
      
      
         [image: Cover]


      
   

      Dedicated to Jo, Ira, Missy, Andrew, Irving, Rachel, Marty, Seena, and Dave


   

      COPYRIGHT


      Copyright © 2002 by Alexandra Robbins


      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including

         information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

      


      Hachette Book Group


      237 Park Avenue


      New York, NY 10017


      First eBook Edition: September 2002


      ISBN: 978-0-7595-2737-9
      

      Visit our website at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.


   

      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


      This book, frankly, was great fun to write. It might have been less so, if not for the following people’s assistance. Most

         of all I thank my parents, siblings, and grandparents for their unwavering encouragement. My love and gratitude are too deep

         to express on a public page.

      


      Thanks also to Ellie and Vicki for continually boosting my excitement about my writing, and for inspiring me regularly with

         their own. Furthermore, life would be boring—and not nearly as cheerful—without Dave, Amy, Nick, Rachel, Melanie, and Andrea.

      


      Professionally and personally, I am tremendously grateful to Jane Mayer for her editorial guidance and for constantly brightening

         my day. Jeff Goldberg, Sy Hersh, Joe Klein, Nick Lemann, Elsa Walsh, and Kevin Buckley have also provided invaluable support,

         advice, and amusement. Thank you to Cullen Murphy, who edited my original article on Skull and Bones for the Atlantic Monthly and did a brilliant job of it. And thanks to David Remnick of the New Yorker, who enthusiastically sponsored my original research on this subject. I’m also grateful to Jeanie Pyun, who taught me more

         with her magazine edits than she realizes.

      


      I would like to thank the staff of Yale University’s Manuscripts and Archives Library for their indefatigable energy and willingness

         to help, particularly Renee Cawley, Nancy Lyon, Bill Massa, Judith Schiff, Sandra Staton, and Chris White. Thanks, as well,

         to Norman Eule and Andy Pike for their time and counsel.

      


      I knew that working with Geoff Shandler would ensure that this book would be intelligent, but it was not until I saw the effects

         of his red pencil that I truly understood what a phenomenal editor he is. I cannot thank him enough. I also greatly appreciate

         the efforts of Dena Koklanaris and Elizabeth Nagle. Finally, Paula Balzer of Sarah Lazin Books, agent and friend, has been

         terrific in both roles.

      


   

      THE LEGEND OF SKULL AND BONES


      Sometime in the early 1830s, a Yale student named William H. Russell—the future valedictorian of the class of 1833—traveled

            to Germany to study for a year. Russell came from an inordinately wealthy family that ran one of America’s most despicable

            business organizations of the nineteenth century: Russell and Company, an opium empire. Russell would later become a member

            of the Connecticut state legislature, a general in the Connecticut National Guard, and the founder of the Collegiate and Commercial

            Institute in New Haven. While in Germany, Russell befriended the leader of an insidious German secret society that hailed

            the death’s head as its logo. Russell soon became caught up in this group, itself a sinister outgrowth of the notorious eighteenth-century

            society the Illuminati. When Russell returned to the United States, he found an atmosphere so Anti-Masonic that even his beloved

            Phi Beta Kappa, the honor society, had been unceremoniously stripped of its secrecy. Incensed, Russell rounded up a group

            of the most promising students in his class—including Alphonso Taft, the future secretary of war, attorney general, minister

            to Austria, ambassador to Russia, and father of future president William Howard Taft—and out of vengeance constructed the

            most powerful secret society the United States has ever known.


      The men called their organization the Brotherhood of Death, or, more informally, the Order of Skull and Bones. They adopted

            the numerological symbol 322 because their group was the second chapter of the German organization and founded in 1832. They

            worshiped the goddess Eulogia, celebrated pirates, and plotted an underground conspiracy to dominate the world.


      Fast-forward 170 years. Skull and Bones has curled its tentacles into every corner of American society. This tiny club has

            set up networks that have thrust three members into the most powerful political position in the world. And the group’s influence

            is only increasing—the 2004 presidential election might showcase the first time each ticket has been led by a Bonesman. The

            secret society is now, as one historian admonishes, “‘an international mafia’ . . . unregulated and all but unknown.” In its

            quest to create a New World Order that restricts individual freedoms and places ultimate power solely in the hands of a small

            cult of wealthy, prominent families, Skull and Bones has already succeeded in infiltrating nearly every major research, policy,

            financial, media, and government institution in the country. Skull and Bones, in fact, has been running the United States

            for years.


      Skull and Bones cultivates its talent by selecting members from the junior class at Yale University, a school known for its

            strange, Gothic elitism and its rigid devotion to the past. The society screens its candidates carefully, favoring Protestants

            and, now, white Catholics, with special affection for the children of wealthy East Coast Skull and Bones members. Skull and

            Bones has been dominated by about two dozen of the country’s most prominent families—Bush, Bundy, Harriman, Lord, Phelps,

            Rockefeller, Taft, and Whitney among them—who are encouraged by the society to intermarry so that its power is consolidated.

            In fact, Skull and Bones forces members to confess their entire sexual histories so that the club, as a eugenics overlord,

            can determine whether a new Bonesman will be fit to mingle with the bloodlines of the powerful Skull and Bones dynasties.

            A rebel will not make Skull and Bones; nor will anyone whose background in any way indicates that he will not sacrifice for

            the greater good of the larger organization.


      As soon as initiates are allowed into the “tomb,” a dark, windowless crypt in New Haven with a roof that serves as a landing

            pad for the society’s private helicopter, they are sworn to silence and told they must forever deny that they are members

            of this organization. During initiation, which involves ritualistic psychological conditioning, the juniors wrestle in mud

            and are physically beaten—this stage of the ceremony represents their “death” to the world as they have known it. They then

            lie naked in coffins, masturbate, and reveal to the society their innermost sexual secrets. After this cleansing, the Bonesmen

            give the initiates robes to represent their new identities as individuals with a higher purpose. The society anoints the initiate

            with a new name, symbolizing his rebirth and rechristening as Knight X, a member of the Order. It is during this initiation

            that the new members are introduced to the artifacts in the tomb, among them Nazi memorabilia—including a set of Hitler’s

            silverware—dozens of skulls, and an assortment of decorative tchotchkes: coffins, skeletons, and innards. They are also introduced

            to “the Bones whore,” the tomb’s only full-time resident, who helps to ensure that the Bonesmen leave the tomb more mature

            than when they entered. 


      Members of Skull and Bones must make some sacrifices to the society—and they are threatened with blackmail so that they remain

            loyal—but they are remunerated with honors and rewards, including a graduation gift of $15,000 and a wedding gift of a tall

            grandfather clock. Though they must tithe their estates to the society, each member is guaranteed financial security for life;

            in this way, Bones can ensure that no member will feel the need to sell the secrets of the society in order to make a living.

            And it works: No one has publicly breathed a word about his Skull and Bones membership, ever. Bonesmen are automatically offered

            jobs at the many investment banks and law firms dominated by their secret society brothers. They are also given exclusive

            access to the Skull and Bones island, a lush retreat built for millionaires, with a lavish mansion and a bevy of women at

            the members’ disposal.


      The influence of the cabal begins at Yale, where Skull and Bones has appropriated university funds for its own use, leaving

            the school virtually impoverished. Skull and Bones’ corporate shell, the Russell Trust Association, owns nearly all of the

            university’s real estate, as well as most of the land in Connecticut. Skull and Bones has controlled Yale’s faculty and campus

            publications so that students cannot speak openly about it. “Year by year,” the campus’s only anti-society publication stated

            during its brief tenure in 1873, “the deadly evil is growing.”


      The year in the tomb at Yale instills within members an unwavering loyalty to Skull and Bones. Members have been known to

            stab their Skull and Bones pins into their skin to keep them in place during swimming or bathing. The knights (as the student

            members are called) learn quickly that their allegiance to the society must supersede all else: family, friendships, country,

            God. They are taught that once they get out into the world, they are expected to reach positions of prominence so that they

            can further elevate the society’s status and help promote the standing of their fellow Bonesmen.


      This purpose has driven Bonesmen to ascend to the top levels of so many fields that, as one historian observes, “at any one

            time The Order can call on members in any area of American society to do what has to be done.” Several Bonesmen have been

            senators, congressmen, Supreme Court justices, and Cabinet officials. There is a Bones cell in the CIA, which uses the society

            as a recruiting ground because the members are so obviously adept at keeping secrets. Society members dominate financial institutions

            such as J. P. Morgan, Morgan Stanley Dean Witter, and Brown Brothers Harriman, where at one time more than a third of the

            partners were Bonesmen. Through these companies, Skull and Bones provided financial backing to Adolf Hitler because the society

            then followed a Nazi—and now follows a neo-Nazi—doctrine. At least a dozen Bonesmen have been linked to the Federal Reserve,

            including the first chairman of the New York Federal Reserve. Skull and Bones members control the wealth of the Rockefeller,

            Carnegie, and Ford families.


      Skull and Bones has also taken steps to control the American media. Two of its members founded the law firm that represents

            the New York Times. Plans for both Time and Newsweek magazines were hatched in the Skull and Bones tomb. The society has controlled publishing houses such as Farrar, Straus &

            Giroux. In the 1880s, Skull and Bones created the American Historical Association, the American Psychological Association,

            and the American Economic Association so that the society could ensure that history would be written under its terms and promote

            its objectives. The society then installed its own members as the presidents of these associations.


      Under the society’s direction, Bonesmen developed and dropped the nuclear bomb and choreographed the Bay of Pigs invasion.

            Skull and Bones members had ties to Watergate and the Kennedy assassination. They control the Council on Foreign Relations

            and the Trilateral Commission so that they can push their own political agenda. Skull and Bones government officials have

            used the number 322 as codes for highly classified diplomatic assignments. The society discriminates against minorities and

            fought for slavery; indeed eight out of twelve of Yale’s residential colleges are named for slave owners while none are named

            for abolitionists. The society encourages misogyny: it did not admit women until the 1990s because members did not believe

            women were capable of handling the Skull and Bones experience and because they said they feared incidents of date rape. This

            society also encourages grave robbing: deep within the bowels of the tomb are the stolen skulls of the Apache chief Geronimo,

            Pancho Villa, and former president Martin Van Buren.


      Finally, the society has taken measures to ensure that the secrets of Skull and Bones slip ungraspable like sand through open

            fingers. Journalist Ron Rosenbaum, who wrote a long but not probing article about the society in the 1970s, claimed that a

            source warned him not to get too close. 


      “What bank do you have your checking account at?” this party asked me in the middle of a discussion of the Mithraic aspects

         of the Bones ritual.

      


      I named the bank.


      “Aha,” said the party. “There are three Bonesmen on the board. You’ll never have a line of credit again. They’ll tap your

         phone. They’ll . . . ”

      


      . . . The source continued: “The alumni still care. Don’t laugh. They don’t like people tampering and prying. The power of

         Bones is incredible. They’ve got their hands on every lever of power in the country. You’ll see—it’s like trying to look into

         the Mafia.”

      


      In the 1980s, a man known only as Steve had contracts to write two books on the society, using documents and photographs he

            had acquired from the Bones crypt. But Skull and Bones found out about Steve. Society members broke into his apartment, stole

            the documents, harassed the would-be author, and scared him into hiding, where he has remained ever since. The books were

            never completed. In Universal Pictures’ thriller The Skulls (2000), an aspiring journalist is writing a profile of the society for the New York Times. When he sneaks into the tomb, the Skulls murder him. The real Skull and Bones tomb displays a bloody knife in a glass case.

            It is said that when a Bonesman stole documents and threatened to publish society secrets if the members did not pay him a

            determined amount of money, they used that knife to kill him. 


      This, then, is the legend of Skull and Bones.


      It is astonishing that so many people continue to believe, even in twenty-first-century America, that a tiny college club

         wields such an enormous amount of influence on the world’s only superpower. The breadth of clout ascribed to this organization

         is practically as wide-ranging as the leverage of the satirical secret society the Stonecutters introduced in an episode of

         The Simpsons. The Stonecutters theme song included the lyrics: 

      


      Who controls the British crown? Who keeps the metric system down? 


      We do! We do . . .


      Who holds back the electric car? Who makes Steve Guttenberg a star? 


      We do! We do. 


      Certainly, Skull and Bones does cross boundaries in order to attempt to stay out of the public spotlight. When I wrote an

         article about the society for the Atlantic Monthly in May 2000, an older Bonesman said to me, “If it’s not portrayed positively, I’m sending a couple of my friends after you.”

         After the article was published, I received a telephone call at my office from a fellow journalist, who is a member of Skull

         and Bones. He scolded me for writing the article—“writing that article was not an ethical or honorable way to make a decent

         living in journalism,” he condescended—and then asked me how much I had been paid for the story. When I refused to answer,

         he hung up. Fifteen minutes later, he called back.

      


      “I have just gotten off the phone with our people.”


      “Your people?” I snickered. 

      


      “Yes. Our people.” He told me that the society demanded to know where I got my information. 


      “I’ve never been in the tomb and I did nothing illegal in the process of reporting this article,” I replied.


      “Then you must have gotten something from one of us. Tell me whom you spoke to. We just want to talk to them,” he wheedled.


      “I don’t reveal my sources.”


      Then he got angry. He screamed at me for a while about how dishonorable I was for writing the article. “A lot of people are

         very despondent over this!” he yelled. “Fifteen Yale juniors are very, very upset!”

      


      I thanked him for telling me his concerns.


      “There are a lot of us at newspapers and at political journalism institutions,” he coldly hissed. “Good luck with your career”—and

         he slammed down the phone.

      


      Skull and Bones, particularly in recent years, has managed to pervade both popular and political culture. In the 1992 race

         for the Republican presidential nomination, Pat Buchanan accused President George Bush of running “a Skull and Bones presidency.”

         In 1993, during Jeb Bush’s Florida gubernatorial campaign, one of his constituents asked him, “You’re familiar with the Skull

         and Crossbones Society?” When Bush responded, “Yeah, I’ve heard about it,” the constituent persisted, “Well, can you tell

         the people here what your family membership in that is? Isn’t your aim to take control of the United States?” In January 2001,

         New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd used Skull and Bones in a simile: “When W. met the press with his choice for attorney general, John

         Ashcroft, before Christmas, he vividly showed how important it is to him that his White House be as leak-proof as the Skull

         & Bones ‘tomb.’”

      


      That was less than a year after the Universal Pictures film introduced the secret society to a new demographic perhaps uninitiated

         into the doctrines of modern-day conspiracy theory. Not long before the movie was previewed in theaters—and perhaps in anticipation

         of the election of George W. Bush—a letter was distributed to members from Skull and Bones headquarters. “In view of the political

         happenings in the barbarian world,” the memo read, “I feel compelled to remind all of the tradition of privacy and confidentiality

         essential to the well-being of our Order and strongly urge stout resistance to the seductions and blandishments of the Fourth

         Estate.” This vow of silence remains the society’s most important rule. Bonesmen have been exceedingly careful not to break

         this code of secrecy, and have kept specific details about the organization out of the press. Indeed, given the unusual, strict

         written reminder to stay silent, members of Skull and Bones may well refuse to speak to any member of the media ever again.

      


      But they have already spoken to me. When? Over the past three years. Why? Perhaps because I am a member of one of Skull and

         Bones’ kindred Yale secret societies. Perhaps because some of them are tired of the Skull and Bones legend, of the claims

         of conspiracy theorists and some of their fellow Bonesmen. What follows, then, is the truth about Skull and Bones. And if

         this truth does not contain all of the conspiratorial elements that the Skull and Bones legend projects, it is perhaps all

         the more interesting for that fact. The story of Skull and Bones is not just the story of a remarkable secret society, but

         a remarkable society of secrets, some with basis in truth, some nothing but fog. Much of the way we understand the world of

         power involves myriad assumptions of connection and control, of cause and effect, and of coincidence that surely cannot be

         coincidence.

      


   

      Chapter One


      POMP AND CIRCUMSTANCE: YALE’S MYSTIQUE


      I am camped outside the Skull and Bones tomb during the deceptively sunny April Alumni Leadership Weekend celebrating Yale’s

         tercentennial. On the way here, I spot director Oliver Stone, class of 1968, crossing Broadway. Journalist and former presidential

         adviser David Gergen, class of 1963, is standing in front of another tomb, one with which I am intimately familiar. Novelist

         Tom Wolfe, class of 1957, and former secretary of the treasury Robert Rubin, class of 1964 LL.B., are around. Most of the

         1,500 alumni here, by invite only, are attending lectures given by the likes of cartoonist Garry Trudeau, class of 1970. Many

         of the students are attending the annual Tang Cup competition, a relay race involving extremely rapid beer consumption. I,

         however, remain riveted in front of the main door of the Bones tomb, as an elderly gentleman in jeans and a blazer exits the

         building alongside a large black dog and, a couple of hours later, as two men of student age leave with bottles of Tropicana

         juice. I watch as every single one of the hundreds of students, alumni, and “townies” who pass by either look hard at the

         building, look and point, or glance furtively and hurriedly walk away at a quicker pace. Two young women drive up, park nearby,

         take tourist-pose pictures of themselves in front of the landmark, and drive off. I am waiting to see whether George Herbert

         Walker Bush, class of 1948, the weekend’s featured speaker, will visit his old haunt, as he did more than once in the 1990s.

         If I see him enter, I will ask him why.

      


      Two New Haven police officers pedal by on their bicycles, then circle back in front of the Skull and Bones tomb, where they

         engage in a serious discussion about the secret society.

      


      I interrupt.


      “Do you know if George Bush has been here yet?”


      “We could tell you, but then we’d have to kill you,” jokes one of the officers.


      “We haven’t seen him,” the other one says. “But he wouldn’t come in the front door or the side door—he’d go in another entrance.”


      “There aren’t any other entrances,” I point out.


      “Yes there are,” the police officer insists. He gestures to the surrounding buildings—Street Hall, Linsly-Chittenden Hall,

         the art gallery—all of which contain classrooms, offices, and lecture halls—and Jonathan Edwards College. “It’s all interconnected

         underneath these buildings. The tunnels lead everywhere. Bush could get in from practically anywhere on campus.”

      


      I look up sharply. “You’ve been down there? How do you know that?”


      “I saw the movie.”


      I pause incredulously to gauge whether the man is serious (he is). “There are only two entrances to this building. I have

         the floor plans,” I tell him.

      


      “How did you get them?” The officer gapes.


      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” The other officer nearly falls off of his bike. Police humor. “I’m writing

         a book about Skull and Bones.”

      


      “Good.” The officer who saw the movie furrows his brow and shakes his head. “I can’t wait for all this crazy shit to be exposed.

         I hear they have Geronimo’s head in there. Geronimo’s motherfuckin’ head.”

      


      In 1901, Yale’s bicentennial celebration spanned four days in October. Hundreds of delegates representing universities across

         the world—from the University of Sydney to the University of Upsala—attended the festivities. In an amphitheater built in

         the middle of campus for this purpose, students reenacted events of importance in Yale’s history, including the Burial of

         Euclid and the Freshman Society Initiation. Near the bicentennial’s close, five thousand students and graduates marched in

         the Torch-Light Procession, in which students carried torches and were garbed in assigned costumes (“Academic Seniors as Pequot

         Indians,” “Sophomores as Seamen of the cruiser Yale,” “Freshmen . . . as Rough Riders,” “Forest School as Robin Hood’s Bowmen,” “Japanese Students [in] Yellow” . . . ).

      


      The self-congratulation of the school’s three-hundredth anniversary in 2001 took Yale’s pomp-and-circumstance style even further

         over the top. Over the course of an entire year’s worth of revelry, Yale hosted several series of lectures, three hundred

         concerts, endless exhibits, readings, tributes, films, conferences, worship services, dramatic productions, numerous awards

         (presented to Yale), a weekend celebration in Hong Kong that Yale trumpeted as “a gala black-tie ball that promises to be

         the birthday party of the century,” an auction, an athletics dinner, an outdoor light show, and, as happened one hundred years

         earlier, a campus processional and academic convocation with alumni and representatives from “sister institutions.”

      


      In March, the U.S. Postal Service dedicated a postal card featuring Yale’s Connecticut Hall, New Haven’s oldest building,

         and the United Nations Postal Administration dedicated a commemorative cancellation featuring Harkness Tower and the tercentennial

         logo. (I sat in the audience as Yale’s administration had a uniformed postal worker enter the ceremony room from one end,

         pick up a framed card complete with the new stamp and addressed to President George W. Bush, Class of 1968, and exit at the

         other end while Yale officials cheered boisterously.) In July, Yale hosted a memorial service and concert near the site of

         Elihu Yale’s grave in Wrexham, Wales, as well as a picnic for the townspeople. In August, alumni were invited to “celebrate

         the pinnacle of Yale’s Tercentennial by climbing our namesake mountain,” a Colorado peak 14,196 feet above sea level.

      


      This constant veneer of self-aggrandizing frippery seemed to polish smooth a Yale that has in recent years been something

         of a hotbed of scandal. In 2001, Yale revoked a professor’s tenure for the first time in school history, based on the recommendation

         of the school’s Tribunal Panel, a faculty committee established in 1969 to address the “most serious allegations of misconduct”

         by a student or teacher (this case marked the first time the Tribunal Panel had ever been convened). Geology professor and

         popular Saybrook College master Antonio Lasaga pleaded guilty to charges of downloading 200,000 images of child pornography

         and making pornographic videotapes of a thirteen-year-old boy he was supposed to be mentoring. The boy’s mother has filed

         a lawsuit against the university. In December 1998, senior Suzanne Jovin died of seventeen brutal stab wounds about a mile

         from campus. Approximately six weeks later, the then-prime suspect in the case was identified as the well-respected professor

         James Van de Velde. The police had been publicly silent; it was Yale that, upon canceling Van de Velde’s class, made the official

         announcement, which caused the case to explode in the national media. At the time of this writing, no charges against Van

         de Velde have been filed, no evidence uncovered, and no other suspects named. Van de Velde told me he planned to sue Yale,

         essentially for ruining his life.

      


      One would think that such disgraces would taint a campus that relies on its cool, detached aura of perfection. But Yale, somehow,

         has managed to maintain the mystique that has enshrouded it since its inception. The school’s traditional spirit, steeped

         low in the bowels of New Haven’s Gothic architecture, refuses to die.

      


      There has always been something a little different, a bit “off” at Yale. Yaleness is composed of an appearance, mindset, and

         spirit heralded as “Old Blue” but exhibited as old-fashioned. As author Edwin Slosson wrote in 1910, “The past is not really

         the past at Yale. It is part of the present.” The “Yale Spirit,” a popular nineteenth-century term, is embedded in this sense

         of age. When philosopher George Santayana visited Yale in 1892, he remarked that the spirit was a result of the kinds of students

         accepted at the school, their isolation from the outside world, and the strict, disciplined routine of early-morning chapel

         and required coursework. He wrote in the Harvard Monthly:


      Yale is in many respects what Harvard used to be. It has maintained the traditions of a New England college more faithfully.

         Anyone visiting the two colleges would think Yale by far the older institution. The past of America makes itself felt there

         in many subtle ways: there is a kind of colonial self-reliance, and simplicity of aim. . . . Nor is it only the past of America

         that is enshrined at Yale; the present is vividly portrayed there also. Nothing could be more American—not to say Amurrcan—than Yale College. The place is sacred to the national ideal. Here is sound, healthy principle, but no overscrupulousness,

         love of life, trust in success, a ready jocoseness, a democratic amiability, and a radiant conviction that there is nothing

         better than one’s self. It is a boyish type of character, earnest and quick in things practical, hasty and frivolous in things

         intellectual.

      


      An 1896 Yale Literary Magazine writer went so far as to liken the Yale Spirit to “Yale’s religion,” a religion that many students practiced. Two years later,

         author and critic Harry Thurston Peck noted that Yale students “love their college customs; they are proud of their classes;

         they are frantically loyal to Yale itself. They think nothing else so great and glorious; and they have a magnificently barbarian

         contempt for anything outside their own university.” Undergraduates in the early twentieth century referred to the Yale Spirit

         as the “sand” that was put underneath the wheels of locomotives to give them traction.


      Sand represented, as historian George Pierson wrote, the grit, determination, “persistence, reliability, self-reliance, and willingness to face the consequences of one’s actions”

         [that] made Yale undergraduate life go. The idea of a special Yale spirit seems to have appeared just before the Civil War.

         . . . In 1859, . . . Professor Felton of Harvard said there was something about Yale he did not understand. [Joseph C.] Jackson

         [Bones 1857] replied, “Yes, Professor, it is College Spirit . . . as developed at Yale.” When Felton asked what Yale Spirit

         was, Jackson explained, “It is a combination of various elements—Inspiration, or faith with enthusiasm, sacrifice, or self-denial,

         fidelity and loyalty, cooperation and patriotism.” Felton confessed, “We have not got that here.”

      


      In recent times, the public has interpreted this spirit to mean unflagging political ambition. Three out of the four men on

         the Republican and Democratic 2000 presidential tickets attended Yale in the 1960s: graduates George W. Bush and Joseph Lieberman,

         and Dick Cheney, who withdrew from Yale but nonetheless shows up at alumni events. (Cheney is also, a Bonesman told me, distantly

         related to a family of Cheneys who were in Skull and Bones, though one would have to trace his geneology back to the seventeenth

         century to locate the link.) Yale president Richard Levin has referred to the school as “a laboratory for future leaders.”

         When asked during a panel discussion whether Yale teaches leadership or merely attracts the kinds of students who will naturally

         lead, George Herbert Walker Bush said the answer was both. “I think the university makes a huge contribution to ‘leadership,’”

         Bush said. “You could be inspired by the whole mood here that service is a noble calling. I think it’s a combination of excellence

         and education and the associations of the university.”

      


      What Bush left unsaid, of course, is that it has been the associations of the university, deeply entrenched in the decorum

         and debits of old-boy networks, far more than the banalities of excellence and education, that have catapulted his own family

         into a political dynasty.

      


      “The power of the place,” observed George Pierson, remained unmistakable. Yale was organized. Yale inspired a loyalty in its sons that was conspicuous and impressive. Yale men

         in afterlife made such records that the suspicion was that even there they were working for each other. In short, Yale was

         exasperatingly and mysteriously successful. To rival institutions and to academic reformers there was something irritating

         and disquieting about old Yale College.

      


      Yale’s history is one of division, of fractal-like branching from larger groups into smaller ones. This pattern is evident

         even from the earliest accounts of its development. At the start of the eighteenth century, Harvard was New England’s only

         college. But Harvard president Increase Mather began to doubt the depth of his school’s commitment to preserving Congregationalist

         orthodoxy, as growing numbers of Boston clergymen were officially recognizing Presbyterian churches. In September 1701, Mather

         withdrew from the presidency. Within nine days, he began writing to Connecticut ministers to propose a new college, “so the

         Interest of Religion might be preserved, and the Truth propagated to succeeding generations.” His timing was ideal; the notion

         of a school to rival Harvard had already been brewing in the minds of Connecticut officials.

      


      In October 1701, the ten ministers—nine of them Harvard graduates—became the trustees of the Collegiate School of Connecticut.

         At first, the college strove to keep a low profile. Unlike Harvard, which was governed by a corporation and overseers, the

         Collegiate School was not under the jurisdiction of the colonial government. And the school’s forgettable name helped it to

         operate under the radar of the English authorities; as a result, the Collegiate School was more closely linked to church than

         to state. 

      


      In its early decades, the school struggled for students and funds. Jeremiah Dummer, the agent in England for Massachusetts

         and Connecticut, began approaching possible donors. In 1711 he persuaded Isaac Newton, Richard Steele, and Elihu Yale to donate

         books from their own collections. Encouraged, college officials kept courting Yale, who had become wealthy by working for

         the East India Company and serving as governor of the Madras colony in the East Indies.

      


      In 1718, Cotton Mather, Increase Mather’s son, wrote a letter to Elihu Yale in which he suggested that the former governor

         make a contribution to the school. “Certainly if what is forming at New Haven might wear the name of YALE COLLEGE, it would

         be better than a name of sons and daughters,” Mather wooed. “And your munificence might easily obtain for you such a commemoration and perpetuation of your valuable name,

         as would indeed be much better than an Egyptian pyramid.” When Dummer visited Yale two months later, he agreed to help. Soon

         afterward he sent a large box of books, a portrait of King George I, and East India goods that the school sold for £562.12.

         In total, Yale donated more than three hundred books and goods worth approximately $2,500, a fortune at that time.

      


      At that year’s September commencement—the school’s first public commencement—the college held a double celebration for the

         completion of its first building, the College House, and for Elihu Yale’s donation. College officials named the building after

         Yale. By 1720, the school was officially recognized as Yale College. Yale died one year later and was buried in the churchyard

         at Wrexham, Wales, where his family had lived for years.

      


      Yale College’s links to Congregationalism were enshrined in the school’s governing authority. The clergymen trustees retained

         complete control over the school, which ensured a strict devotion to church standards. The trustees adapted the Saybrook Platform

         (named after the Connecticut town where the school was located), an ecclesiastical oath that kept the school’s religious orientation

         firmly in the traditional mode. To further bolster the college’s commitment to Congregationalism, these trustees voted in

         1722 to mandate that all officers and faculty members agree to—and recite—the platform’s Confession of Faith. College president

         Thomas Clap, who was in office from 1740 to 1766, pushed the college even deeper into orthodoxy in 1753, leading a movement

         not only to require that the faculty adhere to a stricter pronouncement of their faith, but also to reserve the right to interrogate,

         evaluate, and fire any member whose church allegiance was questionable. In 1757, Yale became the first school in America to

         establish a college church. A little more than a century later, this church counted as members Yale’s president, most of the

         faculty members and their families, most of the tutors, and about a sixth of the undergraduates.

      


      Naturally, the rigidity of the college’s faith created an atmosphere of undergraduate life in which religion played a central

         role. Students were required to speak only Latin on the premises, even during free time. The college laws stated, “Every student

         shall consider the main end of his study to wit to know God in Jesus Christ and answerably lead a Godly sober life.” Periodically,

         the trustees themselves would visit the college to preach to the students and to monitor adherence to their religious decrees.

         Evidently, the students got the message: Between 1702 and 1739, 46 percent of the graduates entered the ministry. Twice a

         day the undergraduates attended mandatory chapel services, sometimes beginning at 7:30 in the morning. “Compulsory chapel,

         an institution as old as Yale itself, it was taken for granted would never die,” wrote Yale professor and Connecticut governor

         Dean Wilbur Cross, whom students called Uncle Toby, after a lead character in Laurence Sterne’s 1760 novel Tristam Shandy, which he had critiqued to national acclaim. Each class would sit in specifically designated areas; by the late 1800s, the

         class officers would sit in cushioned box seats while their peers squirmed in the pews. 

      


      The students also added their own rituals to the worship services. At the end of each morning chapel, the seniors would stand

         as the college president exited. As he made his way down the center aisle, the seniors would bow as close to his robes as

         they could without actually touching the man. At the turn of the nineteenth century, if a student could bow low enough to

         graze the hump on President Timothy Dwight’s back, it was said, he would have good luck with his recitations for the rest

         of the day. Eventually, the religious tradition came to resemble a sport, as students would jockey for prime positions near

         the aisle by paying off their classmates. 

      


      But religion also sharply divided the college. In the 1730s the Great Awakening, during which evangelical ministers preached

         the horrors of damnation and the necessity of a complete reliance on God, hit the campus. President Clap was outraged as students

         broke school rules by leaving the grounds to attend the sermons in nearby Milford. Clap refused to grant degrees to two master’s

         candidates because of their involvement in the Great Awakening and in 1744 expelled two brothers for attending separatist

         meetings with their parents. (Though the brothers had not explicitly broken any college rules, Clap rationalized his action

         by insisting, “The laws of God and the College are one.”) 

      


      One student in particular, David Brainerd, who encouraged his classmates to prepare for conversion, provoked Clap’s ire. Clap,

         convinced that Brainerd openly questioned the president’s harsh treatment of the students who had gone to Milford (Brainerd

         said he could not recall saying anything of the sort), expelled him in 1741; the official reason was that Brainerd had said

         that one of the tutors had no more grace than the chair Brainerd leaned upon. Brainerd gave an official apology and offered

         to make a full confession in front of the school, but Clap would have none of it. Followers and propagators of the Great Awakening,

         Clap insisted, defied the college’s mission, “To Train up a Succession of Learned and Orthodox Ministers.” Following Brainerd’s

         expulsion, the Yale Corporation voted “that if any Student of this College shall directly or indirectly say that the Rector,

         either of the Trustees or Tutors are hypocrites, carnal or unconverted men, he shall for the first offence make a public confession

         in the Hall, and for the second offence be expelled.” Prominent college alumni—including Jonathan Edwards, Aaron Burr (father

         of the vice president), and theologian Jonathan Dickinson—protested the expulsion, horrified at Clap’s and the trustees’ overreaction,

         which was far sterner than Harvard officials’ response to the movement. Subsequently, as Yale grew from Harvard’s religious

         failings, so Princeton grew from Yale: Edwards, Burr, Dickinson, and other alumni offended by Clap shunned their alma mater

         in order to erect and assist the New Jersey school in 1746.

      


      Edwin Slosson wrote in Great American Universities, “Yale not only had traditions, but was proud of them, advertised them, capitalized them as part of the productive funds,

         used them to draw students, made them do much of the educational and nearly all of the disciplinary work of the institution.”

         George Pierson shrewdly added, “Even strangers had to admit that Yale’s guardians had done more than merely accumulate some

         harmless and decorative customs. Yale’s traditions had been harnessed. And their power helped run what had become an exceedingly

         complex but massive college system.”

      


      From its earliest years, Yale instituted the practice of ranking students in their classes by their social status rather than

         their academic standing. (Harvard also ordered students in this manner.) Students at the top of the class had fathers who

         “held high civil office,” such as sons or grandsons of governors, or sons of lieutenant governors, governor’s aides, and trustees.

         Occasionally sons of superior-court judges and other prominent citizens would also win places in the upper ranks. Next came

         the sons of ministers and alumni, ordered by date of graduation, then sons of college-educated men, followed by sons of farmers,

         merchants, mariners, and artisans. (Supposedly, one year the son of a shoemaker received a high rank because he said his father

         was “on the bench.”) That initial placement, assigned even before the students arrived at Yale, determined how most students

         would be listed throughout their college career: their seats in class, chapel, commons, at graduation; and their placement

         in graduate records and catalogues. 

      


      This method of ranking is striking not because of its emphasis on a castelike societal division—in fact, that was not out

         of place in the colonial value system—but because the rankings nearly always stuck. In the class of 1732, for example, the

         four top- and four bottom-ranked students remained in their places from second term of freshman year through graduation and

         the top dozen students remained in the top dozen. The class of 1730 did not change its order at all after the beginning of

         sophomore year. Ranks could be changed slightly upon reevaluation of the students’ parents’ social status, the students’ intellectual

         promise, and their families’ relationship to Yale. The administration threatened “degradation,” a lowering of rank, for bad

         behavior because it signified that a student had disgraced the family that had determined his rank in the first place; a 1752

         junior dropped from sixth to ninth place because he assaulted a senior. The student might not have fallen so far in status

         had he instead assaulted, say, a freshman. 

      


      Indeed, for more than a century, Yale undergraduate life was governed and dominated by rigid class subordination. Sophomores

         not only were allowed to “trim,” or haze, the freshmen (an activity also known as “fagging”), but they were actually expected

         to, as a way to keep the new students in line and to honor college traditions. And the freshmen were required to obey. The

         following were among the specific College rules for Yale’s lowest class:

      


      EVERY Freshman, after his admission into YALE-COLLEGE, is required to conform to the following Regulations, established by

         Authority for the preservation of Decency and good Order.

      


      Rule I. It being the duty of the Seniors to teach Freshmen the Laws, Usages and Customs of the College, to this end they are

         empowered to order the whole Freshman Class, or any particular Member of it, to appear, in order to be instructed or reproved,

         at such Time and Place as they shall appoint. . . .
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