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The Assassination of Count Folke
Bernadotte
Folke Bernadotte was a Swedish diplomat, nobleman, and humanitarian whose life be‐
came closely tied to some of the most turbulent events of the mid-twentieth century. Born
in 1895 into the Swedish royal family, Bernadotte gained international recognition during
the final months of World War II for negotiating the release of over 30,000 prisoners -
many of them from Nazi concentration camps - through his leadership of the “White
Buses” rescue mission. His reputation as a neutral, compassionate, and pragmatic negotia‐
tor made him one of Europe’s most respected humanitarian figures.

In 1948, as the newly formed United Nations faced its first major test in the Middle East,
Bernadotte was appointed as the organization’s first official mediator. The Arab–Israeli
conflict, which erupted following the UN Partition Plan and the declaration of the State of
Israel, had quickly escalated into full-scale war between Jewish and Arab forces. The UN
sought a mediator who could act impartially between both sides, command international
respect, and possess the diplomatic skill to navigate an extremely volatile situation.
Bernadotte’s proven record of negotiation, his neutrality as a Swede, and his humanitarian
experience during the war made him an ideal candidate for this delicate and unprece‐
dented mission.

Humanitarian and Diplomatic Accomplishments
Before his involvement in the Arab–Israeli conflict, Count Folke Bernadotte had already
earned an enduring reputation as a humanitarian and diplomat. His most remarkable
achievement came during the final months of World War II, when he led a daring rescue
mission that saved tens of thousands of people from Nazi concentration camps. As Vice-
President of the Swedish Red Cross, Bernadotte used his diplomatic connections, calm
temperament, and moral courage to negotiate directly with high-ranking Nazi officials, in‐
cluding Heinrich Himmler, one of the most powerful figures in the Third Reich.

Through a combination of persistence, tact, and strategic neutrality, Bernadotte secured
the release and evacuation of approximately 30,000 prisoners from German camps in
early 1945. Among those freed were Scandinavians, French, Poles, and a significant num‐
ber of Jewish prisoners who were facing imminent death as the Nazi regime collapsed. His
efforts culminated in the creation of a daring rescue operation known as the “White
Buses.”

The White Buses project was a logistical and humanitarian innovation. Bernadotte orga‐
nized a convoy of buses, trucks, and ambulances - painted entirely white and marked with
large red crosses - to make them visible as neutral vehicles amid the chaos of war. These
vehicles traversed dangerous battle zones in Germany and occupied Europe, collecting



prisoners from concentration camps such as Ravensbrück, Dachau, and Neuengamme,
and transporting them to safety in neutral Sweden. The white color of the buses was delib‐
erately chosen to distinguish them from military transports and to signal their humanitar‐
ian purpose - an idea that would later influence the modern practice of marking humani‐
tarian and medical vehicles in conflict zones to ensure their protection under international
law.

Bernadotte’s mission was not without peril. The convoys operated under constant threat
of attack from Allied bombers, as well as obstruction from local Nazi commanders. Despite
these challenges, the operation succeeded beyond expectation, saving thousands of lives
and demonstrating how diplomatic negotiation, even with the most ruthless regimes,
could yield tangible humanitarian results.

For his leadership and courage, Bernadotte was celebrated internationally as a symbol of
moral integrity and practical compassion. His work with the Swedish Red Cross exempli‐
fied the highest ideals of neutrality and humanitarian service - principles that would later
guide his appointment as the United Nations’ first mediator. The White Buses operation
not only saved lives but also helped lay the foundations for postwar humanitarian law and
modern peacekeeping practices, marking Bernadotte as a pioneer of humanitarian
diplomacy.

Appointment as UN Mediator and the 1948 Mission
In the wake of his extraordinary humanitarian work during World War II, Count Folke
Bernadotte had become a figure of international trust and moral authority. His record of
neutrality, diplomacy, and compassion led the United Nations to appoint him as its first
official mediator - a new and unprecedented role in international diplomacy. In May 1948,
the UN faced its most urgent crisis: the eruption of full-scale war in Palestine following the
end of the British Mandate and the declaration of the State of Israel.

The UN Partition Plan of 1947 (General Assembly Resolution 181) had proposed dividing
the British Mandate of Palestine into two independent states - one Jewish and one Arab -
with Jerusalem placed under international administration. While Jewish leaders accepted
the plan as a diplomatic victory and a legal basis for statehood, the Palestinian Arabs and
neighboring Arab states rejected it as profoundly unjust.

At the time, Palestinian Arabs constituted roughly two-thirds of the population, while
Jews made up only about one-third. Yet the plan allocated 55 percent of the total land
area of Palestine to the proposed Jewish state, even though the Jewish population owned
less than 7 percent of the land by legal title. The remainder - mostly Arab-owned territory
and farmland - was to form the basis of an Arab state that was fragmented and economi‐
cally weakened. To Palestinians and the broader Arab world, this partition represented not
a fair compromise but a form of dispossession, engineered under the shadow of colonial
withdrawal and international guilt following the Holocaust.

For the Arab and Palestinian leadership, the UN decision violated both the principle of
self-determination and the lived reality of demographic and territorial ownership. It was



seen as the imposition of a foreign political entity onto a land whose majority population
had neither consented to nor been consulted in its creation. The plan effectively disman‐
tled the unity of historical Palestine and was viewed by Arabs as the culmination of a long
process of disenfranchisement that had begun under the British Mandate and accelerated
through waves of Jewish immigration sponsored by the Zionist movement.

Thus, when the State of Israel declared independence on May 14, 1948, and Arab armies
intervened the following day, the war was not perceived in the Arab world as an act of ag‐
gression but as an attempt to resist the enforced partition and defend the territorial and
political integrity of Palestine. It was into this atmosphere - of war, displacement, and bit‐
ter historical grievance - that Count Folke Bernadotte was sent as the United Nations’ first
mediator.

Despite his reputation and sincerity, Bernadotte quickly encountered the full force of the
ideological and religious convictions driving the conflict. Many leaders within the Zionist
movement, including both mainstream nationalists and extremist factions such as Lehi
(the Stern Gang), believed that the entire land of Eretz Israel, as described in the Hebrew
Bible, was the eternal and divinely ordained homeland of the Jewish people. To them, this
divine mandate superseded any international law, political compromise, or diplomatic ne‐
gotiation. The concept of partition - of recognizing an Arab state on any portion of what
they considered sacred territory - was, in their view, not merely a political concession but a
spiritual betrayal.

This uncompromising belief in divine sovereignty placed Bernadotte’s mission in direct
conflict with the ideological foundation of many Zionist leaders, particularly the militant
underground. Nevertheless, he persisted, determined to find common ground between
justice and practicality. His tireless efforts led to the first truce in the war, declared on
June 11, 1948, temporarily halting the fighting and allowing for humanitarian aid to reach
civilians on both sides.

During this truce, Bernadotte developed his first peace proposal, guided by principles of
fairness and humanitarian concern. He suggested that Jerusalem be placed under inter‐
national control due to its universal religious significance; that Palestinian refugees be
permitted to return to their homes or receive compensation; and that territorial adjust‐
ments be made - assigning Galilee to Israel and the Negev Desert to the Arabs - to cre‐
ate a more equitable distribution of land.

Although the plan reflected moderation and a sincere effort at compromise, it was imme‐
diately rejected by both camps. The Arab governments dismissed it for implicitly recogniz‐
ing Israel’s existence, while many Zionist factions, especially the far-right underground,
condemned it as a betrayal of the Jewish claim to all of Eretz Israel. Within radical circles,
Bernadotte came to be seen not as a peacemaker, but as an obstacle to divine destiny - a
foreign official daring to interfere with what they regarded as the fulfillment of biblical
prophecy.

Still, Bernadotte continued to believe that peace was possible if reason and humanity pre‐
vailed over ideology and vengeance. He maintained faith in diplomacy, even as extremist



groups began to view his presence as intolerable. Tragically, his commitment to peace and
international law would soon bring him into fatal confrontation with those who believed
their mission was sanctified by God and therefore beyond negotiation.

The Assassination of Folke Bernadotte
By September 1948, Count Folke Bernadotte’s mission in Palestine had placed him at the
center of one of the most volatile conflicts of the twentieth century. His role as United
Nations Mediator demanded neutrality, but neutrality itself had become intolerable in a
war driven by existential fear and sacred conviction. The opposing sides viewed his peace
proposals not as gestures of reconciliation but as threats to their legitimacy and divine
purpose.

For the Arab states, Bernadotte’s mediation implicitly recognized the State of Israel -
something they regarded as an unacceptable violation of Arab and Palestinian rights. For
the Zionist movement, particularly its militant factions, his proposals were seen as an at‐
tempt to strip away land they believed was divinely promised to the Jewish people. The
idea that an international body - or a foreign diplomat - might redraw the borders of Eretz
Israel according to political expediency was, to them, a form of heresy.

Among the most extreme of these groups was Lehi, also known as the Stern Gang, a
Zionist underground organization that had long advocated the use of armed struggle to
expel both British and Arab forces from the land of Israel. Lehi’s members believed they
were carrying out a sacred duty to reclaim all of biblical Israel, and they rejected any com‐
promise that would recognize Arab sovereignty on what they considered holy soil. To
them, Bernadotte’s peace plan - calling for international control over Jerusalem, the return
of Palestinian refugees, and territorial concessions to the Arabs - was not a diplomatic ef‐
fort but an act of betrayal against God’s promise and the Jewish nation’s destiny.

On September 17, 1948, Bernadotte’s life came to a violent end. Traveling in a UN-marked
convoy through the Katamon district of Jerusalem, accompanied by French UN officer
Colonel André Serot, he was ambushed by Lehi militants disguised as Israeli soldiers. As
the vehicles slowed at a roadblock, one of the attackers - identified later as Yehoshua
Cohen - approached Bernadotte’s car and fired several rounds at close range, killing both
Bernadotte and Serot instantly.

The assassination shocked the world. Bernadotte had been unarmed, traveling under the
protection of international law, and engaged solely in a humanitarian and diplomatic mis‐
sion. His murder represented not only an attack on a man but an assault on the very au‐
thority of the United Nations and the fragile ideal of international peacekeeping.

In the immediate aftermath, the Israeli provisional government, led by David Ben-
Gurion, publicly condemned the killing and outlawed Lehi and Irgun, the other major un‐
derground militia. However, the response stopped short of full accountability. Though sev‐
eral Lehi members were arrested, none were ever convicted of the crime. Within a few
years, the organization was granted amnesty, and some of its former members went on
to hold positions in the Israeli government.



Internationally, Bernadotte’s assassination drew outrage and grief, particularly in Sweden
and at the United Nations. The UN General Assembly paid solemn tribute to him, and his
death galvanized efforts to establish more structured peacekeeping and protection for UN
personnel in conflict zones. Yet, politically, his mission was left unfinished. His deputy,
Dr. Ralph Bunche, later resumed his work and successfully negotiated the 1949 Armistice
Agreements, for which Bunche would receive the Nobel Peace Prize.

For many historians, Bernadotte’s assassination symbolized the collision between sacred
nationalism and international diplomacy - between a worldview rooted in divine entitle‐
ment and one grounded in compromise and humanitarian law. His death revealed the lim‐
its of moral persuasion in the face of militant ideology and the danger faced by those who
attempt to mediate between incompatible absolutes.

Count Folke Bernadotte’s legacy endures not only in the tragedy of his assassination but in
the ideals for which he stood: reason over fanaticism, law over violence, and the belief that
even in the world’s most divided places, peace is a moral imperative worth dying for.

Aftermath and Legacy
The assassination of Count Folke Bernadotte on September 17, 1948, sent shockwaves
through the international community. It was the first time a representative of the newly
founded United Nations had been deliberately murdered while carrying out a peace mis‐
sion. For many, the killing symbolized the fragility of international law in an age still reeling
from world war and genocide. It also exposed the tensions between the emerging Israeli
state, rooted in a nationalist and religious vision of sovereignty, and the global ideals of
peace, negotiation, and accountability that Bernadotte embodied.

In Sweden, Bernadotte’s death was met with deep mourning and indignation. He had
been a national hero - admired for his wartime humanitarian efforts and regarded as a
moral voice in global affairs. Swedish newspapers denounced the assassination as an
atrocity and demanded justice. The Swedish government lodged formal protests with
Israel and the United Nations, but diplomatic caution soon tempered the outrage. In the
early years of Israel’s statehood, few nations wished to jeopardize relations with the young
country, and Sweden, despite its anger, eventually allowed the matter to fade into history
without further confrontation.

The United Nations responded to Bernadotte’s assassination by reaffirming its commit‐
ment to peacekeeping and to the protection of its representatives in conflict zones. His
deputy, Dr. Ralph Bunche, an American diplomat and scholar, was appointed to continue
Bernadotte’s mission. Bunche’s patient negotiations produced the 1949 Armistice
Agreements, which established the ceasefire lines between Israel and its Arab neighbors.
For this achievement, Bunche received the Nobel Peace Prize, the first African American
to do so. Yet it was widely acknowledged that his success rested on the foundation laid by
Bernadotte’s work and sacrifice.

Within Israel, the response was more ambivalent. The provisional government publicly
condemned the assassination and banned the extremist groups responsible, yet its pur‐



suit of justice was limited. Although members of Lehi were arrested, none were ever pros‐
ecuted for Bernadotte’s murder. A few years later, under a general amnesty, Lehi’s former
members were freed from legal consequences and some went on to occupy positions in
Israeli public life - most notably Yitzhak Shamir, who would later become Prime Minister
of Israel.

Perhaps the most striking irony is that Yehoshua Cohen, the Lehi militant identified as the
gunman who fired the fatal shots at Bernadotte and Colonel André Serot, went on to be‐
come a close friend and personal bodyguard of David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s founding
prime minister. Cohen later settled in the Negev kibbutz of Sde Boker, where Ben-Gurion
retired; the two lived side by side for years, walking and conversing daily. The fact that the
assassin of the UN’s first peace mediator ended up guarding the man who built the state
that had condemned the killing reveals the moral hypocrisy of Israel’s early years.

The moral and political implications of Bernadotte’s assassination continue to resonate.
His death revealed how religious nationalism, when fused with political power, can ren‐
der compromise impossible and turn mediators into enemies. For Bernadotte, diplomacy
was an extension of humanitarianism - a belief that dialogue and empathy could over‐
come hatred and fear. For his assassins, and for the ideology that inspired them, the land
itself was sacred, and negotiation was tantamount to surrendering divine right. This con‐
frontation between universal morality and sacred nationalism would echo throughout
later Middle Eastern conflicts and remains one of the enduring challenges of
peacebuilding.

Despite the tragedy of his death, Bernadotte’s legacy endures in the institutions and ideals
he helped to shape. His humanitarian innovations - such as the White Buses and his insis‐
tence on the neutrality of relief operations - pioneered the modern practice of marking hu‐
manitarian vehicles and personnel for protection under international law. His service as
UN Mediator laid the groundwork for future UN peacekeeping missions, establishing
precedents for neutrality, humanitarian access, and the use of diplomacy in active war
zones.

Count Folke Bernadotte is remembered today not only as a victim of political extremism
but as a symbol of moral courage and international conscience. His life bridged the
worlds of humanitarian aid and global diplomacy, and his death underscored the risks
faced by those who stand between violence and peace. Though his mission in Palestine
was left unfinished, the principles he lived by - compassion, neutrality, and an unwavering
belief in the value of human life - remain vital to every effort at peace in our own time.

Conclusion
The assassination of Count Folke Bernadotte in 1948 was not only the silencing of a man
but also a symbolic blow to the ideals of peace and moral diplomacy that he represented.
His death marked one of the first and most painful failures of the United Nations in its at‐
tempt to mediate in a postwar world still struggling to uphold justice and humanity. For
Sweden, the loss was deeply personal. Bernadotte had been a national hero - a man of no‐
ble birth who used his position and influence in the service of others. The refusal of Israel



to bring his assassins to justice left a wound in Swedish–Israeli relations that has never
fully healed. To this day, those relations remain cool, and the Swedish royal family has
never paid an official visit to Israel, a quiet testament to the enduring shadow of that
crime.

Yet Bernadotte’s memory does not belong to Sweden alone. He is also remembered and
honored by the Palestinian people, who saw in him one of the few international figures
willing to confront the tragedy unfolding in their homeland. As the Nakba - the mass dis‐
placement of Palestinians in 1948 - tore hundreds of thousands from their homes,
Bernadotte stood almost alone among world diplomats in insisting on their right of re‐
turn and in condemning the injustice of permanent exile. His proposals, rooted in fairness
and humanitarian principle, offered the displaced a vision of dignity and restoration that
has yet to be realized.

In recognition of his compassion and courage, the people of Gaza City named a street in
his honor: Count Bernadotte Street (شارع كونت برنادوت), located in the southern neighbor‐
hood of Rimal. The simple blue sign, inscribed in both Arabic and English, stood for
decades as a quiet tribute to the Swedish mediator who had died trying to bring peace to
their land. It symbolized not only gratitude but also remembrance - a bridge between
Bernadotte’s moral vision and the enduring struggle of a people still seeking justice.

Today, that street - and much of Gaza City surrounding it - lies in ruins. Since the devasta‐
tion unleashed on Gaza beginning in 2023, the Rimal district has been reduced to rubble.
The destruction of Count Bernadotte Street is more than the loss of a nameplate; it is the
erasure of a memory and a mirror of the suffering Bernadotte once tried to prevent.

There is a tragic symmetry in this image: a man who crossed battle lines to save the perse‐
cuted is remembered on a street now buried beneath the debris of war. Yet even in ruin,
his name endures - as it does in Sweden, at the United Nations, and in the hearts of those
who still believe in his mission. Count Folke Bernadotte’s legacy belongs to all who honor
courage, compassion, and the conviction that peace, however fragile, is a duty owed to all
humanity.
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