
Chapter 49 : Folke Bernadotte (II) (1931-1939) – “Swedish-American Interlude”.

On November 1, 1930, Folke resigned his position at the new Royal Horse Guard (new K1) 
with the option to be reappointed within two years if he so wished. But he did not want that. 
“I did not feel the slightest emptiness in my life at that time. The service, the horse racing 
and the high life took all my interest. It was my youth. The slogan was that life should be 
smiling.”1 Since Folke's “youth” continued until the age of 35, this is not the whole truth. 
Folke seems to have put his life on hold waiting for the future to arrive. There is no record of 
his reasoning before the marriage, but after the Russian and German revolutions he 
reasonably wanted to reassure himself against the consequences of the abolition of the 
Swedish monarchy. With his wife's fortune, he would have been able to spend the rest of his 
life in leisure or pursue some hobby, but that was not Folke's style. He wanted to restore the 
family honour - his father's forced abdication was a sore point throughout his life - as well as 
to show what he himself was good for. In the debate Royal birth was ipso facto considered to
make the unfortunate person unfit for civilian life. In 1930 Folke at 35 was considered an 
over-the-hill military without future.

Starting December 1930 the spent the next six months in America and through his father-in-
law practised at the business bank Lee, Higginson & Co. The gaol was that he should learn so 
much business and finance that he understood to manage his wife's wealth. Folke initially did 
not know the difference between a stock and a bond, but learned enough to later emerge as a 
credible front figure in various business enterprises. According to Hadenius, Folke was for 
some time involved in financial advice2, but this seems an exaggeration. Folke practised in 
such a department and read client letters, but there is no record of him giving advice - good, 
or as Hadenius claims. bad. He also seems to have learned the philosophy of American 
success. His slogan “Live the Life Smiling” was actually the title of a then well known self-
help book by the actor Douglas Fairbanks “Laugh and Live” (1919) that reads as a manual to 
Folke's actions: To sell yourself. Folke is often easier to understand as an American go-getter 
than as a Swedish “prince” or world conscience.

*

In the summer of 1931, Folke continued his banking practice in Paris. His French was so 
corroded, however, that he first underwent a month-long refresher course in Grenoble. He 
then suffered severe bleeding and was hospitalized. In October 1931 the family - Folke, 
Estelle and their one-year-old son - were back in Sweden. While Folke's old officer's mess 
Dragongården at Brunnsviken was renovated into a representative villa, they lived at his 
parents' house. Folke was in talks with industrialist Ivar Kreuger for a board position in the 
matchstick group, but Kreuger's suicide on March 12, 1932 intervened. Lee, Higginson & 
Co were at the time so exposed to the Kreuger group that it went bankrupt. It is unclear how
much it affected the Manvillian wealth but it was not erased.

The following years, Folke alternated between business and positions of trust. Folke's career 
as a businessman is surrounded by embarrassed silence and has been difficult to unravel. 
According to the wife, the projects were an expensive special edition of a book and a number 
of inventions: a type of rifle, hockey games, gramophone add-ons, and electricity transmission
with high-voltage DC.3 He also had paid assignments. I list the “businesses” & assignments in
approximate chronological order:

1 Bernadotte 1948: s. 12-13.
2 Hadenius 2007: s. 46.



● The book was an expensive edition of the 1917 Bible translation - the Gustaf V Bible 
called. Folke - responsible for the Swedish-American distribution - personally handed 
over copy No 1 to President Roosevelt. Folke was also tasked to deliver a greeting 
from King Gustaf V at the Chicago exhibition “A Century of Progress” the same year, 
combined with a call to buy the book. Estelle found the fuss about this hard to 
understand. “On this visit the hidden “royal” features came to the front. He inspired 
everyone around him to a level of esteem for his mission, which astounded me. At first
I smiled a little on the sly at the spectacle, but I admired him for the way he handled 
himself with dignity and moderation while at the same time instilling respect for the 
Swedish monarch's royal dignity.”4 In the same errand Folke also toured Minnesota's 
Swedish villages. The number of successful sells is unknown, but seems to have been 
low. The book was allegedly very expensive. He is said to have delivered the greetings
of King Gustaf V to about 100 thousand people.

An alternative interpretation is that the book was a work by Rütger Essén and others 
about the reign of Gustav V – it also being called the Gustaf V Bible but in jest - 
which in 1933 was published in a limited edition of 1,200 numbered copies to the 75th

anniversary.

● The Chicago Exposition was repeated in the spring and Folke also participated in 
the rerun. 1934-1943 he was a board member of the Swedish America Foundation. 
He was also vice-chairman of the Swedish-American Society. In a speech for the 
Swedish Society for the Conservation of Swedish Living abroad, Folke summarized
his experiences:

It is perhaps difficult for us Swedes to understand the Swedish Americans if 
we have not been over there ourselves. We must remember that they are 
Americans now, that they have left their old country, and that America must 
come first for them. And they serve their old homeland best, if they become 
good American citizens, and do their new country good services. Furthermore,
we must understand that it is difficult for them to retain their old language. If 
everyone were to do that way, then there would be no U.S. of A. The main 
thing is, that they maintain ties with their old homeland, know our language, 
our history and such, and follow what happens here at home.5

● 1936-1938, he was vice chairman of the Delaware Memorial Committee. The event 
is mainly remembered because the Crown Prince fell ill and entrusted his son Prince 
Bertil to tour the “Swedish” countryside and convey Gustaf V's greetings. Folke 
provided the practical:

It was the duty of Count Bernadotte to ensure that nothing disturbed the 
program, that the right trains were used at the right times, that the right 
hotels were requisitioned, that the right bags of cloaks were delivered at 
the right hotel rooms and that cars brought the delegates in time to the 
right solemnity or banquet. Of course, he had aides, but it took a good 

3 ”Estelle Bernadotte berättar.” Vecko Journalen 1958:37, ss. 4-5, 33 & 1958:38, ss. 18-19, 42-44. [Sista delen 
1958:39 fattas.]
4 Ibid.
5 Vestkusten 1935-05-16. [Svensk-amerikansk veckotidning.]



portion of skill, diplomacy and tact to arrange the whole machinery behind
the scenes. Police must be mobilized to avoid traffic jams at such 
occasions, placement lists would be drawn up and official persons placed 
properly and in accordance with their rank. The right flowers were to be 
procured for the right ladies and the right hairdressers arranged with. 
Washing facilities must be punctual and men's trousers freshly pressed.6

● The rifle was actually a machine gun. The German engineer Ivar Stack and one of 
Folke's acquaintances, Major Torsten Lindfors, planned a Swedish subcontracting. 
1933-1935 Folke invested money in the project, but then withdrew. 5000 of the 
machine guns were purchased by the Swedish army, christened machine gun kg m/40 
and used by the Home Guard and the Danish & Norwegian exile army, the so called 
police forces.7

● The hockey game (in fact a football game) & the gramophone add-ons were patents 
that Folke failed to place.

● As to Folke's role in exploiting the Baltzar von Platen method for generating high-
voltage direct current, the so called Glesum system, 1933/35 he was chairman of the 
board of directors. The system was demonstrated in 1933 to a distinguished audience 
of the Crown Prince among others and Folke gave an initial talk about its uses. The 
calculations showed that the system would have quickly paid off, but ASEA preferred 
to develop its own non-mechanical system.

As mentioned Folke as a businessman has a bad reputation but it is difficult to determine 
whether it was due to himself or the circumstances - his business career coincided with the 
depression. Economically, it seems to have broke even. Later he took paid board positions: 
AB Nordisk Resebureau (chairman), Facit, Nordiska kompaniet (NK), Readers' Digest and 
AGA. As a board member, Folke seems to have been mostly interested in organizational 
issues such as “the right man in the right place”. The ability he demonstrated prompted NK 
owner Joseph Sachs (who was a member of the Delaware Committee) to recommend him as 
Commissioner-General of the Swedish Pavilion of the 1939 World Exhibition in New York 
“The World of Tomorrow” which mission Folke handled to general satisfaction and was 
awarded both an honorary doctorate at Uppsala University in East Orange NJ & the Vasa 
Order. Folke arrived in mid-March and the engagement came to last for almost the whole 
year. Working for Folke was tough. 250 hostesses were during the training whittled down to 
11 based on performance.

During his stay Folke seems to have had a platonic love story with his sister-in-law 
Märta De Geer af Leufsta (1896-1976) who was married to foreign office official and 
former regimental colleague Nils Wachtmeister af Johannishus (1891-1960). During 
the war, they corresponded with Folke's assistant Brit Svensson-Maseglia as  
intermediary, but the Atlantic kept them apart and the feelings cooled.8

*

6 Stavenow red. 1949: s. 61.
7 Janson 2012.
8 Hadenius 2007: ss. 135-140..



Folke held positions of trust in equestrian sports (1932-1948), the Annual Association of 
1895 men (1935-1948), the Association for Promoting Swimming (1935-1948), the Rifle 
Association (1935-1948) and the Scout movement (1937-1948). 1934-1937 he was also 
head of prince Gustaf Adolf's court:

● 1932-1948, Folke served on the board of the Central Association of Swedish Riding 
Sports (SRC). Until 1933 the Crown Prince was president, then Prince Gustaf Adolf 
and during 1948 Folke. After the war, the army was “dehorsed”. Perhaps Folke had 
something to do with SRC's decision in 1948 to support the equestrian sport in the 
same way as the Association for promoting swimming through the newly formed 
Association for promoting riding. This was done by lending the army horses to the 
riding schools and providing cheap loans for building stables and the like.

● The men of 1895 did not have any business other than meeting, but was part of Folke's
network. You entered such an association on your 40th birthday. From 1935 Folke was 
president of the newly established 95s. One of the 95s was Sven Wallbom, who 
managed to interest Folke in the Swimming Association (see below).

● 1935-1948, Folke was chairman of the Swedish Association for the Promotion of 
Swimming. Initially, the work consisted of begging money for the business. There was
a forerunner among Uppsala students - hence the association's academic style with 
candidates, masters and laurel wreaths. There are some famous photographs from the 
opening of Flatenbadet where Folke harangues the children and then tries the slide. 
There are also a number of photographs of his promotions where Folke wearing a 
uniform and laurel wreath officiates at the pool. In 1934, the Association had 
introduced a badge “simborgarmärket” with the requirement to swim 200 meters. 
Folke took the test every year and gave a short speech with the punch line “When 
you're drowning, it's too late to learn how to swim!”

● 1935-1943 Folke was chairman of the Stockholm City Rifle Association and 1938-
1943 of the executive committee of the Swedish Rifle Association. In September 
1939, the latter issued an invitation for everyone to participate in their shooting 
exercises. This was formalized on February 1, 1940, in “Rikskommittén för 
Beredskapsskytte” (the contingency committee), of which Folke was a member. The 
committee's task was to promote participation. During the Finland Winter War, the 
rifle association thus gained 150 thousand members. Folke's biggest single 
achievement was the organization of the 1943 general shooting competition in 
Stockholm with 7,000 participants. In 1940, as chairman of the executive committee, 
Folke became the rifle union's representative in the umbrella organization Central 
Committee for Voluntary Defence (CFF) where he was a member of the executive 
committee. Folke is supposed to have been attracted to it by CFF's character as a 
popular movement. CFF also contained the Home Guard, the Air Protection, the 
Landsturm (a form of militia; the remaining men), the Woman Auxiliaries (WVS) & 
the Swedish Red Cross. His most concrete contribution seems to have been as a 
member of the State Board for the finding places for them to convene. In 1943 he left 
the daily work of the rifle association's executive board to become chairman of its 
board of directors.

● 1932-1934, Folke and others in his circle became involved in the Scout Movement. 
Prince Gustaf Adolf 1932 became a member of the International Scout Committee, 



Folke's brother-in-law Hugo Cedergren 1934 became head of the YMCA's Scout 
Association (boy's division) & Folke's sister Elsa (girl's division). Folke's own Scout
career was that he (without being a Scout) in 1933 became chairman of the 
organizing committee of the YMCA national camp in Sunne Värmland, in the spring
of 1934 at a simple ceremony at Dragongården was admitted as YMCA-Scout & 
July 24 to August 1, 1934, was 2nd Deputy Camp Chief. Much was written about this
camp: 2000 Scouts from 100 Scout Corps and six countries participated. Prince 
Gustaf Adolf made the introductory speech, then Folke took over.

The following year, Folke had a similar assignment for Ingarö Camp in the Stockholm
archipelago, a Roover Mot for 3,000 Scouts from 26 nations. Prince Gustaf Adolf was
camp commander, Folke was chief of staff. The closing gathering took place at 
Stockholm Stadium with a torchlight train in front of Prime Minister Per Albin 
Hansson. In 1937 Folke became head of the Swedish Scout Association. 1938-1946 
he was vice chairman of the Swedish Scout Council. In 1947 he became chairman of 
the Swedish Scout Council & member of the International Scout Committee after 
Prince Gustaf Adolf.

Folke's contribution was to defend the organization and organize its activities. “His 
outstanding ability to serve as intermediary between at one side the authorities and 
society and on the other side Scouting gave Swedish Scouting a position in the public 
consciousness, which it had not nearly owned before. The Swedish Scout Association 
also underwent a brilliant development under Folke Bernadotte's leadership. The 
number of members more than doubled, the leadership cadre was greatly increased by 
new initiatives for leadership acquisition and the considerable improvement in the 
economic field provided the necessary precondition for the expansion of the work.”9

Folke, after his habit, familiarized himself with all the details. In 1938 he attended the 
leadership training of the Swedish Scout Association, a two-week residential course at 
Gillwellstugan, Rockelstad. The routine was that every day before work he visited the 
Associations office, rarely missed a meeting, appointed the camp chiefs and inspected 
their work. This amounted to a couple of hours a day. During the Swedish camps, the 
various Swedish Scouting events met. During the international camps, the various 
countries' Scouting Corps met. Due to the war, there were not many such camps. On 
visiting, Folke gave a rousing speech and received applauses. Best known is his 
presence at the Vadstena camp in 1941, when he wore his Indian trappings from two 
years earlier when he on Estelle's initiative was adopted by the Blackfoot Indians. 
Foreign “refugee scouts” were incorporated into the movement and received 
equipment grants.

As a member of the International Scout Committee, he attempted to revive the 
German Scout movement after the war. After World War I, it had been isolated 
internationally and during the Nazi era incorporated into Hitler Youth. The suspicion 
was compact, but Folke managed to arrange a four-week leadership course. Folke 
agreed with his predecessor Ebbe Lieberath that it had been bad for Scouting to 
involve God, country & politics with the movement. The most important function of 
the Scouting movement was that different classes and people got to know each other. 
Prior to the war, he even gave an American speech in which he believed that if only 
the leaders of the great powers had been Scouts, the war would never have come 

9 Lorentzon 1949: s. 77.



about. Possibly this had something to do with his support for the Moral Rearmament 
movement (MRA) at this time. The MRA's position was that a better world could 
only be created by moral rebirth, which also was Folke's position. The only times he 
has referred to his Christian values is in terms of what “spirit” would permeate the 
Scout movement.

● Folke's work as Prince Gustaf Adolf's head of court 1934-1937 is difficult to unravel. 
He appears to have had a role of older comrade, mentor & “fixer”. Until 1940 he 
remained as adjutant. Then as a guard-free adjutant. In this capacity he tried in 1934 
to persuade Prince Sigvard & in 1946 Prince Carl Johan not to enter a civil marriage. 
He referred to their sense of duty, but such they did not have. 

Folke was criticized for his many activities, being a jack-of-all-trades rather than a prince, but
defended himself by saying, “I have to keep going”.

*

In 1940, Folke and his wife published a book about Scouting.10 From this it appears that 
Folke was an ideologist in the sense that he thought ideas was everything - the individual 
nothing:

The sacrifice of the personal for the mission has always been the hallmark of the great
- in all areas. There is a sacred word, saying: "For he who will keep his life, he shall 
lose it. but he who loses his life for my sake shall find it. Those words have very wide
scope and application to all fields of life. He who truly sacrifices his life for a good 
cause - and no other human being - finds a meaning in his life, does something of it, 
he “finds his life”.

We have now arrived at an essential point of view - or the most important point of 
view - for all members of a movement such as ours [the Scouts]. We must all be clear 
in our own minds that we ourselves mean nothing and that ideas mean everything. We
are a package of little or no value - but if we are filled with an idea, we can be 
something of value. The thing is, we ourselves are nothing. Our value is determined 
by our ideas. This idea is just as big, no matter what pitiful pawns we are. In so far as 
we are able to pursue a cause, not for ourselves but for an idea, become the vessel of 
good thoughts, we will amount to something. It is our love for the cause, our 
objectivity, that makes us something to reckon with. Reality moves mountains. As 
altruistic tools in the service of something greater, we become beings to be 
respected.11

This included a fundamentally pessimistic personal credo, probably inspired by Folke's 
prince training - to be brought up for the common good, not for one's own good:

My motto: We have come into this world not to be happy ourselves, but to make 
others happy.
...
Egoism, individual and national, has caused more misfortunes to this world than 
much else. Egoism must be fought with all weapons. And we have to start with 

10 Bernadotte 1940.
11 Bernadotte 1940: ss. 85-86.



ourselves. It is not for nothing the concept itself is surrounded with a halo: Sacro 
egoismo. Sacred egoism.12

The way Folke uses the concept of sacro egoismo makes it hard to interpret. He seems to have
misunderstood the concept. It is a theological term for the individual interpreting the Bible by 
himself and in the spirit of Liberal Christianity and science. Folke seems to have interpreted it
as Christianity advocating putting your own interests first, not the common good. Perhaps 
somewhat disingenuous, because according to his wife, he voted for the right-wing party and 
disliked the communists.

12 Bernadotte 1940: s. 182.


