
Chapter 48 : Folke Bernadotte (I) (1895-1931) – “Prince Without a Title”.

Prince Oscar's youngest son Folke Bernadotte, Count of Wisborg, was born in Stockholm on 
January 2, 1895, and died in Jerusalem on September 17, 1948. In 1928 he married the 
American Estelle Romain Manville (1904-1984). They had four sons, two of whom reached 
adulthood. He is the godfather of the current King Carl XIV Gustaf.

The Folke Bernadotte literature consists of four longer biographies (Rimmerfors 1948; 
Svensson 1949; Hewins 1950; Hadenius 2007), two short biographies (Skott 1996: ss. 307-
320; Norlin 2015: ss. 207-216) and three memorial books (Dahlby red. 1947; Lindfors red. 
1949; Stavenow 1949). The remainder are special studies of his peace efforts (see below) and
commemorative writings (Schmoeckel 1960: ss. 219-237; Klein 1991; Weibull 1991: ss. 145-
154; Persson 1998; Dahlström 2010). He also wrote himself (Bernadotte 1940; Bernadotte 
1941; Bernadotte 1945; Bernadotte 1947; Bernadotte 1948a; Bernadotte 1948b; Bernadotte, 
1950). In addition there are numerous newspaper articles. The five most important of these 
are in Vecko Journalen's commemorative number in connection with his death and the later 
interviews with his wife and children in connection with the 10th and 30th anniversary.1

A journalist has described his attempts to “grasp” Folke by saying, “I have met with Folke 
Bernadotte on several occasions, but there was almost a new Count Folke every time.”2 The 
wife seems to have had the same experience. She has criticized the fact that the portrayals of 
her husband have been so one-sidedly concentrated on the last years of his life. Folke in the 
10s, 20s, 30s & 40s was simply not the same person. In addition, he adapted his behaviour to 
the situation. The depiction below attempts to resolve the issue by following his career year 
by year.

*

Folke studied at the Brummer school from 1901 to 1904 and at Nya Elementarskolan 1904-
1913 where he graduated. His father dominated his life. His mother devoted herself to the 
girls. He got the same kind of prince education as his father: He was to learn obedience 
before he turned two years old, be hardened by strict requirements and not take advantage of 
his royal birth. Given the intensely religious character of the home and the fathers military 
background with the associated excessive masculinity of the time, it has been suggested that 
Folke's later Scout and Red Cross ideology is best understood in terms of Christian 
masculinity.

The older brother Carl summarized the home's pedagogy as: Diligence, truth, obedience, 
Godliness and courtesy. Folke summed it up as: “My own upbringing was strict and 
consistent but never hard. What made it character building, in the best sense of the word, was
however that we children always felt the great love behind the severity. Nothing can create 
such respect as this dualism: severity - love.”3 The Father used to spank the children with a 
stick or take them in the ear but not punished them in earnest. Later in life Folke advocated a 
similar regime: punishment in moderation and only if clearly justified. The ideal was “happy 

1 ”Minnes nummer om Folke Bernadotte.” Vecko Journalen 1948:39, ss. 13-21,29,32-33; Bernadotte, Estelle. 
”Min man Folke.” Röster i Radio, 1958:37, ss. 15,42,43; ”Estelle Bernadotte berättar.” Vecko Journalen 
1958:37, ss. 4-5, 33 & 1958:38, ss. 18-19, 42-44. [Sista delen 1958:39 fattas.]; Heed, Börje. ”Estelle Bernadotte 
berättar.” Aftonbladet del 2, 1978-12-13, ss. 1,4,5; Elmgren, Heidi. [Intervju med Folke Bernadottes två söner.] 
Husmodern 1978:37, ss. 4-5,68-69,77.
2 Svensson 1949: s. 62.
3 Bernadotte 1940: s. 13.



discipline”. This appears possible only if the child is protected from alternative ideas. Until 
military service, Folke appears to have been a very lonely, specially treated & isolated young
man. An acquaintance called his conduct “fancy sulking” whatever that meant. Others have 
said that he could just walk away from a conversation or change pavements to avoid meeting
people. Most things affected him. He was particularly sensitive to ironies about his position. 
His biographer Hewins argued that it would have better for him to have been educated in 
upper-class schools among his peers where he would not have stuck out as much.

As a child, Folke played in Humlegården guarded by nurse “Malla” who had orders to 
protect him from inappropriate people. There is a hard-to-understand story that he for years 
tried to gather courage to address a girl there and that he and she then stayed together all the
way up to the high school.4 Otherwise, Folke's upbringing resembled all the other royals 
who went to public school. He kept a low profile and tried to blend in. He seems to have 
had a court of friends - everyone in the class whose last name started with B. Folke plus 
these were known as the five B's. One of the B's was future cavalryman and ambassador 
Erik Boheman.5 Boheman recalled that: ”[He] was by no means remarkable as a schoolboy. 
On the contrary extremely mediocre. ... a decent guy, kind, compliant and with a certain dry 
and understated sense of humour, that made people like him. ...somehow colourless. I do not
remember a single moment when he took the lead or was even the centre of attention ... He 
somehow disappeared into the background becoming one in the crowd. He certainly showed
no leadership qualities at this time.”6 The Bs were sometimes invited to Östermalmsgatan 
but were intimidated by the home's religious character:

Here's how one of the children's playmates tell it: “The prince and princess 
sometimes invited their children's classmates to parties. These were not for dancing 
but for a variety of activities in which the prince couple participated. You were not 
permitted to touch each other. We often played charades, not so infrequently scenes 
from Swedish history. It was fun to dress as an historical person. A form of 
masquerade. These invitations always ended with evening prayers when the prince 
himself read from his old Bible, spoke from the heart and we singing.”7

As mentioned Folke's teenage years were spent in isolation. The normal thing for youth at  
Östermalm was Saturdays to socialize at parties but at Folke's the sisters alternated Saturday 
between KMA meetings & sewing for the poor and the brothers must in all fairness also stay 
at home. Folke took part in the KMA meetings at the behest of his parents, but also because 
he was interested in the Christian mission abroad. Life was freer during the summer months 
when the siblings played at Fridhem & Malmsjö. Perhaps Folke met others then but if so there
is no information. The school's schedule included drill and gun exercises and at Malmsjö the 
brothers engaged in hunting birds and small game.

The home was not intellectual, but his father read a lot of newspapers, and so did Folke. 
According to his brother Carl, he was a good student but didn't care about his grades. He was 
particularly poor in mathematics. As a child he had English and German governesses and he 
did well in these languages. His French was bad, but as an adult he attended language 
courses. He is alleged to have suffered from dyslexia but the information is contradictory.8 
According to his brother Carl, he read a lot (at least in his youth). Mostly detective novels it 
4 Jaya 1913: s. 99.
5 Dahlby red. 1948: s. 6.
6 Boheman 1949: ss. 22-23.
7 Sehlstedt 1981: s. 95.
8 Ilan 1989: s. 11; Hadenius 2007: s. 24.



seems. According to his wife Estelle, he read as little as possible. He did not smoke, drink, 
sport or hunt, but rode, had a dog, collected beetles and took long walks in the forest and 
country side. There is no information that Folke or his brother followed the parents on their 
mission walks in Lapland. Perhaps they perceived such things as women's work for the 
sisters. Incidentally, Folke was half-good on piano, also played the accordion, sang and had a 
repertoire of popular songs, hymns & Christmas carols.

In 1909 he was confirmed in the Messias chapel, Idungatan 4 in Stockholm, for Theodor 
Lindhagen who was head of the Israel Mission, which after Folke's death in Israel was made
much of. As an adult, Folke is said to have had an ecumenical Christian faith similar to his 
father's, but that has not been verifiable. He was not particularly interested in athletics, but 
during the year of the 1912 Olympics he practised. According to his brother Carl, he 
graduated in 1913 without any problems. According to his classmate Erik Boheman as a 
moderate achiever. According to his biographer Ralph Hewins with a prayer.9 Folke was 
good in the oral part but according to the graduation catalogue had poor grades: Mostly B & 
Ba and a C in mathematics. He had the highest marks in English (a), second highest in 
Christianity & French (Ab). Perhaps the censors let him through on sufferance - the 
alternative had been a conflict with the royal house and a scandal as later with Carl Gustaf.

*

After graduating, Folke pursued the same military career as his brother Carl. The training 
was: 1913/15 cavalry officer at the volunteer school Ränneslätt near Eksjö and then cadet 
school at Karlberg in Stockholm. 1916/17 NCO and then Strömsholms riding school. His 
positions were: 1914 corporal & then sergeant, 1915 ensign at the Royal dragoons, 1918 2nd 
lieutenant & then full lieutenant at the Royal dragoons. 1928: Lieutenant in the Royal Guard. 
1930 Captain of the Royal Guard. On November 1, 1930, he resigned with the option to be 
reappointed within two years if he so wished. In 1932 he was transferred to the reserve.10

The Royal Dragoons were part of “His Maj:ts Guard” with the task of participating in 
parades etc. As a fighting unit, the regiment was heavily outdated and lived on its 
traditions. There were three such regiments in the Stockholm area: The Svea Royal 
Guards (I1), the Royal Horse Guard (K1) & the Royal Dragoons (K2). Following the 
Defence Act of 1925 K1 & K2 were merged into the new Royal Horse Guard (new 
K1). Folke's brother Carl belonged to K2. Folke also belonged to K2 and then to new 
K1. Prince Gustaf Adolf belonged to K2 & then I1. Prince Sigvard belonged to I1. 
Prince Carl Johan belonged to new K1 & then the regiment of Dalarna (I13). Lennart 
Bernadotte belonged to the Royal Hussars (K3) in Skövde.

The initial volunteer school was not only an educational institution but also a screening 
machine. Half of the volunteers had to quit because they could not cope with the service. 
Class mate Boheman who followed the same education as Folke has described it in his 
memoirs:

A tremendous amount of time was taken up with polish living and dead things. Every 
Sunday morning our labours were inspected. With impeccable white gloves, our boss 
examined each and every horseman and horsetail, and woe to the one whose allotted 
riding animal deposited the smallest grain of dust on his pristine gloves. Carbines, 

9 Hewins 1950: s. 23.
10 Greve F. Bernadotte af Wisborg. Kungliga livregementets dragoner (K2). Tjänsteförteckning, 1924.



saddles, sabres and the like were not allowed to show the slightest spot or grain, and 
the metal surfaces of bridle, being rubbed for hours with steel mats (stainless was not 
invented), would shine like the sun. The Sunday inspection generally had fatal 
consequences for about one third of the volunteers, who were detained during the 
weekend day due to lack of polish.

Riding was the best, at least after a few months. Most had probably ridden before but 
a lot had never before sat on horseback. One of the first days we were put through a 
long obstacle course on unsaddled horses, through which the noble runners were 
driven with lashes, so that most horsemen fell off to the undisguised delight of the 
NCOs. Initially many had wounds and abscesses in noble places, which unmanly 
ailments were considered best cured with even more intense exercises on horseback.11

Boheman had expected Folke to quit the first week or so, but against all his expectations 
Folke persevered and even thrived. Folke never gave in – however outnumbered during the 
exercises or however exhausted he (or his horse) would be. Folke's willingness to share the 
hardships of his fellow students gave him praise. “Often one could see the King's nephew in 
gray uniform or wooden slippers and fatigues walking the stable and sweeping horse dung.” 
Folke's intense self-assertion led to criticism however. ”[After a race he was asked:] - How 
did the volunteer make it? - I won, Lieutenant Colonel. - A rider with the [correct] attitude 
instead says: “I had the honour of riding the winner,” was the lieutenant-colonel's rude 
response.”12

One Saturday night each month, was for fraternisation: “At the school there was a 
custom, which now seems absolutely incredible. The rigour and discipline was 
excellent, but once a month commanders and volunteers gathered for a so-called mess 
evening. All inhibitions were then released, liquor flowed in rivers. Folke and another 
volunteer were for religious reasons exempted, and at that time sober, myself and 
another comrade could never bring us to drink more than we could bear. The four of 
us had the strenuous job of helping our fallen comrades to bed in quite indescribable 
states. But the next morning it was rise, shine and polish horses as if nothing had 
happened, the four of us with slightly greater energy than the others.”13

At the end, 30 of the original 50 volunteers remained. Folke's placement is not known but he 
wasn't the best. On the following cadet training he finished 12th in his class of 113 cadets, 
good but by no means brilliant, and on December 20, 1915, he was appointed officer.

The teachers rated the students on a scale of 0-10. Folke was the best in riding (10). 
Worst in shooting and applied topography (=drawing maps) (both 6). The grades 
were weighted 1-8 where horse related subjects had the lowest weight and conduct &
suitability had the highest weight. Folke had an 8 in horse knowledge, 9 in suitability
& 10 in conduct. With weighting, he was 12th. Without weighting, he was 10th. 
Horseback riding, shooting & conduct was the least important. Suitability the most. 
The main criterion of suitability was command of troops during company exercises.14

11 Boheman 1963: ss. 7-12.
12 Lewenhaupt 1949: s.42.
13 Boheman 1949: s. 24.
14 Avgångsbetyg från Kungl Krigsskolan i Karlberg den 20 december 1915.; Norberg red. 1992.



On December 31, 1915, Folke became 2nd lieutenant in the Royal Dragoons and as such, spent
six months drill, courses and breaking in young horses (so called remounts). The men were 
proud of their royal ensign - he was nicknamed the “the boy” - and Folke had no problems 
with discipline. On October 17, 1916, he entered Strömsholm's Riding School. This was a 
school for riding instructors and reconnaissance leaders. The training consisted of daily 
riding: indoors, in difficult terrain, horse jumping courses & racing tracks. Additional subjects
were horse physiology, sabre fencing, shooting, etc. The horses were so bad that they had to 
bring their own to complete all the courses. On June 19, 1917, he was again appointed ensign 
(?), January 18, 1918, 2nd lieutenant and October 18, 1918, full lieutenant. In the autumn of 
1919, he took a course for commanding machine-gun troops. In the spring of 1920, he took a 
refresher course in French.

During a field exercise on September 30, 1920, Folke suffered from gastric ulcers. He was 
hospitalized and allegedly operated on. The sick leave was long. He had not fully recovered 
until the summer of 1922 (?) which was celebrated with an excursion to Danzig. On June 5, 
1920, to January 14, 1923, he was adjutant to the regimental quartermaster, so called 
“broom”. The “broom” was normally some older officer but Folke managed the work well. 
The work was to harmonize the directive of the executive command and get the squadron 
managers to implement it. Folke's personal knowledge, the desire to distribute the work fairly 
& persuade rather than command was well received.15 After a party in 1927 he had another 
gastric attack, vomited blood and was admitted to hospital. The Royal dragoons (according to 
the Defence Act of 1925) was about to be disbanded. While recovering this 2nd time, his sister
Mary nursed him, he wrote letters, read, and had plenty of time to reflect on the future. On 
December 1, 1928, he married.

Despite his poor health, Folke was a skilled and respected horseman even in this company of
skilled horsemen. He was regimental champion (?) 1918, 1922 & 1927, treasurer of the 
jockey club 1920-1926 and competed with some success within the Stockholm racing 
company. In 1930 his horse Zoya won several awards with Prince Gustaf Adolf in the 
saddle. In November 1930, immediately after his dismissal from the military, he led a 
Swedish equestrian team at competitions in New York & Toronto.

Since Folke was not in the cavalry to make a career, he had to be there for purely 
personal-psychological reasons. Interest and family traditions have been cited as 
reasons. The most striking feature of the depictions is his efforts to simultaneously fit 
in and to compete with the surroundings. Folke appears as the kind of person who 
tastes blood just by the thought of losing but beyond that the  level of ambition was 
low. Competitive but not ambitious, as the Americans put it. Some of his colleagues, 
e.g. Prince Gustaf Adolf & Per Janse, continued at the war college, changed branch 
(Gustaf Adolf to the infantry, Janse to the armoured troops), advanced in the ranks & 
devoted themselves to warfare for real, not only for show. Not so Folke. The 
explanation probably lies in the regiment's character of social enclave. K2 recruited 
its officers from the high aristocracy and one third of the men were enlisted soldiers 
of the old tribe: “The discipline that characterized this regiment had nothing to do 
with the mechanical obedience of today. It was a respectful patriarchal relationship 
between the squad and the commander. They were farmers in the same area, under the
same heaven. They were raised in a taken-for-granted sense of subordination for their 

15 Lewenhaupt 1949: s. 44; Bernadotte 1949 : s. 20; Hewins 1950: s. 26.



commander, a distinctive sense of honour and a deep-rooted pride in the regiment to 
which they belonged.”16

Hadenius takes lightly on the stomach ulcers that are now easy to cure by medication17, but 
when it happened the mortality rate was high. In the 1910s and 1920s, a third of those who 
had surgery died. Folke relapsed, had multiple surgeries and blood transfusions. He was 
also treated with massive doses of vitamin C. His wife claimed that these recurring near-
death experiences deeply affected him - both his appearance, vitality & vision of life. 
Prince Eugene thought his nephew had a very limited outlook and during the 
convalescences of 1922 and 1927 he invited Folke on trips to broaden his horizons. In 1922
on a cultural trip to Paris where they walked the museums and Eugene taught his nephew 
the distinction between good and bad art. 1927 together with some others on a longer 
cultural trip to Italy-Egypt-Palestine-Turkey-Greece when he met his future wife.18

Folke also attended a number of family ceremonies and state visits and on these 
received eight medals and orders. In 1934-1937 he was awarded seven more Orders. 
It is these 15 that are reported in the state calendar: Memorial medals, knight & 
officers Orders, commander Orders 1st class and grand crosses.

16 Lewnhaupt 1949: s. 41.
17 Hadenius 2007.
18 Bernadotte 1948.


