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"Who is worthy? Who is not? Those are the only questions that matter."

 — Lyman Bagg, Four Years at Yale, 1871



Chapter One
 The German Connection

 In the autumn of 1831, a young man from Middletown, Connecticut, boarded a ship bound for Europe. William Huntington Russell was twenty years old, the son of a prosperous merchant family, and he was going to Germany to study. This was not unusual. Wealthy young Americans of the early nineteenth century regularly crossed the Atlantic to polish their educations at German universities, which were then considered among the finest in the world. What was unusual was what Russell carried home when he returned.

Germany in the early 1830s was a place of political ferment. The July Revolution in France had sent tremors across Europe, and student associations known as Burschenschaften pressed for liberal reforms and German national unity. Founded at Jena in 1815, the Burschenschaften were suppressed after the Carlsbad Decrees, but their influence lingered in university life.

Accounts of Skull and Bones's origins often trace Russell's fascination with secret societies to this German sojourn. The details are sparse — no diary survives, no letters home describe his involvement with any particular Burschenschaft — but he returned to Yale in 1832 with a purpose that went beyond completing his senior year. He returned with a plan.

The plan was born of fury. While Russell had been in Germany, the Anti-Masonic movement had swept through American public life, and Phi Beta Kappa was retreating from its old culture of secrecy. A dispute over Phi Beta Kappa elections in 1832 further inflamed tensions at Yale. Russell wanted a society that would not bend to public pressure, one that would guard its secrets absolutely and bind its members for life.

He found his co-conspirator in Alphonso Taft. Taft was a senior at Yale, a serious, ambitious young man from Vermont who would go on to become Secretary of War and Attorney General of the United States, and whose son, William Howard Taft, would become the twenty-seventh president. In 1832, Alphonso Taft was simply a young man who shared Russell's conviction that Yale needed a new kind of secret society.

They founded it in 1832. To its members it was the Eulogian Club. Outsiders soon dubbed it Skull and Bones after a skull-and-crossbones sketch on a meeting notice. The emblem — a skull and crossbones over the number 322 — became its mark. The meaning of 322 has been debated; a common interpretation links it to 322 BCE, the year of Demosthenes's death.

The first members were drawn from the Yale senior class of 1833: Russell, Taft, four cofounders (all Phi Beta Kappa), and eight classmates. They included students from the South and the West, a deliberate widening of Yale's New England core. The society Russell built for them was designed to ensure they would run things.

The first meetings were held in rented rooms. The society called itself the Order. Initiates were "Knights," graduate members were "Patriarchs," and the world outside the society was "barbarian." The distinction was fundamental. You were either inside or outside.

What happened in those first meetings — what was said, what was sworn, what was planned — is not known. The society's secrecy was absolute from the beginning. Members were forbidden, on pain of expulsion, from discussing the society's internal affairs with anyone who was not a member. The silence held through the 1830s and the 1840s and the 1850s. It held through the Civil War and the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era. It held through two world wars and the Cold War and the age of the internet. It is holding still.

Russell graduated from Yale in 1833 and went home to Middletown, where he became a state legislator and a figure of local prominence. He never spoke publicly about the society he had founded. He did not need to. The machine was built. The founding cohort went out into the world, and they prospered, and they remembered each other, and they helped each other, and they brought their sons to Yale and their sons were tapped, and the cycle continued, year after year, class after class, generation after generation, each one adding fifteen more links to a chain that would eventually stretch from New Haven to the White House, to the Pentagon, to the Central Intelligence Agency, to the counting rooms of Wall Street and the boardrooms of the most powerful corporations in America.

 [image: William Huntington Russell, co-founder of Skull and Bones]William Huntington Russell, who returned from studying in Germany in 1832 with a vision for a new kind of secret society at Yale. He and Alphonso Taft founded The Order that same year.
 

Chapter Two
 The Tomb

 There is a building at 64 High Street in New Haven, Connecticut, that has no windows. It stands on the edge of the Yale campus, a block of dark brownstone that rises from the sidewalk like a clenched fist. It has no name on its facade, no sign indicating what it is or who meets inside. The architecture is Egypto-Doric — a form of Egyptian Revival — heavy, squat, monumental, and blunt in its message: whatever happens in here is none of your business.

They call it the Tomb.

The original Skull and Bones clubhouse was a rented room, then a succession of rented rooms, then a modest wooden building that served the society's purposes for its first two decades. But by the 1850s, the society had grown in wealth and ambition, and its members — many of them now prosperous alumni with deep pockets and long memories — decided that the Order deserved a permanent home. Something imposing. Something that announced, in the language of architecture, that the men who gathered here were not playing at secrecy. They were serious.

The Tomb was built in 1856, a windowless brownstone generally attributed to architect Alexander Jackson Davis (though some sources suggest Henry Austin). It was designed to be deliberately forbidding, and its Egypto-Doric style evoked antiquity, mystery, and death. This was not a clubhouse. This was a sepulchre.

The building was expanded in 1883 with a rear block, and again in 1903, when the original block was duplicated and a new entrance was placed between the two sections. Each enlargement reinforced the same message: the Tomb was not going anywhere, and neither was the Order.

What does the inside look like? For most of the society's history, the answer was: almost no one outside knew. The society's secrecy was absolute. Members did not discuss the interior. Descriptions were not published.

In 1876, members of a rival society, File and Claw, broke into the Tomb and published a pamphlet, Babylon Is Fallen, with a floor plan and a few descriptions. Room 322 was the sanctum. Room 324 had frescoed walls. A skull was noted in the cellar. It was a crack in the wall, but only a small one.

A few more slivers of light leaked out over time. An 1886 newspaper described the new wing's frescoed panels, which included skulls and crossbones. In 2015, Yale Alumni Magazine published a handful of interior photographs of uncertain date, likely from a long-ago break-in, offering limited glimpses of rooms in the 1883 rear block.

Beyond that, descriptions are mostly secondhand. Later accounts report ritual objects and a clock kept five minutes fast, but the society has never confirmed them.

The Tomb still stands at 64 High Street. It is still windowless. It is still unmarked. Yale students walk past it every day, and most of them do not give it a second glance. It looks like what it is: a locked room at the heart of an institution that prides itself on openness and inquiry, a permanent monument to the proposition that some things are not meant to be known, and that the men who know them are different from the men who do not.

 [image: The Skull and Bones Tomb at Yale University]The Tomb — the windowless sandstone hall at 64 High Street, New Haven. Built in 1856 and expanded over the decades, it has no windows on the ground floor and its interior remains one of the most closely guarded secrets in American collegiate life.
 

Chapter Three
 The Tapping

 It happens each spring, often in April. Yale's senior societies hold tap day, and Skull and Bones selects fifteen juniors for the following year's membership. It has been part of campus life since the 1830s, surviving the Civil War, two world wars, the social upheavals of the 1960s, and the digital age.

On tap day, current members approach their chosen juniors and tap them on the shoulder — an invitation delivered in person and in public view. Those who accept join a cohort that will spend its senior year meeting in the Tomb at 64 High Street.

What happens after the tap is intentionally opaque. The society keeps its initiation and meetings private; most descriptions come from secondhand accounts and journalism rather than official sources. Reports describe intense personal discussions and a culture of loyalty that binds the cohort to each other and to their predecessors.

This intimacy is the society's true product. Not the rituals, whatever they are, but the bond itself — the connection between fifteen people who have shared secrets and who will carry those secrets to the grave.

The bond does not end at graduation. That is the point. Graduation is not the end of Skull and Bones. It is the beginning. The senior year in the Tomb is the incubation period. What hatches is a network — a web of mutual obligation and shared identity that follows the Bonesmen out of New Haven and into the world, into law firms and banks and government offices and corporate boardrooms, into the corridors of power where the connections made in a windowless building on High Street pay dividends that compound over decades.

Every Bonesman knows that he can call on any other Bonesman for help, and that the call will be answered. Every Bonesman knows that the man sitting across the table in a business negotiation, or across the aisle in Congress, or across the desk in the Oval Office, may be a fellow Knight — and that if he is, the relationship between them is different from any other relationship in their lives. Not better, necessarily. Not more ethical. But different. Deeper. More binding. More useful.

This is the secret of Skull and Bones. Not the rituals, which are theatrical. Not the oaths, which are ceremonial. The secret is the network itself — the invisible web that connects fifteen people to fifteen people to fifteen people, year after year, class after class, generation after generation, until the web encompasses Supreme Court justices and presidents and secretaries of state and the directors of intelligence agencies and the chairmen of banks and the publishers of newspapers and the men who decide, behind closed doors, how the world will be run.

It begins with a hand on a shoulder on tap day each spring.

 [image: Skull and Bones class photograph, circa 1920]A Skull and Bones class photograph from around 1920, showing members including future Time magazine founder Henry Luce and Briton Hadden. Each year, exactly fifteen juniors are "tapped" — summoned to join The Order.
 

Chapter Four
 The Architects

 William Howard Taft was tapped in 1878. He was the son of Alphonso Taft, the co-founder, and his election to Skull and Bones was less a selection than an inheritance — the continuation of a dynasty that had begun with the society's first meeting forty-six years earlier. Young Taft was a large man, genial and intelligent, with a walrus mustache and a laugh that could fill a courtroom. He would become the twenty-seventh president of the United States and the tenth Chief Justice of the Supreme Court — the only person in American history to hold both offices.

Taft's presidency, which lasted from 1909 to 1913, was the first demonstration of what the Skull and Bones network could produce at the highest level of American power. His cabinet was laced with Bonesmen and their allies. His appointments to the federal bench drew heavily from the Yale old-boy network. His approach to governance — cautious, legalistic, deeply conservative — reflected the values of the world he had inhabited since his undergraduate years: a world where power was exercised quietly, through connections rather than confrontation, by men who knew each other's secrets and trusted each other's discretion.

But Taft was merely the first act. The real architects of the Skull and Bones empire were the men who came after him — men who did not seek the presidency but who accumulated power in ways that were, in some respects, more consequential than anything a president could achieve.

Henry Lewis Stimson was tapped in 1888. He was a lawyer, a product of the New York Protestant establishment, with a face like a Presbyterian sermon and a mind like a Swiss watch. Stimson would serve as Secretary of War under William Howard Taft, Secretary of State under Herbert Hoover, and Secretary of War again under Franklin Roosevelt. This last appointment was the one that mattered. As Secretary of War from 1940 to 1945, Stimson oversaw the most powerful military machine in human history. He managed the mobilization of sixteen million Americans into uniform. He supervised the development of the atomic bomb. He was the man who recommended to President Truman that the bomb be used against Japan.

Stimson's career illustrates a pattern that would repeat itself throughout the twentieth century: the Bonesman who moves through administrations of both parties, accumulating power and influence regardless of who occupies the White House. Stimson served under Republicans and Democrats. He was trusted by conservatives and liberals alike. His loyalty was not to a party or an ideology. It was to a class — the class of men who had been educated at the right schools, initiated into the right societies, and connected to each other by bonds that transcended the petty divisions of partisan politics.

This class had a name, though its members would have resisted the label. They were the American establishment — the WASP elite, the Eastern seaboard aristocracy, the men who ran the banks and the law firms and the newspapers and the government. And at the heart of this establishment, functioning as its most exclusive inner circle, its innermost ring, was Skull and Bones.

Henry Luce and Briton Hadden were both tapped in 1920. They were classmates, rivals, and co-conspirators, and they shared an ambition that was breathtaking in its scope: they wanted to create a new kind of magazine, one that would explain the news to a mass audience in a way that was intelligent, concise, and supremely confident. They founded Time magazine in 1923, and it became the most influential publication in America.

Luce was the one who lasted. Hadden died of a streptococcal infection in 1929, at the age of thirty-one, and Luce took sole control of the empire they had built together. He expanded it relentlessly — Life magazine in 1936, Fortune in 1930, Sports Illustrated in 1954. By the 1950s, Luce controlled more of the American media landscape than any single individual before or since. His magazines shaped the way Americans understood the world — what they knew, what they thought they knew, what they feared, what they admired. Luce was not a journalist. He was an architect of consciousness, and the foundation on which he built was the network he had joined as a twenty-year-old at Yale.

Luce used his power with the confidence of a man who believed he was right about everything, and the connections he had made in Skull and Bones gave him access to the people who could confirm his convictions or at least pretend to share them. His magazines were friendly to the interests of the establishment because he was the establishment. His political views — staunchly anti-communist, fiercely pro-American, deeply suspicious of the left — were the views of his class, amplified by the megaphone of a media empire that reached tens of millions of readers every week.

Then there were the Harrimans. William Averell Harriman was tapped in 1913. His father, Edward Henry Harriman, had been one of the most powerful railroad barons in American history, and Averell inherited both the fortune and the appetite for power. He became a diplomat, a governor, an adviser to presidents, and one of the key architects of the Cold War policy of containment. He served as ambassador to the Soviet Union, ambassador to Great Britain, Secretary of Commerce, and governor of New York. He was a member of the "Wise Men" — the informal group of establishment figures who guided American foreign policy from the end of World War II through the Vietnam era.

Harriman's financial interests were managed through Brown Brothers Harriman, the oldest and largest private investment bank in the United States. The bank was a Skull and Bones institution in all but name. Its partners included Prescott Bush (tapped 1917), Robert Lovett (tapped 1918), and a constellation of other Bonesmen who moved seamlessly between Wall Street and Washington, between the world of finance and the world of government, carrying the society's network with them like a passport that opened every door.

Robert Abercrombie Lovett was perhaps the most consequential of them all, and he is the least remembered. Tapped in 1918, Lovett served in World War I as a naval aviator, then joined Brown Brothers Harriman, then moved to Washington during World War II, where he served as Assistant Secretary of War for Air. After the war, he became Under Secretary of State, then Deputy Secretary of Defense, then Secretary of Defense. He was offered the positions of Secretary of State and Secretary of Defense on multiple occasions, and he accepted and declined various iterations of these offers with the casual authority of a man for whom power was not a prize to be won but a suit to be worn.

Lovett was the man who designed the postwar national security state. He was instrumental in the creation of the CIA, the reorganization of the Defense Department, and the establishment of NATO. He was the behind-the-scenes architect of the institutional framework that would govern American power for the next half century. He did not seek the spotlight. He did not write memoirs. He did not give interviews. He operated in the shadows, connected to every center of power through the invisible web of relationships that had been woven in a windowless building on High Street in New Haven.

This was the pattern that emerged in the first century of Skull and Bones: not a conspiracy in any conventional sense, but something more subtle and more durable. A network. A web of mutual obligation and shared identity that placed its members at the commanding heights of American life with a frequency that defied statistical probability. Between 1833 and 1985, roughly twenty-five hundred men were initiated into Skull and Bones. From that group came three presidents, multiple Supreme Court justices, dozens of senators and congressmen, countless ambassadors, several CIA directors, and an incalculable number of partners at the most powerful law firms and investment banks in the country.

Twenty-five hundred men. In a nation of hundreds of millions. The concentration of power was not accidental. It was engineered — not by any single conspiracy or master plan, but by the simple, relentless mechanics of the network itself. Bonesmen helped Bonesmen. Bonesmen hired Bonesmen. Bonesmen promoted Bonesmen. The bonds forged in the Tomb held fast in the world outside, and the world outside was shaped, subtly but unmistakably, by the loyalties that had been sworn in secret.

The architects did not need to conspire. They simply needed to know each other, and to trust each other, and to remember that whatever else they were — president, secretary, banker, publisher — they were Bonesmen first.

 [image: Henry Stimson, Secretary of War]Henry Stimson (Bones 1888), who served as Secretary of War under both Taft and Roosevelt, and as Secretary of State under Hoover. He oversaw the Manhattan Project and shaped American foreign policy for four decades.
 

Chapter Five
 The Stolen Bones

 In the spring of 1918, a group of Yale men stationed at Fort Sill, Oklahoma — later identified as members of Skull and Bones — were alleged to have robbed a grave. The claim, rooted in a 1918 letter and later reporting, would haunt the society for nearly a century, an act so reckless and so breathtakingly arrogant that it seemed designed to confirm every dark suspicion outsiders had ever entertained about the Order.

They were alleged to have taken what they believed to be the skull of Geronimo.

Geronimo — Goyahkla, "the one who yawns," in the Chiricahua Apache language — had been one of the most famous Native Americans in history. He had led a guerrilla war against the United States Army for more than a decade, evading thousands of troops across the deserts and mountains of the Southwest with a band that never numbered more than a few dozen warriors. He was captured in 1886, the last Native American leader to formally surrender to the United States, and he spent the remaining twenty-three years of his life as a prisoner of war at Fort Sill. He died there in 1909, at the age of seventy-nine, of pneumonia contracted after reportedly falling from his horse on a cold night. He was buried in the Apache prisoner-of-war cemetery at Fort Sill, in a plot marked by a simple headstone and a pile of stones placed by his descendants.

Nine years later, the story says, the Bonesmen came for his bones.

The ringleaders were Prescott Sheldon Bush, Neil Mallon, and Ellery James. Bush was twenty-three years old, the son of an Ohio industrialist, and he would go on to become a United States senator from Connecticut, a partner at Brown Brothers Harriman, and the patriarch of a political dynasty that would produce two presidents. Mallon was Bush's close friend and fellow Bonesman, a man who would later become the president of Dresser Industries and the mentor for whom Bush would name his son Neil. James was the quietest of the three, a steady presence who served as lookout and logistics man.

The details of what happened next are disputed, fragmentary, and deeply disturbing. The most detailed account comes from a letter — the so-called Mead-Davison letter — reported in 2006 by historian Marc Wortman. The letter, written in 1918 by Winter Mead to F. Trubee Davison, both Bonesmen, describes a grave-robbing incident with a casualness that is itself a kind of confession. Mead, however, was not one of the men at Fort Sill, which makes the letter a secondhand account, not a forensic proof.

According to the letter, Bush and his accomplices went to the Apache cemetery at Fort Sill under cover of darkness. They opened a grave, removed a skull and other bones, and sent them to New Haven. Mead wrote that the skull and femurs were "safe inside the Tomb." The letter does not establish whose remains were taken, and it does not describe how, or whether, they were displayed.

For decades, the story circulated as rumor. It was whispered in the corridors of Yale. It was mentioned, obliquely, in a few published accounts of the society. But it was never confirmed, and the society never acknowledged it. The Tomb's doors remained closed, and whatever was behind them — skulls, bones, or empty shelves — stayed hidden.

Then, in 2006, Wortman published his findings. The Mead-Davison letter was not a smoking gun — it described the theft in general terms, without providing the kind of forensic detail that would satisfy a legal standard of proof — but it was enough to reopen the question. The Apache community, which had never forgotten the rumors, demanded action.

In 2009, Harlyn Geronimo, the great-grandson of the Apache leader, filed a lawsuit against Skull and Bones, Yale University, and the federal government. The lawsuit demanded the return of Geronimo's remains to his descendants and their reburial at the headwaters of the Gila River in New Mexico, where Geronimo had been born. The suit was filed under the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, a federal law that requires the return of Native American remains and sacred objects to their tribal descendants.

The lawsuit forced the society into the light in a way that nothing else had. For the first time, Skull and Bones was compelled to respond publicly to a specific allegation about its activities. The society's lawyers — and the society retained some of the most expensive lawyers in the country — filed motions to dismiss. They argued that the society was a private organization, that its property was private property, and that the lawsuit had no basis in fact because, they claimed, the society did not possess Geronimo's skull.

This denial was carefully worded. The society did not say that the skull had never been in the Tomb. It said that the society did not currently possess it. The distinction was noted by the Apache plaintiffs and by the press, and it satisfied no one.

The lawsuit was dismissed in 2010 on jurisdictional grounds. The judge ruled that claims against the federal government were barred by sovereign immunity and that the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act applies only to remains excavated or discovered after 1990. The story of the stolen skull nevertheless moved from rumor to front-page news, and Prescott Bush's name was attached to a grave-robbing allegation.

The question of whether any skull in the Tomb is actually Geronimo's has never been definitively answered. Wortman and others have noted that the letter is ambiguous and that other remains were buried nearby, making a mistaken exhumation possible. Alexandra Robbins later reported alumni describing a skull in a glass case they called Geronimo, but the society has never allowed an independent examination.

The society has never opened the Tomb for inspection. It has never allowed an independent examination of its skull collection. It has never provided a full accounting of how its artifacts were acquired, or from whom, or under what circumstances. The silence is not an oversight. It is a policy — the same policy of absolute secrecy that has governed the society since 1832, applied now not to protect arcane rituals or undergraduate confessions but to shield the society from the consequences of an act that, by any modern standard, constitutes the desecration of a grave.

What lies inside the Tomb today is therefore unknown. The allegation remains, the evidence remains contested, and the society remains silent.

Or perhaps they do think about it. Perhaps, in the privacy of the Tomb, behind the windowless walls, in the society of men who have confessed their deepest secrets to each other and who carry each other's sins like a shared inheritance, perhaps they think about it quite a lot.

We will never know. The door is closed. The silence holds.

 [image: Geronimo, Apache leader, photographed by Edward Curtis]Geronimo, the legendary Apache leader. In 1918, Prescott Bush and fellow Bonesmen allegedly raided his grave at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, stealing his skull for display in The Tomb. The claim has never been definitively proven — or disproven.
 

Chapter Six
 The Spymasters

 In 1947, the United States created the Central Intelligence Agency. The agency was born from the ashes of the Office of Strategic Services, the wartime intelligence organization that had been dissolved after Japan's surrender, and it was designed to be something new in American life: a permanent, peacetime espionage apparatus with global reach and a budget that was, by design, invisible to the public. The men who built it came from a very specific world. They came from the Ivy League. They came from Wall Street. They came from the old WASP establishment that had run American foreign policy since the turn of the century. And a remarkable number of them came from Skull and Bones.

The connection between Yale and American intelligence did not begin with the CIA. It began with the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services, which was established in 1942 under the command of William "Wild Bill" Donovan. Donovan was not a Bonesman — he was a Columbia man — but his recruiting strategy leaned heavily on the Ivy League networks that Skull and Bones dominated. Yale was the single largest source of OSS personnel. The university's language departments, its area studies programs, and its social connections to the European aristocracy made it an ideal recruiting ground for an intelligence service that needed people who could speak French, navigate the British class system, and parachute behind enemy lines without embarrassing themselves at dinner.

The Bonesmen who joined the OSS were not desk officers. They were operatives, analysts, and administrators who helped build the wartime intelligence apparatus from scratch and who carried the lessons they learned into the postwar world. When the OSS was disbanded in 1945, its veterans did not simply go home. They went to Wall Street, to the State Department, to the newly formed National Security Council — and they went to the CIA, which was, in many respects, the OSS reassembled under a new name.

Robert Lovett, the Bonesman from the class of 1918 who had helped design the postwar national security state, was instrumental in shaping the CIA's structure and mission. Lovett believed that intelligence was too important to be left to the military, that the United States needed a civilian agency with the authority to conduct covert operations anywhere in the world, and that the men who ran this agency should be drawn from the same pool of talent that had produced the OSS — which meant, in practice, that they should come from Yale, from Harvard, from Princeton, from the networks of privilege and connection that the Ivy League societies had been cultivating for more than a century.

The result was an intelligence agency that was, in its early decades, essentially a gentleman's club with a license to spy. The CIA's first generation of officers came overwhelmingly from the Eastern establishment. They had attended the same schools, belonged to the same clubs, and in many cases knew each other personally from the intersecting worlds of elite education and high society. Skull and Bones was the innermost ring of this world — the club within the club, the network within the network.

The Bundy brothers illustrate the pattern with almost mathematical precision. William Putnam Bundy was tapped in 1939. His brother, McGeorge Bundy, was tapped in 1940. Both were the sons of Harvey Hollister Bundy, a Bonesman from the class of 1909 who had served as an assistant to Henry Stimson — another Bonesman — during World War II. The family was a Bones dynasty, three generations of men initiated into the same society, carrying the same secrets, connected by the same invisible bonds.

William Bundy joined the CIA in 1951 and rose to become a senior analyst and policy adviser. He later served as Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, where he played a central role in the escalation of American involvement in Vietnam. McGeorge Bundy became the National Security Advisor under both Kennedy and Johnson, the man who sat at the president's right hand during the Cuban Missile Crisis and who helped plan the bombing campaigns that would devastate North Vietnam. Between them, the Bundy brothers shaped the most consequential and most controversial foreign policy decisions of the 1960s — decisions that cost tens of thousands of American lives and millions of Vietnamese lives and that tore the country apart in ways that have never fully healed.

Were these decisions influenced by their membership in Skull and Bones? The question is almost impossible to answer, because it misunderstands what the society does. Skull and Bones does not issue policy directives. It does not send coded messages to its members in government. It does not hold secret votes on whether to invade Vietnam or overthrow a foreign government. What it does is something more subtle and, in its way, more powerful: it creates a class of men who think alike, who trust each other, who share the same assumptions about American power and America's role in the world, and who turn to each other — instinctively, unconsciously — when they need advice, support, or a sympathetic ear.

The Bundys did not escalate the Vietnam War because they were Bonesmen. They escalated the Vietnam War because they were products of a worldview that Skull and Bones embodied and reinforced — a worldview that assumed American superiority, that trusted in the wisdom of elites, that believed in the righteous use of force, and that regarded dissent as a form of disloyalty. The society did not create this worldview. But it incubated it, nurtured it, and transmitted it from generation to generation with the efficiency of a virus.

Then there was George Herbert Walker Bush. Tapped in 1948, Bush was the scion of a family whose connections to Skull and Bones stretched back to his father, Prescott Bush, class of 1917. The younger Bush served in World War II as a naval aviator — the youngest pilot in the Navy at the time of his enlistment — and returned to Yale with a Distinguished Flying Cross and a determination to make his mark in public life. His Bones year was, by his own oblique admission, one of the formative experiences of his life. The connections he made in the Tomb would follow him through every stage of his career.

Bush's path to the CIA was not direct. He went into the oil business in Texas, then into politics, serving as a congressman from Houston's seventh district. He lost a Senate race in 1970, then served as ambassador to the United Nations and chief of the U.S. Liaison Office in China. In 1976, President Gerald Ford appointed him Director of Central Intelligence — the head of the CIA.

Bush's appointment was controversial. He had no intelligence experience, and his political background raised concerns about the politicization of an agency that was supposed to be nonpartisan. But Bush had something that no amount of professional experience could provide: connections. He knew the men who ran the intelligence community because he had known them all his life. They were his classmates, his fellow Bonesmen, the sons of his father's friends. The CIA was not a foreign country for George Bush. It was a family business.

Bush served as CIA director for just over a year, from January 1976 to January 1977. His tenure was brief but consequential. He oversaw the agency during a period of intense congressional scrutiny — the Church Committee had recently exposed decades of CIA abuses, including domestic surveillance, assassination plots, and illegal experimentation on American citizens — and he worked to restore the agency's credibility while protecting its operational capabilities. His defenders say he saved the CIA from congressional dismemberment. His critics say he buried evidence of further abuses. The truth, as usual, lies somewhere in the shadows.

After the CIA, Bush ran for president. He lost the Republican nomination to Ronald Reagan in 1980, then served as Reagan's vice president for eight years, then won the presidency himself in 1988. His administration was stocked with men from the same world he had inhabited since his undergraduate years — the world of Ivy League credentials, establishment connections, and quiet, club-based loyalty. His national security team included Bonesmen and Bones-adjacent figures whose presence in the halls of power seemed less like coincidence than like the natural order of things.

The pipeline from Yale to the CIA — from the Tomb to the agency — is one of the most discussed features of the Skull and Bones network. It is not a conspiracy. It is something more mundane and, in its way, more troubling: a self-reinforcing system of recruitment and promotion that draws from an extraordinarily narrow pool of talent, that values loyalty and discretion above all other qualities, and that concentrates the power of the state in the hands of men who have been trained, since the age of twenty-one, to believe that secrecy is a virtue and that the initiated few know better than the uninitiated many.

This is not democracy. It may not be its opposite. But it is something that democracy should think about very carefully.

 [image: McGeorge Bundy, National Security Advisor]McGeorge Bundy (Bones 1940), who served as National Security Advisor to Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. The intelligence community was so densely populated with Bonesmen that one could trace a direct line from The Tomb to the corridors of power at Langley.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Election

 On the evening of November 2, 2004, the citizens of the United States of America went to the polls to choose their next president. The choice before them was between George Walker Bush, the Republican incumbent, and John Forbes Kerry, the Democratic challenger. Bush was a graduate of Yale, class of 1968. Kerry was a graduate of Yale, class of 1966. Both had been tapped as juniors into Skull and Bones and inducted into the society at Yale. Both men refused to discuss the society in public, citing its secrecy.

The 2004 presidential election was, by any measure, one of the strangest in American history — not because of its outcome, which was close but not disputed, but because of what it revealed about the architecture of American power. Two members of a secret society that admits fifteen people per year, drawn from a single university, were competing against each other for the most powerful office on earth. The odds against this happening by chance are astronomical. A society that has initiated roughly twenty-five hundred members in its entire history, in a nation of three hundred million people, produced both major-party nominees in the same election. It was as if the universe had decided to conduct an experiment in statistical improbability and had chosen the American presidency as its laboratory.

The coincidence was not lost on the press. In the months leading up to the election, reporters descended on the Skull and Bones story with the feverish enthusiasm of prospectors who have stumbled onto a vein of gold. Articles were written. Documentaries were filmed. Books were published. The Tomb was photographed from every angle. Alumni were interviewed. The society's history was excavated, dissected, and displayed for public consumption in a way that would have horrified William Huntington Russell and Alphonso Taft.

Both candidates were asked about their membership. The exchanges were remarkably similar, and remarkably revealing.

Tim Russert, the host of NBC's Meet the Press, asked George W. Bush about Skull and Bones in a February 2004 interview. "You were both in Skull and Bones, the secret society," Russert said. Bush's response was immediate and dismissive. "It's so secret we can't talk about it," he said, and he laughed — the easy, disarming laugh of a man who has been trained since childhood to deflect uncomfortable questions with humor.

Russert pressed him. "What does that mean for America? The conspiracy theorists are going to go wild."

"I'm sure they are," Bush said. "I don't know anything about it." He was still smiling, but his eyes had gone flat.

Kerry received the same question from Russert on a separate episode of Meet the Press. "Were you in the same secret society as President Bush?" Russert asked.

"It's a secret," Kerry said.

"What does that tell us?" Russert asked.

"Not much," Kerry said, "because it's a secret."

The symmetry was perfect. Two men, two parties, two ideologies — and the same four words. It's a secret. The oath held. It held for the Republican and it held for the Democrat. It held under the lights of a national television broadcast, with millions of viewers watching, in the middle of a presidential campaign in which every other aspect of both men's lives was subject to relentless public scrutiny. Every other secret had been exposed — Bush's drinking, Kerry's war record, their grades, their girlfriends, their business dealings, their tax returns. But not this. Not Skull and Bones. The door remained closed.

The conspiracy theories, as Bush had predicted, went wild. The internet was still in its relative infancy as a political medium in 2004, but it was mature enough to serve as an accelerant for the most extravagant speculations. Skull and Bones was linked to the Illuminati, to the New World Order, to the Trilateral Commission, to the Bilderberg Group, to every shadowy organization that had ever been invoked to explain the hidden workings of global power. The society was said to control the Federal Reserve, the World Bank, the major media outlets, and both political parties. The 2004 election was presented as proof that American democracy was a sham — a puppet show in which the puppets were chosen by the same secret hand, regardless of which party's banner they carried.

The theories were overblown, but they were not entirely without foundation. The fact that two Bonesmen were running against each other for president did not prove that Skull and Bones controlled the American political system, but it did demonstrate something almost as troubling: the extraordinary narrowness of the pipeline that produced American presidents. Both Bush and Kerry came from wealthy families. Both had attended elite private schools. Both had gone to Yale. Both had been initiated into the same secret society. Their policy differences, while real, were differences of degree rather than kind — variations within a shared worldview that had been shaped by the same institutions, the same social class, the same network of privilege and connection.

The election itself was fought on familiar ground. Iraq, terrorism, the economy, healthcare. The candidates debated each other three times, and the debates were substantive and sometimes sharp. But there was a ghost in the room that neither candidate acknowledged — the ghost of 64 High Street, the ghost of the Tomb, the ghost of the shared secrets that bound them to each other in ways that no debate moderator could penetrate and no voter could fully understand.

What did they know about each other? What had they confessed in those windowless rooms? What oaths had they sworn, and to whom, and with what consequences? These questions were asked by journalists and commentators, but they were never answered. The oath of secrecy held. It held for the winner and it held for the loser. It held because the oath was older than either man's political career, older than either man's party, older than the issues on which the election turned. The oath was sworn in a windowless building when they were juniors, and it was still in force on election night in 2004, and it is still in force today.

Bush won the election with 286 electoral votes to Kerry's 251. The margin in Ohio — the state that decided the outcome — was roughly 118,000 votes. It was a close race, decided by a narrow margin in a single state, and the result was accepted by both sides without the kind of legal challenge that had marred the 2000 election. Kerry conceded on the morning after Election Day. Bush gave a victory speech. The government continued. The republic endured.

But the 2004 election left a residue that has never entirely dissipated. It planted a question in the American public consciousness that subsequent events have only sharpened: How small is the circle from which American leaders are drawn? How narrow is the pipeline? How many of the people who make the decisions that shape our lives were chosen, not by voters, but by a process that begins with a hand on a shoulder in April and a question asked at dusk — a process that is secret, exclusive, and answerable to no one?

The answer is not as alarming as the conspiracy theorists believe. But it is more alarming than the establishment would like to admit. The 2004 election did not prove that Skull and Bones controls America. It proved something simpler and, in its way, more damning: that in the world's oldest democracy, the road to the presidency still runs through the same narrow corridor — the same schools, the same clubs, the same windowless rooms — that it has run through for nearly two centuries.

Two Bonesmen. One election. A nation that watched, voted, and moved on without ever quite understanding what it had witnessed.

 [image: John Kerry, U.S. Secretary of State]John Kerry (Bones 1966) and George W. Bush (Bones 1968) faced each other in the 2004 presidential election — the only time in American history that both major-party candidates belonged to the same secret society.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Verdict

 In 1876, members of a rival society, File and Claw, broke into the Tomb and published a pamphlet with a floor plan and descriptions. It was the first notable breach of the society's secrecy and offered outsiders their earliest glimpse of what lay inside 64 High Street.

The crack widened. In the mid-1980s, a writer named Antony C. Sutton published a slim, densely researched volume called America's Secret Establishment: An Introduction to the Order of Skull and Bones. Sutton was a British-born economist who had spent years at Stanford's Hoover Institution, and his book was an early attempt to document the society's influence on American politics, finance, and foreign policy. Sutton's thesis was blunt: Skull and Bones was not merely a college fraternity with famous alumni. It was a deliberate mechanism for perpetuating elite power, a machine that had been designed from the beginning to place its members in positions of influence and to ensure that those positions were passed from generation to generation.

Sutton's evidence was largely circumstantial — membership lists cross-referenced with corporate boards, government appointments, and policy outcomes — but the patterns he identified were striking. The concentration of Bonesmen in certain institutions — Brown Brothers Harriman, the CIA, the State Department, the major media companies — was too consistent to be explained by coincidence alone. Something was at work. Not a conspiracy in the Hollywood sense — no smoke-filled rooms, no secret protocols, no orders transmitted in code — but a network, a web of mutual support and shared identity that operated with the quiet efficiency of a machine that had been running for more than a century and a half.

Then came Alexandra Robbins. In 2002, Robbins — a young journalist and Yale graduate who was not a Bonesman but who had spent years cultivating sources within the society — published Secrets of the Tomb: Skull and Bones, the Ivy League, and the Hidden Paths of Power. The book was a sensation. Where Sutton had been dry and academic, Robbins was vivid and narrative. She reported on initiation rituals and internal customs based on her sources, named names, and traced connections between specific Bonesmen and specific policy outcomes. She argued that the society's influence, while real, was less the result of active conspiracy than of passive networking — the natural tendency of men who share a powerful common experience to gravitate toward each other in later life, to hire each other, to promote each other, to trust each other above all others.

Robbins's book arrived just in time for the 2004 election, and it became the essential text for anyone trying to understand what it meant that both major-party candidates were members of the same secret society. Her reporting was careful and her conclusions were measured, but the facts she presented were damning enough without editorial embellishment. The society was real. The rituals were real. The network was real. The concentration of power was real. Whatever you called it — conspiracy, networking, the old-boy system, the American aristocracy — it was not a figment of paranoid imagination. It was a documented fact.

The society's response to these exposures was, characteristically, silence. No press conferences. No official statements. No defamation lawsuits. The Order did not engage with its critics because engagement would require acknowledgment, and acknowledgment would require explanation, and explanation was incompatible with the culture of absolute secrecy that had governed the society since 1832. The silence was not a strategy. It was an identity. Skull and Bones did not explain itself because explanation was beneath it. The barbarians could speculate. The Knights would not respond.

But the society was not entirely unchanging. In October 1991, alumni voted to admit women, and a group of older alumni — including William F. Buckley Jr. — sought court orders to block the change. The vote stood, and the class of 1992 became the first to include women.

So what is the verdict? After nearly two centuries, after three presidents and numerous cabinet secretaries and intelligence figures and corporate titans and media moguls, after the stolen-skull allegation and the 1876 break-in pamphlet and the bestselling books and the 2004 election that put two Bonesmen on the same ballot — what do we actually know about Skull and Bones?

We know that it is real. This is not a trivial point. Many alleged secret societies are fantasies — invented by conspiracy theorists, inflated by paranoia, sustained by the human need to believe that someone, somewhere, is in charge. Skull and Bones is not a fantasy. It is a registered organization with a building, a membership list, a financial endowment, and a documented history stretching back to 1832. It exists.

We know that its members have achieved an extraordinary concentration of power. Three presidents: William Howard Taft, George H.W. Bush, George W. Bush. Multiple Supreme Court justices. Dozens of senators, congressmen, and ambassadors. Directors of the CIA. Secretaries of War, State, and Defense. The founders of Time magazine. The architects of the postwar national security state. The partners of Wall Street's most powerful banks. The concentration is real, it is documented, and it is statistically remarkable.

We know that the society operates in secrecy, that its members are bound by oaths they take seriously, and that the bonds formed in the Tomb endure for life. We know that these bonds create a network of mutual obligation and trust that operates across political parties, across government agencies, across the boundaries that are supposed to separate public service from private interest. We know that this network has been used — not always, not systematically, but consistently — to advance the careers and interests of its members.

What we do not know — what we cannot prove — is that Skull and Bones has ever functioned as a coordinated conspiracy. There is no evidence that the society issues instructions to its members in government. There is no evidence that it directs policy. There is no evidence of the kind of centralized command-and-control structure that conspiracy theories require. The Illuminati comparisons are unfounded. The New World Order theories are unsupported. The claim that Skull and Bones secretly controls the American government is, on the available evidence, false.

But the absence of conspiracy does not mean the absence of influence. And this is where the verdict becomes uncomfortable — uncomfortable not for the conspiracy theorists, who can be dismissed, but for the defenders of American democracy, who cannot.

Skull and Bones is not a shadow government. It is something more insidious than a shadow government. It is a self-perpetuating aristocracy within a democracy — a closed system that selects its members from a narrow pool, binds them together with shared secrets and mutual obligation, and places them, with remarkable consistency, at the commanding heights of American power. It does not need to conspire because its members do not need to be told what to do. They already know. They were trained. They were selected. They were initiated into a worldview that assumes their right to lead and that provides them with the connections to exercise that right.

The machine that William Huntington Russell built in 1832 was not designed to control the world. It was designed to do something simpler and more durable: to ensure that the men who entered the Tomb as twenty-year-old students emerged as members of a permanent ruling class, connected to each other by bonds that would outlast any election, any administration, any temporary shift in the political winds. The machine has worked precisely as designed. It has been working for nearly two hundred years. It is working still.

Fifteen seniors are chosen each spring. They enter a windowless building on High Street in New Haven. They swear their oaths. They emerge as members of the Order, and the Order takes care of its own, and the world goes on as it always has, governed in part by men and women whose deepest loyalties were formed in a room that the rest of us will never see.

According to later accounts, a clock inside is kept five minutes fast. The Tomb is still windowless. The door is still locked. And somewhere in New Haven, on a spring evening, a hand descends on a shoulder.

 [image: Harkness Tower at Yale University]Harkness Tower rises over the Yale campus. For nearly two centuries, Skull and Bones has been woven into the fabric of this university and, through its alumni, into the fabric of American power itself.
 

Timeline

 1832 — William Huntington Russell and Alphonso Taft found the Order of Skull and Bones at Yale College, reportedly in response to Phi Beta Kappa's decision to abandon its secrecy. The number 322 becomes the society's emblem, possibly referencing the year 322 BC and the death of the Athenian orator Demosthenes.

 1856 — The Russell Trust Association is incorporated to manage Skull and Bones' finances and property. Construction begins on The Tomb, the society's windowless headquarters at 64 High Street, New Haven.

 1876 — A group of students calling themselves "The Order of File and Claw" breaks into The Tomb and publishes a description of its interior, including a room they call "the Inner Temple," filled with skulls, bones, and Masonic-style regalia.

 1878 — William Howard Taft (Bones 1878), son of co-founder Alphonso Taft, is tapped. He will become the 27th President of the United States and later Chief Justice of the Supreme Court — the only person to hold both offices.

 1888 — Henry Stimson (Bones 1888) is tapped. He will serve as Secretary of War under two presidents and Secretary of State under a third, overseeing the Manhattan Project and the decision to use the atomic bomb.

 1903 — Deer Island, a private retreat in the Thousand Islands of the St. Lawrence River, is acquired for Bones members' use.

 1917 — Prescott Bush (Bones 1917) is tapped. He and fellow Bonesmen allegedly raid the grave of Apache leader Geronimo at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, stealing his skull for display in The Tomb.

 1920 — Henry Luce and Briton Hadden (both Bones 1920) are tapped in the same class. Three years later, they will found Time magazine, transforming American journalism.

 1940 — McGeorge Bundy (Bones 1940) is tapped. He will serve as National Security Advisor to Presidents Kennedy and Johnson during the most dangerous years of the Cold War.

 1948 — George H. W. Bush (Bones 1948) is tapped. He will serve as CIA Director, Vice President, and the 41st President of the United States.

 1966 — John Kerry (Bones 1966) is tapped. He will serve as a U.S. Senator, presidential candidate, and Secretary of State.

 1968 — George W. Bush (Bones 1968) is tapped, continuing the family tradition. He will become the 43rd President of the United States.

 1991 — Skull and Bones votes to admit women for the first time, over the objection of some alumni. The decision is initially blocked by a group of older members but ultimately prevails.

 2004 — George W. Bush and John Kerry face each other in the presidential election — the only time in American history that both major-party candidates belonged to the same secret society. Both refuse to discuss their membership in televised interviews.

 2009 — Skull and Bones members file a federal lawsuit seeking the return of Geronimo's remains, sparking renewed public interest in the society's most controversial alleged theft.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Skull and Bones is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Robbins, Alexandra — Secrets of the Tomb: Skull and Bones, the Ivy League, and the Hidden Paths of Power, Back Bay Books, 2003

 Sutton, Antony C. — America's Secret Establishment: An Introduction to the Order of Skull & Bones, Trine Day, 2004

 Millegan, Kris (ed.) — Fleshing Out Skull & Bones: Investigations into America's Most Powerful Secret Society, Trine Day, 2003

 Rosenbaum, Ron — "The Last Secrets of Skull and Bones," Esquire, 1977
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 This book is part of Vol. 6: Secret Societies in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.
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