Order 322: An Open-
Source Intelligence
Analysis of the Skull and
Bones Society

Introduction: The Enduring Enigma of
High Street

Nestled within the Gothic architecture of Yale University, at 64 High Street in
New Haven, Connecticut, stands a forbidding, windowless structure of
brownstone known simply as the "Tomb". This building, more a mausoleum
than a clubhouse, is the headquarters of Skull and Bones, America's most
famous and enigmatic secret society. For nearly two centuries, this
organization has operated at the nexus of American power and profound
secrecy, captivating the public imagination and fueling generations of
conspiracy theories. Ilts membership rolls read like a directory of the American
establishment, featuring presidents, titans of finance, spymasters, and media
moguls, all bound by a lifelong oath of silence.

This document presents a comprehensive Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT)
analysis of the Skull and Bones society. Its objective is to move beyond
sensationalism and myth to construct a detailed, evidence-based intelligence
picture of the organization. By synthesizing publicly available historical



records, journalistic investigations, leaked internal documents, and firsthand
accounts, this report will deconstruct the society's origins, its core ideology
and symbolism, its clandestine rituals, the architecture of its influential
network, and its evolving relevance in the 21st century.

The user query's specific inclusion of the number "322" serves as a
directive to focus on the foundational tenets that have guided the
Order since its inception. This analysis seeks to penetrate the veil of
secrecy surrounding the Tomb, not to confirm conspiracies, but to
understand the structure and function of an institution that has served
as a uniquely effective forcing chamber for the American elite.

Chapter 1: The Genesis of the Order
(1832-1856)

The establishment of Skull and Bones was not a spontaneous
collegiate whim but a deliberate and calculated act of institutional
creation, born from a specific set of grievances and inspired by a
foreign ideological model. Its founding in 1832 by two of Yale's most
ambitious students, William Huntington Russell and Alphonso Taft,
marked a pivotal moment in the history of American elite formation,
creating a new template for a secret society designed for influence

and longevity.

The Catalyst: A Dispute Over Merit and Secrecy

The immediate impetus for the society's creation was a dispute



among Yale's prominent debating societies—Linonia, Brothers in
Unity, and the Calliopean Society—over the selection of members for
that season's Phi Beta Kappa awards. This conflict, however, was
symptomatic of a deeper ideological shift occurring on campus. In
1832, the Yale chapter of Phi Beta Kappa, which had originated as a
secret society, formally retreated from its "injunction of secrecy". This
move toward transparency and openness was seen by some,
including Russell and Taft, as a dilution of the society's elite character.
The controversy over the awards, combined with the perceived
weakening of Phi Beta Kappa's exclusivity, created an institutional
vacuum. Russell and Taft seized this opportunity to found a new
order, one that would be more clandestine, more hierarchical, and
more selective than any that had come before it at Yale. The founding
of Skull and Bones was therefore a direct and conscious reaction
against the perceived democratization of existing campus honors,
aimed at establishing a truly secret brotherhood for a chosen few.

Founders and Their Legacies: Opium, Ambition,
and Ideology

The two co-founders embodied the twin pillars of power that would
come to define the Skull and Bones network: immense private wealth,
often derived from morally ambiguous global enterprises, and the
highest levels of public service and state authority.

William Huntington Russell (Yale Class of 1833) was the society's
primary ideological architect. A descendant of old and powerful New
England families, Russell was a cadet at a military academy before
attending Yale, an experience that instilled in him a belief in discipline
and hierarchy. He later became a state legislator for the Whig and
Republican parties and a staunch abolitionist. Critically, his family's



financial standing was deeply intertwined with the burgeoning global
economy. His cousin, Samuel Russell, ran Russell & Company, one of
the world's largest opium smuggling operations, which amassed a
fortune from the illegal trade in Turkey and China. This connection
places the society's origins within the context of a ruthless
international capitalism, where vast wealth was accumulated beyond
the reach of national laws and conventional ethics.

Alphonso Taft (Yale Class of 1833) represented the pinnacle of
political ambition. After co-founding the society, he embarked on a
distinguished career in public service, becoming U.S. Secretary of
War, Attorney General, and a diplomat with postings in Austria-
Hungary and Russia. He established the archetypal career path for a
"Bonesman," demonstrating that membership was a stepping stone
to the highest echelons of government. This legacy was cemented by
his son, William Howard Taft (Bones Class of 1878), who became the
only individual in U.S. history to serve as both President and Chief
Justice of the Supreme Court. The society's very DNA, therefore,
contains a blueprint for fusing private capital with state power, a
symbiotic relationship that would ensure its enduring influence.

The German Connection: Importing a Model of
Elite Formation

A crucial element in the society's design was the direct influence of
German student societies, or Burschenschaften. William Huntington
Russell spent the year of 1831-32 studying in Germany, where he was
reportedly deeply impressed by the structure and rituals of these
secret university corps. These German societies blended fierce
loyalty, intellectualism, and clandestine rites, providing a powerful
model for elite formation that Russell sought to replicate at Yale. The



connection may be more direct than mere inspiration. According to
information purportedly obtained during a break-in of the Tomb in
1876, "Bones is a chapter of a corps in a German university". While a
direct charter has never been proven, the ideological and structural
parallels are undeniable. The founders did not invent their society
from whole cloth; they imported a European model they believed to
be superior for cultivating a disciplined and loyal ruling class. Some
researchers have even speculated on a link to the German Illluminati,
given Russell's time in a Germany still influenced by Hegelian
philosophy, though this connection is far more tenuous than the clear
influence of the Burschenschaften.

From Eulogian Club to Russell Trust Association

The society's initial name was the "Eulogian Club," an allusion to
Eulogia, a fictional goddess of eloquence who, according to the
society's internal mythology, was born at the moment of
Demosthenes' death in 322 BC. This name suggests an early focus
on rhetoric and oratory, tying the club's purpose back to the debating
societies from which it emerged. The more ominous name "Skull and
Bones" was adopted almost by accident, after a member sketched
the macabre symbol over a meeting notice posted on the Yale chapel
door to "attract attention and make a sensation". The name and the
symbol stuck, defining the society's public persona. To ensure its
permanence and independence, the society was formally
incorporated under Connecticut law in 1856 as the Russell Trust
Association. This legal maneuver created a tax-exempt corporate
entity, with William H. Russell as its first president, to hold the
society's assets in perpetuity. These assets include its valuable real
estate, most notably the Tomb and a 40-acre island retreat on the St.
Lawrence River known as Deer Island. This corporate structure was a



masterstroke of institutional design, guaranteeing that Skull and
Bones would outlive any single generation of members and remain
financially independent from Yale University itself.

Chapter 2: Symbology and Ideology:
Decoding "322"

The iconography of Skull and Bones is not merely decorative; it is a
concise and powerful expression of the society's core ideology. The
skull and crossbones emblem, combined with the cryptic number
322, serves as a foundational statement of purpose, a memento mori
for its elite members, and a political manifesto hidden in plain sight.
Understanding this symbolism is critical to decoding the worldview
that the Order has sought to instill in its members for nearly two
centuries.

The Number 322: The Death of Democracy

The most credible and widely cited explanation for the number 322 is
that it refers to the year 322 BC. This year was a pivotal turning point
in ancient Greek history, marked by the death of the Athenian orator
Demosthenes. Demosthenes was the foremost advocate for Athenian
democracy, dedicating his life to resisting the expansionist ambitions
of Philip Il of Macedon and his son, Alexander the Great. His suicide in
322 BC, to avoid capture by Alexander's successors, coincided with
the end of the Lamian War. The Athenian defeat in this war was
catastrophic for its political system; the Macedonians forced Athens



to dissolve its democratic government and replace it with a
plutocracy, a system in which political rights were restricted to the
wealthy elite who possessed 2,000 drachmas or more.

By adopting 322 as its central number, Skull and Bones is making a
profound ideological statement. It is not memorializing the tragic
death of a democratic hero, but rather celebrating the historical
moment when democracy fell and was replaced by elite rule. This
interpretation is supported by several pieces of internal evidence. A
letter discovered in Yale's archives, written between early members,
confirms that 322 is a reference to 322 BC and reveals that members
measure dates from this year, using the term "Anno-Demostheni" (in
the year of Demosthenes' death) instead of the common era.
Furthermore, the society's inner sanctum within the Tomb is known as
Room 322, and a clock inside is reportedly kept five minutes out of
sync with standard time, which members refer to as "barbarian time".
The choice of this specific historical event is not arbitrary; it is a
foundational political manifesto that aligns the Order with the
principle of plutocratic governance over mass democracy.

Alternative Theories and Their Significance

While the Demosthenes theory is the most compelling, other legends
persist that reinforce different aspects of the society's identity. One
prominent alternative is that the number represents "founded in '32,
2nd corps," suggesting that Skull and Bones is the second chapter of
a parent society located at an unknown German university. This
theory, whether true or not, serves to emphasize the society's foreign



ideological lineage and its connection to the European tradition of
secret student corps. Another speculative link is to the Freemasonic
Lodge of Virtue and Silence No. 322, founded in Suffolk, UK, in 1811.
This could imply a fraternal inspiration or an unspoken sponsorship,
connecting Skull and Bones to the broader, centuries-old tradition of
Western secret societies.

The Skull and Crossbones: Memento Mori for
the Elite

The society's emblem, the skull and crossbones, is a potent symbol
with a long and varied history. Its origins lie in the Late Middle Ages as
a memento mori—a Latin phrase meaning "remember you must die".
It was a common motif on tombstones and at the entrances to
Spanish cemeteries (campo santo), serving as a stark reminder of the
inevitability of death and the vanity of earthly life. Over time, this
symbol of universal mortality was co-opted by groups seeking to
project an image of danger, exclusivity, and elite status. It was
famously used by pirates on their Jolly Roger flags to strike fear into
their victims. It was also adopted by elite European military units, such
as Frederick the Great's 18th-century "Totenkopfhusaren" (Death's
Head Hussars), to symbolize their superiority and fearlessness in
battle. The Knights Templar, a medieval Catholic military order, also
used the symbol, possibly as a representation of Golgotha, the "place
of the skull" where Jesus was crucified.

Within Skull and Bones, the symbol functions as a sophisticated
psychological tool. For the young, privileged, and ambitious men (and
now women) tapped for membership, it serves as a constant reminder
of their own mortality. This is not intended to be morbid, but rather to
strip away their external vanities and instill a sense of urgent purpose:




to make their mark on the world before death claims them. This
confrontation with mortality, conducted within a highly ritualized and
secret environment, is designed to forge a bond of brotherhood that
transcends the mundane concerns of the "barbarian" world. By
embracing the ultimate symbol of death, members are symbolically
reborn into a new, collective identity as knights of an order with a
shared, transcendent mission, a "Brotherhood of Death".

Chapter 3: Within the Tomb: Secrecy,
Ritual, and Brotherhood

The inner world of Skull and Bones is centered on the Tomb, a
physical and symbolic fortress designed to separate the society's
members from the outside world. Within its windowless walls, a
combination of intense secrecy, macabre rituals, and unique
traditions are employed to strip initiates of their individual identities
and reforge them into a cohesive brotherhood, bound by shared
secrets and a lifelong oath of silence. Leaked accounts and
journalistic investigations, though sometimes contradictory, provide a
glimpse into the methods used to create this unparalleled bond.

The Sanctum Sanctorum: Architecture of
Secrecy

The Tomb, located at 64 High Street, is the society's sacred space.
Its architectural style is variously described as Greco-Egyptian or
Egypto-Doric, evoking ancient mysteries and funerary rites. The
original structure, a single forbidding block, was erected in 1856. It
was significantly expanded in 1903, and in 1911, neo-Gothic towers
from another demolished Yale building were added to the rear,
creating an enclosed courtyard. The entire design is a statement of



impenetrable secrecy. The massive iron doors, secured with multiple
padlocks, are never to be opened in the presence of an outsider, and
members are discouraged from being seen entering or leaving.

The first detailed description of the interior came from an 1876 break-
in by a rival group calling itself the "Order of the File and Claw". Their
published pamphlet, "Babylon Is Fallen," described a lodge room
containing a silver skull and crossbones emblem. On one wall was an
engraving depicting an open burial vault with four human skulls, a
jester's cap, a royal crown, and mathematical instruments,
symbolizing the triumph of death over all forms of earthly power and
knowledge. This early account established the society's deep-seated
obsession with mortality and the macabre.

Rites of Passage: Leaked Accounts and
Conflicting Narratives

The initiation rituals of Skull and Bones are the subject of the most
intense speculation and are central to its method of forging lifelong
bonds. The most persistent and widely reported ritual involves
initiates, or "neophytes," lying naked in a stone coffin or sarcophagus
and recounting their entire personal and sexual history to the fourteen
other members of their cohort. This act of confession, performed in a
state of total vulnerability, serves a dual purpose. It is a powerful
bonding exercise, creating an immediate and profound intimacy
among the members. It also functions as a form of mutual assurance;
each member possesses the most private secrets of the others,
creating a powerful disincentive against ever betraying the group's
confidence. This ritual is not about mere titillation; it is a calculated
psychological mechanism for creating what can be described as
"operative trust," a bond of silence and loyalty essential for a network



that operates in the sensitive worlds of intelligence, finance, and
politics.

In 2001, this secretive world was breached when investigative
reporter Ron Rosenbaum, along with a team of Yale students, used
night-vision cameras to film an initiation ceremony taking place in the
Tomb's inner courtyard. The footage, aired on national television,
showed robed figures directing neophytes to kneel and kiss a skull. It
also captured a mock throat-slitting ritual and participants shouting
obscene insults and politically charged taunts, including mocking the
police assault on Abner Louima and a figure posing as George W.
Bush shouting, "I'm gonna ream you like | reamed Al Gore".

However, this dramatic account is not universally accepted. Skull and
Bones alumnus Steve McDonald (Class of 1973) vehemently denied
that the videotaped events resembled his own initiation, which he
described as being filled with "great hilarity, great fun," and
"tremendously good-natured fun," devoid of the "ghoulishness or
playacting" seen in the video. He suggested the event may have been
staged to mislead outsiders. This conflicting testimony underscores
the difficulty of obtaining verifiable information and raises the
possibility that the society engages in deliberate disinformation to
protect its true rituals. The ceremony reportedly concludes when the
initiate is formally dubbed a "Knight of Eulogia," the society's fictional
goddess.

The Culture of "Crooking" and Macabre
Collections

A long-standing tradition within Skull and Bones is the practice of
"crooking," where members steal memorabilia and artifacts from



other Yale societies, campus buildings, and the outside world. These
"crooks" are displayed within the Tomb as trophies, and members
reportedly strive to outdo one another with the audacity of their
thefts. This tradition is more than a simple collegiate prank; it is a
ritualized performance of elite impunity. By successfully breaking
rules and acquiring forbidden objects, members demonstrate that
they belong to an order that operates above the conventional laws
and ethics that govern "barbarians."

The most legendary of these alleged "crooks" are human remains.
For decades, the society has been accused of possessing the stolen
skulls of Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa, U.S. President Martin
Van Buren, and, most famously, the Apache warrior Geronimo. Other
rumored artifacts include the gravestone of Yale's namesake, Elihu
Yale, supposedly stolen from its original site in Wrexham, Wales, and
displayed in a room inside the Tomb. The practice of "crooking,"
particularly of sacred or historically significant objects, serves as a
powerful lesson in entitlement, reinforcing the idea that for a
Bonesman, the world's treasures are theirs for the taking.

Chapter 4: The Patriarchs: A Network
of Influence

The true power of Skull and Bones lies not in its arcane rituals or
gothic symbolism, but in the lifelong, fiercely loyal alumni network it
cultivates. For nearly 200 years, the society has served as an



exceptionally effective talent-spotting and placement agency for the
American elite, positioning its members, known as "patriarchs" after
graduation, in the highest echelons of government, finance,
intelligence, and media. An analysis of its membership reveals a
systematic and multigenerational placement of individuals into the
key command centers of American power.

Government and Politics: The "Bonesman'" in
the White House

The society's influence on American politics is most starkly illustrated
by its presence in the executive branch. Three U.S. Presidents have
been members of Skull and Bones: William Howard Taft (Class of
1878), George H. W. Bush (Class of 1948), and George W. Bush
(Class of 1968). The society's grip on power was never more
apparent than during the 2004 presidential election, when both the
Republican and Democratic nominees, George W. Bush and John F.
Kerry (Class of 1966), were fellow Bonesmen. When questioned
about their shared membership during the campaign, both
candidates honored their oath of secrecy over public transparency.
Kerry stated, "It's a secret," while Bush deflected, underscoring their
primary loyalty to the Order.

When questioned about their shared membership during the
campaign, both candidates honored their oath of secrecy over public
transparency. Kerry stated, "It's a secret," while Bush deflected,
underscoring their primary loyalty to the Order.

Beyond the presidency, the network extends deep into all branches of
government. Members have included Supreme Court Justices like



Potter Stewart (1937) and Morrison Waite (1837), numerous U.S.
Senators such as Prescott Bush (1917) and David Boren (1963),
governors, and cabinet secretaries. Henry L. Stimson (1888), who
served as Secretary of War under two presidents and as Secretary of
State, was a quintessential Bonesman who believed his experience in
the Tomb was the most profound of his education. This consistent
presence in positions of authority suggests a network that functions
as a stable, bipartisan reservoir of leadership for the American state.

Finance and Industry: The Wall Street-New
Haven Connection

The society has historically maintained an intimate and symbiotic
relationship with the world of high finance. Its membership rolls are
replete with scions of America's great financial dynasties, including
the Whitney, Harriman, Rockefeller, Lord, and Bundy families. The
nexus of this power was often the private investment bank Brown
Brothers Harriman, a firm so thoroughly populated by Bonesmen—
including Prescott Bush and W. Averell Harriman (1913)—that it was
reported to have paid the society's annual property tax bill.

The network's influence extended across the financial system. Pierre
Jay (1892) was the first chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of New
York, a critical position in the nation's banking infrastructure. Harold
Stanley (1881) went on to found the investment banking powerhouse
Morgan Stanley. More recently, Steven Mnuchin (1985) served as the
77th U.S. Secretary of the Treasury. This deep penetration of Wall
Street ensured that the society's members not only had access to
immense personal wealth but also held sway over the financial levers
that controlled the national and global economy.



Intelligence and Foreign Policy: The "Spooks" of
Yale

Perhaps the most significant and secretive nexus of Bones' influence
is its deep-rooted connection to the U.S. intelligence community and
foreign policy establishment. A robust pipeline has long existed
between the Tomb on High Street and the headquarters of the
Central Intelligence Agency in Langley, Virginia. The very term
"spook," Yale's campus slang for a secret society member, was
adopted by the agency as slang for a spy, a linguistic testament to the
intimate relationship between the two institutions.

Numerous Bonesmen have played pivotal roles in American
intelligence and diplomacy. George H. W. Bush served as Director of
the CIA before becoming president. Conservative icon William F.
Buckley Jr. (1950) was a CIA officer in his youth. William P. Bundy
(1939), a key figure in the foreign policy establishment, was a CIA
analyst and served as the State Department liaison for the disastrous
Bay of Pigs invasion. The society's values of intense loyalty,
brotherhood, and a comfort with secrecy made its members ideal
candidates for the clandestine work of the Cold War. This influence
also extended to shaping foreign policy through elite organizations
like the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), where Bonesmen such as
Winston Lord (1959) have held leadership positions. The
concentration of members within these interlocking spheres of power
is too systematic to be coincidental, suggesting a network that
functions as a self-perpetuating entity ensuring its worldview shapes
America's engagement with the world.

Table 1: Prominent Skull and Bones Members by
Sector



The following table provides a representative sample of the society's

members, illustrating the breadth and depth of its network across the

primary sectors of American power.

Key Positions [

Achievements

Alphonso
Taft

William
Howard
Taft

Henry L.
Stimson

W. Averell
Harriman

Prescott
S. Bush

Henry
Luce

Potter
Stewart

William P.
Bundy

George H.

W. Bush

1833

1878

1888

1913

1917

1920

1937

1939

1948

Government

Government

Government

Finance/Gov't

Finance/Gov't

Media

Government

Intelligence/Gov't

Gov't/Intelligence

Co-founder; U.S.
Secretary of War;
Attorney General

27th U.S. President;
Chief Justice of the U.S.

Secretary of War;
Secretary of State

Partner, Brown Brothers
Harriman; Ambassador
to USSR

Partner, Brown Brothers
Harriman; U.S. Senator

Co-founder of Time,
Life, and Fortune
magazines

Associate Justice of the
U.S. Supreme Court

CIA analyst; Asst.
Secretary of
State/Defense

41st U.S. President;
Director of the CIA



William F. Founder, National

?uckley 1950 Media/Intelligence Review: CIA officer
r.
Winston Gov't/Foreign Chalrman, Cquncﬂ on
Lord 1959 Polic Foreign Relations;

y Ambassador to China
John E. U.S. Secretary of State;
Kerr 1966 Government U.S. Senator;

y Presidential Nominee
Frederick . Founder and CEO of
W. Smith 1966 Business FedEx
George 1968 Government 43rd U.S. President
W. Bush
Steven 77th U.S. Secretary of

1985 Finance/Gov't

Mnuchin the Treasury

Chapter 5: Skeletons in the Closet:
The Geronimo Controversy and Other
Legends

Beyond its network of power, the mystique of Skull and Bones is
sustained by a collection of dark legends and controversies that
speak to a history of transgression and elite impunity. The most
prominent of these is the persistent and detailed allegation that the
society holds the stolen remains of the legendary Apache warrior
Geronimo. This controversy, along with other foundational
"skeletons," provides a powerful lens through which to analyze the



society's self-perception and its relationship with the broader
American historical narrative.

The Alleged Theft of Geronimo's Skull

The central claim of the Geronimo legend is that in 1918, a group of
Bonesmen who were serving as army officers at Fort Sill, Oklahoma,
desecrated the grave of Geronimo, who had died there as a prisoner
of war in 1909. The raiding party, which allegedly included Prescott S.
Bush—grandfather of one president and father of another—is said to
have stolen the warrior's skull, two femur bones, and some of his
personal effects, including a saddle horn and horse bit. These
macabre trophies were then reportedly transported back to New
Haven and put on display in a glass case inside the Tomb.

This story, long rumored, gained significant credibility with the
discovery of a key piece of documentary evidence in the Yale
University archives. A letter dated June 7, 1918, from Bonesman
Winter Mead ('19) to a fellow member, F. Trubee Davison ('18),
provides the only known contemporary account of the event. The
letter matter-of-factly states: "The skull of the worthy Geronimo the
Terrible, exhumed from its tomb at Fort Sill by your club... is now safe
inside the T— together with his well worn femurs|,] bit & saddle horn".

This account is corroborated by other sources. An internal, centennial
history of the society, written in the 1930s by member F. O.
Matthiessen, reportedly mentions the theft and names Prescott Bush
as one of the grave robbers. More recently, journalist Alexandra
Robbins, in her book Secrets of the Tomb, reported that numerous
modern Bonesmen she interviewed acknowledged the existence of a
skull in a display case near the Tomb's entrance that they all refer to



as "Geronimo".

However, the claim is not without its detractors. Some historians and
researchers have cast doubt on the story's veracity, arguing that
Geronimo's grave was unmarked and overgrown in 1918, making it
highly improbable that the Bonesmen could have located the correct
burial site. The society itself has, in private meetings with Apache
leaders, produced a skull that it claimed was that of a ten-year-old
boy, not the famous warrior. Regardless of whether the specific skull
in the Tomb is authentically Geronimo's, the contemporary letter from
1918 confirms that the Bonesmen of that era believed they had
robbed his grave and took pride in the act. The story's endurance is
less about its forensic accuracy and more about what it symbolizes:
the conquest of a symbol of Indigenous resistance by the scions of
the American establishment.

Legal and Ethical Aftermath

The controversy escalated into a legal battle in 2009, when twenty of
Geronimo's descendants filed a lawsuit against Skull and Bones, Yale
University, and the U.S. government, seeking the return of the
remains for reburial in his native lands in New Mexico. The lawsuit,
filed on the 100th anniversary of Geronimo's death, sought to use the
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) to
force the society to return the remains.

The case was ultimately dismissed, highlighting a crucial functional
advantage of the society's secrecy and private status. While public
institutions like Yale's own Peabody Museum are subject to NAGPRA
and have repatriated Native American remains, Skull and Bones, as a
private corporate entity (the Russell Trust Association), can argue that



it falls outside the law's jurisdiction. The society's legal structure,
combined with its members' unwavering oath of silence, creates a
formidable shield against public accountability and legal discovery,
allowing it to retain its "crooked" artifacts with impunity.

The Opium Connection Revisited

Another foundational "skeleton in the closet" is the society's financial
origin story. As noted previously, the family fortune of co-founder
William Huntington Russell was significantly derived from his cousin's
massive opium smuggling enterprise, Russell & Company. This fact is
crucial for a complete understanding of the society's DNA. Its
inception was underwritten by the profits of a brutal, illicit, and global
form of capitalism. This origin story imbues the society with a legacy
of operating outside moral and legal norms to accumulate power and
wealth, a principle that seems to be ritually reenacted through
traditions like "crooking." The combination of profiting from the opium
trade and desecrating the grave of a Native American hero paints a
picture of an organization founded on the spoils of conquest and
morally ambiguous commerce.

Chapter 6: The Order in the 21st
Century: Adaptation or Decline?

As Skull and Bones navigates its third century, it faces an existential
challenge: how can a 19th-century institution, founded on principles
of homogenous exclusivity and hierarchy, remain relevant in a 21st-



century world defined by diversity, transparency, and shifting centers
of power? The society has been forced to adapt, but these changes
have sparked internal crises and led to questions about whether its
influence is in a state of terminal decline or merely transformation.

The Battle for Coeducation: A Crisis of Identity

The most significant internal conflict in the society's modern history
was the protracted and bitter struggle over the admission of women.
Despite Yale University becoming fully coeducational in 1969, Skull
and Bones remained an all-male bastion for over two decades. An
attempt by the undergraduate class of 1971 to tap women was swiftly
quashed by the powerful alumni patriarchs, who dubbed the
rebellious undergraduates the "bad club".

The issue festered until 1991, when the undergraduate "knights"
again defied the alumni and tapped seven women for membership.
This act triggered a full-blown crisis. A faction of patriarchs, led by
conservative intellectual William F. Buckley Jr., retaliated by changing
the locks on the Tomb and obtaining a temporary restraining order to
block the initiation, arguing that admitting women would violate the
society's bylaws and could lead to "date rape". The undergraduate
members were forced to meet in the building of another secret
society. The standoff was finally resolved after a contentious mail-in
vote of the full alumni membership, which narrowly approved the
admission of women by a margin of 368 to 320. This episode was a
watershed moment, representing a clear break with tradition and a
significant transfer of power from the old guard to a new generation
with different values.

Diversification and the New Elite



The admission of women was part of a broader, albeit slow,
diversification of the society's membership. Historically an exclusive
club for white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant males, Skull and Bones began
to cautiously open its doors in the mid-20th century, often using
athletics as a vehicle for inclusion. The first Jewish member, Al
Hessberg, was tapped in 1938, and the first African-American
member, Orde Musgrave Coombs, was admitted in 1965.

In recent years, this trend has accelerated dramatically. According to
a report in The Atlantic, the society has been "utterly transformed".
The class of 2020 was reportedly the first to be entirely non-white,
and the class of 2021 included no conservatives. Progressive
activism, once the antithesis of the establishment values Bones
championed, is now considered an asset for potential members. This
shift reflects a broader change in the definition of "elite" at
institutions like Yale. However, this adaptation has created a
fundamental paradox. The society's original purpose was to unify a
homogenous ruling class around a shared, hierarchical worldview. By
embracing diversity, it has become more representative of the
modern American elite, but in doing so, it has inherently diluted the
singular ideology that was its historic source of strength and
cohesion. It is surviving by sacrificing its original mission.

Signs of Waning Influence: The Ruins of Deer
Island

The most potent symbol of the society's potential decline is the state
of its physical assets, particularly Deer Island. This 40-acre retreat in
the St. Lawrence River, owned by the Russell Trust Association, was
once an elegant Gilded Age getaway with tennis courts, catered
meals, and well-maintained lodges for patriarchs and knights to



"rekindle old friendships".

Today, however, members describe the island as "basically ruins" and
a "beautiful dump". Most of the original buildings have burned down
or fallen into disrepair, and the once-manicured grounds are
overgrown. This physical decay mirrors a decline in the society's
financial clout. Its endowment is reportedly no longer the largest
among Yale's secret societies, and it relies on annual "voluntary
contributions" from alumni to maintain its operations. The dilapidated
state of Deer Island suggests that the vast, old-money fortunes that
once sustained the Order have dwindled or been redirected
elsewhere.

Contemporary Perception: Relic or Still
Relevant?

Assessments of the society's current power are divided. Some
analysts and even some members argue that Skull and Bones is how
a "shell of its former self," an anachronistic institution whose secrets
and rituals mean little in the modern political and cultural landscape.
According to this view, the current generation of members is eager to
capitalize on the prestige of membership but is often hostile to the
very values of hierarchy, loyalty, and patronage that made the network
so powerful in the first place.

Conversely, the society's brand remains incredibly potent. Its
association with presidents, spies, and global conspiracies ensures its
continued fascination in the public imagination, reinforced by popular
culture such as the 2000 film The Skulls and the 2006 CIA drama The
Good Shepherd. For an ambitious Yale student, a "tap" from Bones is
still seen as the ultimate validation of elite status. This suggests a



fundamental shift in the nature of its power. Where it once may have
wielded direct, operational influence through a clandestine network,
its primary function today may be the provision of symbolic capital. In
a hyper-competitive, credential-driven world, membership in Skull
and Bones is the ultimate, mystical line on a resume, a signal to the
world that one has been vetted and chosen by the chosen few. Its
power now lies less in what its members do in secret and more in the
public's knowledge of who they are.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Order 322

This open-source intelligence analysis of the Skull and Bones society
reveals an institution of profound complexity and contradiction. Born
from a collegiate dispute in 1832, it evolved into one of the most
effective and enduring elite networks in American history. Its success
was rooted in a deliberate and sophisticated design: a foundational
ideology that celebrated plutocracy over democracy, symbolized by
the number 322; a set of intense, macabre rituals designed to forge
unbreakable bonds of loyalty through shared secrets and symbolic
death; and a corporate structure that ensured its financial and
institutional longevity. For over a century, this formula worked with
remarkable efficacy, creating a "golden thread" that connected the
Tomb in New Haven to the White House, the boardrooms of Wall
Street, and the clandestine corridors of the Central Intelligence
Agency.

The analysis confirms that the power of the "Bones network" was



very real. The systematic placement of its members in key,
interlocking positions of authority was too consistent to be accidental.
It functioned as a human capital incubator for the American century,
producing the type of loyal, discreet, and mission-oriented leaders
required to build and manage a global superpower. However, the
society's peak influence was tied to an era of American history
dominated by a homogenous, white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant
establishment—the very group from which it exclusively drew its
members.

Today, Skull and Bones is an institution caught between its past and
the present. The internal battles over the admission of women and the
recent embrace of diversity and progressive activism demonstrate a
forced adaptation to a world that no longer resembles the one its
founders envisioned. This transformation has created an existential
crisis: to remain relevant, it must tap the new leaders of a diverse,
modern Yale, but in doing so, it erodes the monolithic worldview that
was its original source of strength. The decaying ruins of its Deer
Island retreat serve as a powerful metaphor for this potential decline.

The legacy of Order 322 is therefore a dual one. The image of a small
cabal secretly orchestrating world events from a crypt is a relic of a
bygone era. Yet, the society endures, its mystique intact. Its power
has likely transitioned from the operational to the symbolic. It may no
longer be a shadow government, but it remains the ultimate
credentialing body. Membership is a final, mystical stamp of approval,
conferring a unique brand of prestige upon a new generation of elites.
The enigma of High Street persists, not because its secrets still
control the world, but because it remains a potent mirror, reflecting

the changing nature of the American establishment itself—more

diverse, more ideologically fragmented, but no less convinced of its




own destiny to lead.
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