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1 Historical Background

Skull and Bones is a senior secret society at Yale University, founded in 1832 by William
Huntington Russell and Alphonso Taft. Originally established as a response to disputes
within the Phi Beta Kappa honor society, Skull and Bones became one of the most exclusive
and secretive collegiate societies in the United States. Its corporate structure is managed by
the Russell Trust Association, incorporated in 1856.

2 Organizational Structure and Rituals

The society operates from its private building, known as “The Tomb,” located on Yale’s
campus in New Haven. Rituals include confessional “life histories” known as bios, symbolic
initiations, and annual gatherings on Deer Island, a retreat owned by the society. Member-
ship is lifelong, and traditions include symbolic regalia featuring a skull and crossbones, and
the mysterious number “322.”

3 Membership Selection and Notable Members

Each spring, 15 Yale juniors are “tapped” to join. Historically, selection favored white, male
elites from political and financial dynasties. Notable members include:

• William Howard Taft (U.S. President)
• George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush (Presidents)
• John Kerry (Secretary of State)
• Stephen Schwarzman (Blackstone CEO)
• William F. Buckley Jr. (founder of National Review)

4 Political, Financial, and Intelligence Influence

Bonesmen have disproportionately high representation in U.S. politics, banking, intelligence
(e.g., CIA), and media. The society’s power lies in networking, with members often helping
each other ascend to leadership roles. Some believe its influence resembles a shadow elite,
though no definitive evidence proves direct conspiratorial control.

5 Relationship with Yale University

While Skull and Bones is not formally affiliated with Yale, it operates in parallel to university
life. Yale has allowed the society to maintain autonomy, and despite student protests and
occasional scrutiny, the university has not imposed regulations on its activities.

6 Controversies and Conspiracy Theories

Skull and Bones is surrounded by conspiracy theories involving world domination, secret
rituals, and occult connections. A widely circulated claim alleges the theft of Apache leader
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Geronimo’s skull, which led to a 2009 lawsuit by his descendants. Other myths include
participation in globalist agendas and financial payoffs upon initiation—none of which are
substantiated by evidence.

7 Media and Cultural Representation

The society has been profiled in:

• Secrets of the Tomb by Alexandra Robbins
• CBS 60 Minutes (2003)
• National Geographic’s Hunt for Geronimo’s Skull
• The fictional film The Skulls (2000)

These portrayals reinforce both the mythos and the public curiosity surrounding Skull
and Bones.

8 Recent Developments

In the 21st century, Skull and Bones has diversified its membership to include women,
BIPOC students, and first-generation college attendees. A 2020 class was reportedly entirely
composed of nonwhite members. The society has also modernized its rituals and adapted to
criticisms of elitism.

9 Publicly Available Data

Public data is limited. Membership lists from pre-1970s are available through Yale’s archives
and old newspapers. Most recent members are not disclosed, though occasional leaks or
mentions surface in alumni media.
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