and abroad, this correspondence (from 
1929-1945), which Freya had hidden during the war and later took with her when she fled 
with her two small sons to West Germany, contains 
around 1600 letters. In addition to the light they shed 
on the greatness of character, warmth and humour of 
Helmuth James von Moltke, these documents are 
also important historical documents, as Moltke follo-
wed the political developments of the Third Reich in 
great detail with incomparable vigilance, using his 
many international contacts to form his own opinion. 
To Freya as his counterpart and trusted interlocutor, 
who obviously shared her husband's interests and 
concerns with all her heart, he describes all his ob-
servations, thoughts and also feelings about these 
developments in a sensitive and expressive way.  

The life of Helmuth James von Moltke, in addition to 
his personal charisma, his great inner independence 
and his impressive foresight, is still today an examp-
le of a mature human being who has courageously 
passed through one of the most destructive periods 
of our history with complete integrity. Even if it is a  
short life - Moltke was murdered by the Nazi regime 
at the age of 37 - a great complexity and fascination 
shines from it. The uncompromising nature of his decisions and the simultaneous human 
struggle for clarity and accountability towards his values and what was dear to him - Euro-
pe, Germany, East Germany, Kreisau and his family and friends - are embedded in count-
less conversations, relationships and a basic cosmopolitan feeling, which he probably 
owed on the one hand to his mother and his parental home, but which certainly also ex-
panded over the years of his life, reflecting also in the strength of his statements before 
the Nazi People's Court and in confrontation with the notorious Nazi judge Freisler (who, 
confronted with Moltke's cool clarity, broke out into various fits of raving madness). He lea-
ves a great legacy to humanity, or to those who turn to him with interest. This article wants 
to draw a picture of this great man as an inspiration for our times. Since it would be bey-
ond the scope of this synthesis to describe all the aspects of Moltke's activities in the de-
fence against Nazi-socialism, I would like to limit myself to essential biographical stages 
that highlight Moltke's personality. 

Helmuth James von Moltke and the many people who influenced him 

There are many people who have shaped, influenced and probably inspired Moltke's life. 
Two persons have to be mentioned here first, who - in addition to the influence of his hu-
manistically founded family, enriched with cosmopolitan values on the part of his mother 
Dorothy - were particularly influential in his younger years. These two people not only di-
rectly encouraged Moltke to take action in reform projects, but also contributed to nu-
merous contacts with later contemporaries: Eugenie Schwarzwald, a Jewish woman living 

Freya and Helmuth at their wedding with both of 
their mothers in law



in Vienna, who became known at the time mainly for her work in reform education, and his 
Breslau professor Eugen Rosenstock, a Jewish legal historian, philosopher and sociolo-
gist, whom Moltke had met through his cousin Carl Dietrich von Trotha, and with whom he 
was to set up the so-called "Silesian labour camps". Contrary to the associations that this 
name may evoke today, they primarily represented an informal meeting place for young 

people from different social classes. Together 
with his cousin von Trotha and Eugen Ro-
senstock, Moltke designed the programme of 
these camps, which lasted several weeks, 
where young people could work, discuss, 
study, play, sing and make music together 
and exchange ideas. The aim was to create 
a space for encounters between young 
people from different backgrounds during the 
postweimar period and in the midst of the 
depression with increasing poverty and di-
verging living conditions, which would later 
contribute to a more harmonious interaction 
in society and working life with mutual awa-
reness and respect. Here too, Moltke's fu-
ture-oriented initiative is already evident. He 
left no stone unturned in his efforts to obtain 
support for the project from people in leading 
positions, whether from journalists and wri-
ters through reporting, or from statesmen for 
financial support. Freya also tells about her 
husband how purposefully and without any 
restraint he was able to get in contact with 
respected people. Personally he never made 

a fuss of his noble origins, as he was political-
ly more left-wing and people-orientated, but in 

this respect, he knew how to make the most of 
the prestige he was given because of his origins.  

Hitler's coming of power and Moltke's despair over his work as a lawyer in a country 
that had lost its rights 

It is interesting to note that Moltke was one of the few resistance fighters who perceived 
Hitler as dangerous right from the beginning and who thus deeply rejected the Third Reich. 
He had read Hitler's "Mein Kampf" early on and had formed himself a clear opinion. Per-
haps it was partly due to his upbringing and his firm system of values, but also partly due 
to his visionary power, that he was in no way tempted to trivialise the events or to enjoy 
some of the comforts that the Nazis offered him, also because of his noble background. 
Instead, with Hitler's rise to power, an increasing and ever more acute internal conflict set 
in with him.  

In September 1934, returning from a trip from South Africa, Moltke wrote to a friend in 
America: 
"(...) After that comes the big question mark. I can of course live as a landowner in the 
countryside and study philosophy, but then I either get bogged down or I end up in a mad-
house. I cannot deal with any public affairs within Germany because I disagree with the 

Helmuth James von Moltke at the Schwarzwald’s House at 
the Grundlsee, age 20



government and belong to the wrong class for an opposition; the comfortable middle 
ground of the intellectual opposition no longer exists. So I really don't know what to do; can 
you think of something?“ 

He wrote to Freya from London in August 1938: 
"I cannot bear the absurdity of this existence much longer. Isn't it better to give up the false 
values and fictions here and live in great modesty somewhere where you are not constant-
ly oppressed from the outside? I have the feeling that I would rather starve in a free coun-
try than contribute to maintaining the respectable appearance. We all do that. We put our-
selves up as a façade in front of the abominations that are exercised daily, and only be-
cause we are left standing for a relatively long time before we are gnawed on from behind. 
I just don't feel like it anymore.“ 

On several occasions the couple considered emigrating, to South Africa, to his grandpar-
ents where they had already made many contacts, or to England, where he might have 
been able to practice as a lawyer a little more in accordance with his ethical standards, 
and where his sons could have enjoyed a reasonably decent primary school education... 
Friends and acquaintances abroad also advised them to do so. But in the end it was also 
because of his conscience and his "feeling of obligation" towards his country that they he-
sitated. 

"On the other hand, I cannot help but feel that it is my duty and obligation to try to be on 
the right side, whatever difficulties, inconveniences and sacrifices this may entail. I cannot 
simply say that I can withdraw, because chances of an immediate or imminent change in 
Germany have dwindled. So you see, I am at odds with myself, and this complication adds 
to the complications that come from outside". 

Being torn in all this back and forth, it was finally the beginning of the war that made the 
ultimate decision for him, because now emigration was no longer possible without further 
ado. He led a professional double life, which he finally maintained, even after careful con-
sideration, in order to be able to influence circumstances as far as possible and unseen. 
Often he felt deep despair at the degeneration of the human rights which he - also as a 
lawyer - had sanctified. From a republic with halfway intact legal forms, Germany had be-
come a totalitarian system of injustice. As a lawyer in a Berlin law firm for international law, 
he missed no opportunity to stand up for his Jewish fellow citizens, who were increasingly 
disenfranchised. He helped them with all the possibilities still available to him to settle their 
property situation with as little loss as possible or advised them to emigrate early on. Here 
it was also his realistic assessment and the tireless way in which he constantly kept hims-
elf informed about the current situation that probably offered his clients the greatest protec-
tion. With diplomatic skill he later, employed by the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Foreign 
Public Law and International Law (OKW), ensured that even laws could be changed and 
thus brutal murders against civilians or opponents of the regime were kept to a minimum. 
He was able to save many human lives in total and unseen, even though it took a lot of 
effort and a sometimes superhuman workload: 

"The most exciting week of my life so far is over. And the disaster is postponed. I don't 
know what it means, I don't know how much I contributed, but the result is there. (...) Of 
course I am still sitting at the short lever arm, at the stump of the lever, and if I want to 
move the lever, i.e. its long end, I have to make quite disproportionate efforts, and moreo-
ver the long arm must not notice it. - Despite this limitation, the possibility for me to avert 
some things is greater than ever before.“  



Furthermore, he purposefully used the trips abroad possible in this office to establish con-
tacts and inform foreign politicians and ambassadors about the events in Germany. Much 
of his despair was also due to the fact that the situation in Germany and Hitler as dictator 
were underestimated, especially in England and other European countries. Everywhere he 
fought with letters and conversations to clarify the true circumstances, often with very limi-
ted success.  

In a letter to an English friend, the foreign policy expert Curtis, he wrote in November 
1938: 
"I returned to Germany with the greatest fears for the future of Europe as a whole. If this 
continent falls for a time under Nazi rule, the civilisation built up over centuries and ulti-
mately based on Christianity and the Classics will disappear, and we do not know what will 
take its place. But whatever comes next would be different from what we were brought up 
to stand for. (...) What will happen in the future is unknown. The only thing we do know is 
that further action will be taken, either in the field of foreign policy or internally. What we 
must hope is that world public opinion will finally be made aware of the global threat to the 
foundations of our civilisation and find means to prevent this infection without starting a 
war over it“. 

Moltke had no illusions that fascism, as it was implemented in Germany, was "contagious" 
for the other European nations. As events progressed, his attitude to the war gave way to 
the insight that Hitler's expansive striving for power could only be curbed by military inter-
vention by the other nations of Europe. Later it became increasingly important to him to 
create awareness abroad of the German resistance movement. Unfortunately, here too, 
success was rather modest... In England, for example, where he often went to study for 
the English bar exam in an extra course of studies, people were very sceptical about the 
German resistance movement.  

Moltke was never primarily an outwardly religious person, since religion was something he 
lived practically and something he made his private business. But he increasingly relied on 
connections to the church, as he saw a greater potential for resistance there. Not necessa-
rily because the religious attitude of the priests would have been decisive here - and he 
realistically saw ecclesiastical authority more as a problem for active resistance. But rather 
because it was after all the only profession that was not exclusively regulated by the Füh-
rer and his system, but was still subject to its own rules. 

Discussion circles in Berlin and Kreisau, the resistance is forming 

With the beginning and course of the first years of the war and with his increasingly limited 
scope for action, Helmuth James von Moltke suffered more and more frustration and a 
creeping lack of prospects increased for him daily. He felt more and more the need to work 
on a concrete "after" of this nightmare, as he imagined that people would be able to re-
nounce this regime of injustice, which threatened to lead ever deeper into the abyss, if 
they had a better and more just alternative.  

On 1 June 1940 he wrote: 
"It is our duty to recognize the disgusting, to analyze it and to overcome it in a higher, syn-
thetic vision and thus make it useful for us. Those who look away from it, because they 
either lack the ability to recognise or the strength to overcome what they have recognised, 
bury their heads in the sand. But whether one absorbs details, whether one discusses 
them, whether one gets to hear them on Thursday or Friday, is completely indifferent. On 



the contrary: the addiction to the details leads to the fact that one puts far too much em-
phasis on them and overlooks the equally important task of sublimating these facts and 
bringing them into their right relationship. If one chases after these details, one does not 
have the strength to overcome them. It is certain that the ability to overcome is greater in a 
peaceful atmosphere than in a rushed one, and anyone who is able to spread this peace-
ful atmosphere around him or herself is a living carrier and driver in the right direction. 
Peace is something different from Complacency. Those who, in order to maintain external 
peace, let black be white and white be black, and evil be good, do not deserve peace, they 
only bury their heads in the sand. But he who knows every day what is good and what is 
evil, and does not go astray at how great even the triumph of evil seems to be, has laid the 
first stone to overcome evil. That is why the atmosphere of peace is of immense importan-
ce, and it should not be endangered."  

As a European-minded citizen, Moltke saw the Germany of the future as a country integra-
ted into a peaceful alliance of states and peoples, which would also gain a certain control 
over democracy through this integration. Moreover, from the very beginning of his work 
with the Silesian labour camps, he thought extensively about grass-roots democratic mo-
dels, where the community from below had a say in important decisions, while politics had 
to serve the needs of society.  

 A text written by Moltke in 1940 in preparation for the first discussions in Berlin states: 
"I assume that it is intolerable for a European order if the individual is isolated and focused 
only on one large community, the State. The individual is the equivalent of the masses; a 
human being thus becomes part of the masses. In relation to the greater community, the 
State, or any even greater community, only those who share some form of responsibility in 
smaller communities will have the right sense of responsibility; otherwise, those who only 
are being governed will develop the feeling that they are not involved in what is happening, 
and those who only govern will develop the feeling that they owe responsibility to no one 
but the class of those who govern.“ 

Agriculture, too, had to play a fundamentally different role in society and free itself from the 
legacy of the big landowners. The economy had to serve people and not the other way 
round. Higher education and education must be reformed from the ground up and cleans-
ed of all ideological indoctrination, etc. It became increasingly clear that far-reaching dis-
cussions with people of the most diverse qualifications and fields of study would be ne-
cessary and Moltke began to meet with various acquaintances from the most diverse poli-
tical and religious directions, of whom he only certainly knew that they rejected fascism 
and considered a democratic reorganisation of Germany necessary. These talks were the 
beginning of the so-called "Kreisau Circle", the centre of which was later to become Moltke 
with his wife Freya and their friends Peter and Marion Yorck von Wartenburg, who also 
hosted most of these meetings. It is remarkable that the conversations between individu-
als, some of them of very different character and way of thinking, were in themselves a 
democratic process in which everyone was to have their say, and the final result was not 
the dictate of one individual but the result of a common struggle for progress for an ideal of 
the common good. 

A closer look at the theses of the Kreisau Circle would go beyond the scope of this article. 
Rather, it seems interesting here to emphasise the role of Moltke as an innkeeper who was 
able to warmly welcome his guests in the dark times of war, even entertaining them as a 
passionate cook with the food from his Kreisau estate and, above all, preparing the topics 
and summarising the results in untiring preparatory work, inviting the most diverse perso-



nalities with valuable expertise and thus representing a great integrative force for the cir-
cle.  

The words of an American diplomat, who would later become one of the most important 
contemporary historians, George F. Kennan, about his meeting with Helmuth James von 
Moltke can support this picture: 

"Moltke was a tall, handsome, educated aristocrat, a man of the world in every respect and 
at the same time what one would logically never have expected in view of his official func-
tion: a deeply religious man of unusual moral courage, an idealist and a convinced follower 
of democratic principles. At our first meeting, I saw him studying Federalist Papers in 
depth; he was looking for ideas for the constitution of a future democratic Germany. It was 
a picture I have never forgotten, of this son of a famous Prussian family of officers, who 
worked for the German General Staff even in the midst of the World War, turning at night 
to the writings of the founders of our own democracy, in order to seek with humility ideas 
on how to lead Germany out of its aberration and corruption. For me, Moltke is a moral fi-
gure of such great stature and at the same time a man with such comprehensive and en-
lightened ideas as I have never encountered before on either side of the front during the 
Second World War. Even then - in 1940 and 1941 - despite all the filthy arrogance and ap-
parent triumphs of the Hitler regime, he saw the final catastrophe, suffered its torment, ac-
cepted it and prepared himself for it, and he himself prepared the basis - as he would have 
prepared his fellow citizens later - to start all over again, through defeat and humiliation, to 
build a new state building on a new and better moral foundation. 

Moltke's captivity and execution in January 1945 

On 19 January 1944 Helmuth James von Moltke was arrested by the Gestapo in his office. 
He was accused of having warned a friend that a discussion group in which he was parti-
cipating was being spied on. The participants in this discussion group, which was conduc-
ting "discussions critical of the system", had been arrested a few days earlier despite Molt-
ke's warning, and two of the women were sentenced to death soon afterwards. 

Moltke spent a year in pre-trial confinement, first in the wing for protective custody in the 
Ravensbrück concentration camp, where he was imprisoned in the women's camp and still 
had some freedoms. The letters show that, apart from some health problems, he was able 
to lead a reasonably "normal" life. The solidarity with his fellow prisoners (most of whom 
he already knew, they were political prisoners), the visits of Freya, whom he was still allo-
wed to see here regularly and who supplied him with food and information from the Krei-
sau estate, the study of many books and various subjects, the Bible, Luther, philosophy, 
agriculture and botany were still quite bearable for him. He even continued to receive files 
from the Office of International Law (OKW) for processing, although he was no longer offi-
cially employed there. At this time, he was undoubtedly still expecting to be dismissed.  

At the end of February 1944 he wrote about himself, not without a certain sarcasm: 
"I spend the day reading and thinking. I eagerly polish up my inner man and I am curious 
to see if this will be successful. The conditions for this are, of course, brilliant, because 
here only matters what you have in you or can find within yourself“. 

On 14 March he protested to the State Criminal Council against his imprisonment and de-
manded his release. He expected to be released by July at the latest, and as late as 16 
June, Gestapo Chief Müller assured him during a brief meeting that he was confident that 



the Reichsführer of the SS would order his early release. However, everything changed 
with the assassination attempt on Hitler on July 20, 1944, the aftermath of which also 
brought the exposure of a large part of the German resistance and the arrest of close fri-
ends and acquaintances of Moltke, including Peter Yorck, his close companion and co-
founder of the Kreisau Circle. Shortly before his execution in August, Yorck was able to in-
form the Tegel prison pastor Harald Poelchau, whom they both knew, that no names of his 
friends and the circle had become known. But from then on, the Gestapo's concentration 
was increasingly directed towards the Kreisau Circle, which then eventually was called the 
"Moltke Circle", and it was Moltke himself who became increasingly targeted by the Nazis. 
Those arrested must have been horribly tortured and abused during the interrogations. 
The interrogations were followed by humiliating and irrational show trials in front of the no-
torious Nazi judge Roland Freisler, which in most cases ended with the death sentence. 
This was also the case for Moltke, who was finally executed on 23 January 1945, just a 
short time before the end of the Second World War and the Nazi regime. 

On 19 August Moltke's status as a "protective custody" prisoner in Ravensbrück was revo-
ked, he was now officially a political prisoner and was sent to solitary confinement. On 27 
September 1944 he was transferred to Tegel. By this time the Gestapo was already fully 
informed about the Kreisau discussion groups, as well as about a large part of their parti-
cipants. Interestingly, the Gestapo increasingly concentrated on the role of the church or 
Christian faith in the Abwehr and for Moltke.  

Mr Moltke made a statement on the record of his hearing: 
"In my view, it cannot be the task of a church to interfere in state policy, not even in the cul-
tural sphere. Rather, the church must limit itself to filling men with Christian faith, which 
must then become effective as individuals in the public sector. I think that the influence of 
a church organisation on the state is completely wrong, and this question has never come 
up in my conversations with any men of the church.“ 

Apart from the fact that this statement is in keeping with Moltke's attitude as he represen-
ted it also during the talks in Kreisau, this concentration on the church by the interrogators 
gave him the opportunity to speak freely in his defence, as this area had nothing to do with 
political issues. Moltke's conspiratorial activities abroad also seemed to remain undetec-
ted. The Gestapo did not pin him down on the "fatal" points, such as his knowledge of the 
assassination plans of Hitler, where there would have been a danger that others might be 
involved or that he might incriminate himself. Incredibly, ironically or tragically, the mere 
fact that Moltke, together with others, had developed thoughts for a better future on the 
basis of higher moral views was enough for a death sentence against him... 

The accounts and records of Moltke's life in Tegel over the last few months reflect a con-
stant struggle between his strong will to live and the hope that his fate will be averted, and 
the abandonment of all hope, indeed the refusal to even bother to defend himself. Written 
exchanges with Freya were still possible without restriction because of the help of the pri-
son priest Harald Poelchau. Poelchau played an important role for the resistance, as he 
gave spiritual guidance to many of the friends in prison at the time, enabling them to speak 
openly with him and to pass informations and letters unseen to the outside world. Thus it 
was also possible that the trial against Moltke, which he had meticulously written down in a 
report, came to Freya, who, as it had been Moltke's wish, was able to publish this report 
lateron. The trial, the meeting with Freisler, and the days and hours that followed it became 
a key moment in Moltke's life. He seemed to have been able to decipher the meaning of 
his existence in spiritual terms, and thus he was able to confront Freisler's anger with great 
inner concentration, and even approach his death sentence with a certain inner bliss. 



The letters from the last Tegel period, late autumn 1944 to January 1945, are among the 
most impressive documents from and about Moltke. Freya von Moltke wrote about this last 
correspondence, which had begun with the beginning of their acquaintance in 1929: 

"The letters from Tegel still exist, his and mine, and they belong together. At first Helmuth 
wrote them with his hands tied. These letters have to do with his death, but also with my 
life. They equipped me for the rest of my life, and the community they represent still conti-
nues. We had almost four months to say goodbye to each other, a man and a woman. The 
climax of our life together - the hardest time of our life together.“ 

In a letter to one of his sons from this time Moltke wrote: 
"I have fought all my life, even at school, against a spirit of narrowness and violence, arro-
gance, intolerance and the absolute, mercilessly consequent, which lives in the Germans 
and which found its expression in the National Socialist state. I also fought to overcome 
this spirit with its terrible consequences such as nationalism in excess, racial persecution, 
lack of faith, materialism. In this respect and from their point of view, the National Socialists 
are right to kill me.“ 

Helmuth von Moltke wrote to his wife Freya: 
"I die for a good and just cause, for one for which one must also be prepared to be killed. I 
have nothing to do with the assassination attempt and the coup (i.e. of Hitler). But I walked 
over the field like a silent sower, and that is something they don't accept. But the seed that 
I have sown will not perish, but one day it will bear fruit without anyone knowing where the 
seed came from or who sowed it. For this reason I am also satisfied and cannot wish for 
anything better“. 
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