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      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. . . .
      

      III. The Freshmen, as well as all other Undergraduates, are to be uncovered, and are forbidden to wear their Hats (unless
         in stormy weather) in the front door-yard of the President’s or Professor’s House, or within Ten Rods of the Person of the
         President, Eight Rods of the Professor and Five Rods of a Tutor. . . .
      

      V. No Freshman shall wear a Gown, or walk with a Cane, or appear out of his Room without being completely dressed, and with
         his Hat; and whenever a Freshman either speaks to a Superior or is spoken to by one, he shall keep his Hat off, until he is
         bidden to put it on. A Freshman shall not play with any Members of an Upper Class, without being asked; nor is he permitted
         to use any Acts of familiarity with them, even in Study-Time. 
      

      VI. In case of personal insult a Junior may call up a Freshman and reprehend him. A Sophimore [sic] in like Case may obtain leave from a Senior, and then he may discipline a Freshman, not detaining him more than 5 Minutes,
         after which the Freshman may retire, even without being dismissed, but must retire in a respectful Manner. . . .
      

      XI. When a Freshman is near a Gate or Door, belonging to College or College-Yard, he shall look around, and observe whether
         any of his Superiors are coming to the same; and if any are coming within three rods, he shall not enter without a signal
         to proceed. In passing up or down stairs, or through an entry or any other narrow passage, if a Freshman meets a Superior,
         he shall stop and give way, leaving the most convenient side—if on the Stairs the Bannister side. Freshmen shall not run in
         College-Yard, or up or down stairs, or call to any one through a College window. When going into the Chamber of a Superior,
         they shall knock at the door, and shall leave it as they find it, whether open or shut. Upon entering the Chamber of a Superior,
         they shall not speak until spoken to; they shall reply modestly to all questions, and perform their messages decently and
         respectfully. They shall not tarry in a Superior’s room, after they are dismissed, unless asked to sit. They shall always
         rise, whenever a superior enters or leaves the room, where they are, and not sit in his presence until permitted.
      

      These rules are to be observed not only about the College, but every where else within the limits of the City of New-Haven.

      In his magnificently thorough book, Yale: A History, historian Brooks Mather Kelley reprinted a firsthand account of these rules in action by a student who had been accepted
         to Yale: 
      

      I went up to the college in the evening to observe the scene of my future exploits with emotions of awe and reverence. Men
         in black robes, white wigs, and high cocked hats, young men dressed in camblet gowns, passed us in small groups. The men in
         robes and wigs I was told were professors; the young men in gowns were students. There were young men in black silk gowns,
         some with bands and others without. These were either tutors in the college or resident graduates to whom the title of “Sir”
         was accorded. When we entered the college yard a new scene was presented. There was a class who wore no gowns and who walked
         but never ran or jumped in the yard. They appeared much in awe or looked surlily after they passed by the young men habited
         in gowns and staves. Some of the young gownsmen treated those who wore neither hats or gowns in the yard with harshness and
         what I thought indignity. I give an instance: “Nevill, go to my room, middle story of old college, No. ——, take from it a
         pitcher, fill it from the pump, place it in my room and stay there till my return.” The domineering young men I was told were
         scholars or students of the sophomore class and those without hats or gowns who walked in the yard were freshmen, who out
         of the hours of study were waiters or servants to the authority, the president, professors, tutors and undergraduates.
      

      It was not unusual for sophomores to clamor into a freshman’s room for entertainment (“Let us in, Freshie, if you don’t want
         to die!”). The sophomores would often dim the lights, order the freshman to sit or stand on a table, and demand that he recite
         a Euclidean proposition, sing a song, dance, chant the alphabet backward, or make a speech. As Lyman Bagg described in 1871
         in his anonymously written Four Years at Yale, “Unless he makes some show of obedience to these requests, his visitors ‘stir him up’ with their bangers [canes], or if he
         is obstinate and refuses to do anything, or even attempts to defend himself, they cover his head in a blanket and blow tobacco
         smoke up under it until he is stifled or sick. This is a complete ‘smoking out.’” At other times, among the list of abuses
         sophomores would let loose upon perhaps one freshman a year included driving him two miles to East Rock, a cliff and hiking
         area straddling the towns of New Haven and Hamden, and cutting off his hair,
      

      [marking] upon his cheek the numeral of his class, employing for the purpose some chemical that will remain for several days
         indelible, [or they could] strip him and smear his body with paint; or pour cold water upon him; or practice certain things
         which cannot be named: finally leaving him, half-clothed, with a gag in his mouth perhaps, and his hands bound behind him,
         to find his way back to the city; or possibly dropping him, in this plight, within the walls of the cemetery, where he would
         probably have to stay until the opening of the gates in the morning.
      

      Bagg railed against the condoned abuses of the freshmen, which he blamed not on the upperclassmen, but rather on Yale and
         its ridiculously stubborn reliance on tradition. 
      

      The admission must be made, that those who ill-treat the Freshmen cannot be regarded as ordinary bullies, thieves and plunderers,
         for they are not such. They are, under ordinary circumstances, decent, honorable, gentlemanly; thoughtful of others, respectful
         of themselves; persons whom their average classmates cannot regard as criminals, nor hate if they would. . . . Perhaps the
         best explanation lies in considering it an example of the tremendous power of college “custom” in inducing a temporary insanity
         which makes weak men wicked and good-natured ones pitiless.
      

      Trimming would not be the only Yale custom to which this observation would apply.
      When Harvard eliminated the practice of trimming the freshmen in 1794, a Yale committee suggested abolishing it as well. Faculty
         members, many of whom had themselves gone through the ritualistic hazing, were furious. In 1800, the administration ruled
         that “we still find it laid down as the Senior’s duty to inspect the manners and customs of the lower classes and especially
         of the Freshmen; and it is the duty of the latter to do any proper errand, not only for the authorities of the college, but
         also, within the limits of one mile, for resident graduates and the two upper classes.” One professor and three tutors specifically
         protested that the freshmen were “rude, from rude towns and families” and that they could be tamed only by the trimming process,
         without which the freshmen would be haughty and “subject the higher classes to constant scurrility . . . lessen their manhood
         and dignity, reduce all to an equal rudeness, [and] render College a meer [sic] great common school.” The administration compromised by limiting hazing rights to juniors and seniors so that the sophomores,
         who gleefully anticipated the day when they could treat their inferiors as they had been treated, couldn’t retaliate while
         their own wounds were still fresh. 
      

      Trimming remained an active part of undergraduate life through the 1800s; even after the administration eventually repealed
         many of these laws, the students managed to keep versions of them going by treating them as customs. For more than a decade
         in the mid-1800s, sophomores who took upon themselves the task of disciplining the freshmen called themselves “the Court of
         Areopagus” and openly listed themselves in the yearbook under the motto “Nos timeunt Freshmanes” (“Freshmen fear us”). The officers of the court were two “judices,” three “accusatores,” four “lictors,” and four “carnifices.”
         Each man’s Areopagus name was a hodgepodge of letters vaguely forming a phonetic joke, such as “Mochoasele,” “Kantankruss,”
         and “Phreshietaugh.” The tribunal would hold trials and sentence freshmen to the appropriate level of trimming. 
      

      Most Yale traditions were specifically established in order to elevate a number of students above the others. Undergraduates
         could distinguish themselves from their peers by winning debate competitions or scholarships awarded to authors of the finest
         essays. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Yale recognized its intellectually superior students with “appointments,”
         which were titles based entirely on a student’s grade point average. About half the junior class would get appointments, which
         divided the class into “above average” and “below average” scholars. They were assigned ranks, or “stands,” from highest scholar
         to lowest, of philosophical orations (including the valedictorian and salutatorian), high orations, orations, dissertations,
         first disputes, second disputes, first colloquies, and second colloquies. In the school’s early years, everyone with an oration,
         dissertation, or dispute ranking would give a speech in front of parents, classmates, faculty members, and state officials.
         Eventually Yale did away with the public orations because as more and more students qualified for honors, fewer and fewer
         spectators cared to listen to the increasing number of speeches.
      

      In the late 1700s, Yale began hosting the Junior Exhibition, an April event for juniors who received high grades. During the
         Exhibition, which lasted an entire day, these scholars gave speeches in front of the administration, faculty, and students.
         The Exhibition was accompanied by the Junior Promenade. In 1847 some enterprising juniors, bent on spoofing the Exhibition,
         hosted a few days after the Exhibition a Wooden Spoon Presentation and Promenade, in which a wooden spoon was bestowed on
         one of the juniors with the lowest appointments, usually someone from the bottom of the list of second colloquies. Eventually,
         the juniors scrapped the satirical recognition entirely and awarded the Wooden Spoon to their most popular classmate instead.
         By the 1860s, the event was so organized that the junior class elected a committee called the Society of Cochleaureati (from
         the Latin cochlear, for spoon, and laureatus, crowned with laurel), the class’s nine “best fellows,” who would then choose one of the Cochleaureati to receive the coveted
         Wooden Spoon. Generally, the Spoon Man would not be a student who held an office, but rather someone who was simply well liked.
         The Cochs—for whom puns, yes, ran rampant—each received a two-inch gold spoon badge, as well as a three-foot-long black walnut
         spoon on which their names and class were engraved. The initiation of the Cochs included a banquet, after which the new Cochs
         would tear around the college, waking up their peers and chasing them with their new spoons. The Spoon Man would receive an
         elaborately carved rosewood or black walnut spoon with an engraved silver plaque in a velvet-lined case. The Spoon Exhibition,
         which became the biggest, best-attended event of the year, with regular crowds of more than three thousand spectators—eclipsing
         the Exhibition it was intended to spoof —lasted annually until 1871.
      

      The event wasn’t as unusual as it sounded: older ceremonies included giving a pair of red-topped boots to the most popular
         junior, a jackknife to the ugliest (and then a leather medal if he refused the jackknife), a cane to the best-looking, and,
         in earlier days, a wooden spoon to the junior who ate the most. (Today’s closest equivalent would probably be the Doodleburger
         Challenge, hosted by a campus restaurant known fondly as the Doodle and consisting of a competition in which students battle
         for the honor of being named Doodleburger Champion—and having their name engraved on a plaque—by wolfing down as many greasy
         Doodleburgers as they can in as little time as possible. And, typical Yale, certain traditions survive regardless of context.
         The day before graduation, for example, Yale students continue each to be presented with a pipe, a handkerchief, and a bag
         of tobacco. So it was, so it continues to be.)
      

      One of the most important traditions at Yale during the 1800s was the Fence. Located on what is now Old Campus, the freshman
         courtyard at the center of Yale, the Fence served as meeting spot and lounge, podium and auditorium. Mostly, students would
         sit and sing there—singing was such a cherished custom at Yale, with its Fence and society songs, that it would publish the
         country’s first college songbook in 1853, with subsequently updated editions. Every class had a particular place along the
         Fence except for the freshmen, who were not allowed to sit there unless they won their annual class baseball game with Harvard.
         In 1899, author Lewis Welch wrote that the Fence was Yale
      

      in miniature, and sometimes in life size. . . . As to some pedestrians’ great embarrassment walking down the sidewalk in front
         of a row of two or three hundred young men squatted on those rails . . . from the middle of April to the end of the summer
         term, . . . it was the one place to be sure of finding anyone. . . . You could go to the Fence and be moderately sure to find
         within a reasonable length of time the most peripatetic individual. . . . Whomever you were looking for, the surest way was
         to sit on the Fence and watch and wait.
      

      The students’ tendency to bellow songs and provoke each other to mischief there eventually became cause for complaint. In
         the mid-1800s, the faculty twice warned students not to sit on the Fence, but to no avail. The administration then tried to
         lure the students from their beloved Fence by installing seats nearby, but the students wouldn’t budge. Eventually, to make
         way for another building, the administration moved the Fence to another corner of the quad, where it gradually lost its cachet
         among the students.
      

      It is not too difficult to understand how some of the institution’s older, sillier traditions eventually grew into Yale’s
         vaguely cultlike society system. A case in point is the Burial of Euclid, which, despite numerous faculty prohibitions, continued
         annually from Yale’s early years through 1863. When the sophomores had completed the study of Euclid, usually in late October,
         they would burn or bury their books in an elaborately constructed midnight ceremony accompanied by poems, tragedies, and processions.
         First the students, garbed in devilish masks and costumes, would silently march to a building called the Temple, all the while
         pointing toward their destination. As they filed up the building’s winding staircase, they recited the assigned Homeric password
         to the “committee,” which presided over the ritual with shining swords. In the Temple’s ceremony room, an effigy of an old
         man representing Euclid lay on the stage. The sophomores surrounded the effigy while chanting tongue-in-cheek songs such as:
      

      In the arms of death old Euclid sleepeth,

      Sleepeth calmly now;

      And corruption’s ghastly dampness creepeth

      O’er his pallid brow.

      His triangles, which so often floored us,

      Soon shall find their grave;

      He’ll try angling with the lines that bored us,

      In the Stygian wave.

      His accounts all squared, he hath departed

      From his earthly sphere;
      

      On a narrow bier his body’s carted,

      Not a la(r)ger bier.
      

      We’ve described the space of his existence,

      In these given lines,
      

      And we’ll burn old Euclid in the distance,

      ’Neath the waving pines.

      The students would then deliver a poem, a speech, and a funeral oration between pieces of music from the student band of choice.
         Then, as described by a writer in 1843 in the solemn language that properly fits the occasion:
      

      The huge poker is heated in the old stove and driven through the smoking volume [pile of books], and the division, marshalled
         in line, for once at least “see through” the whole affair. They then “understand” it, as it is passed above their heads; and
         they finally march over it in solemn procession, and are enabled, as they step firmly on its covers, to assert with truth
         that they have “gone over” it—poor jokes, indeed, but sufficient to afford abundant laughter. And then follow speeches, comical
         and pathetic, and shouting and merriment. The night assigned having arrived, how carefully they assemble, all silent, at the
         place appointed! Laid on its bier, covered with sable pall, and borne in solemn state, the corpse (i.e., the book) is carried with slow procession, with the moaning music of fiddles, and thumping and mumbling of a cracked drum,
         to the opened grave or the funeral pyre. A gleaming line of blazing torches and twinkling lanterns, moves along the quiet
         streets and through the open fields, and the snow creaks hoarsely under the tread of a hundred men. They reach the scene,
         and a circle formed around the consecrated spot; if the ceremony is a burial, the defunct is laid all carefully in his grave,
         and then his friends celebrate in prose or verse his memory, his virtues, and his untimely end; and three oboli are tossed into his tomb to satisfy the surly boatman of the Styx. Lingeringly is the last look taken of the familiar countenance,
         as the procession passes slowly around the tomb; and a moaning is made— a sound of groans going up to the seventh heaven—and
         the earth is thrown in, and the headstone with the epitaph placed duly to hallow the grave of the dead. Or if, according to
         the custom of his native land, the pyre, duly prepared with combustibles, is make [sic] the center of the ring; a ponderous jar of turpentine or whisky is the fragrant incense, and as the lighted fire mounts
         up in the still night, and the alarm sounds dim in the distance, the eulogium is spoken, and the memory of the illustrious
         dead honored; the urn receives the sacred ashes, which, borne in solemn procession, are placed on some conspicuous situation,
         or solemnly deposited in some fitting sarcophagus. So the sport ends; a song, a loud hurrah, and the last jovial roysterer
         seek short and profound slumber.
      

      In 1886, because the standard curriculum was replaced with elective courses, rendering each student’s schedule different from
         his peers’, the administration decided to stop naming valedictorians and salutatorians. It is not surprising, then, that in
         the next twenty years, Yale witnessed a flurry of organizational proliferation to prod some students to the forefront of the
         campus in other ways. Yalies, it seemed, could turn practically anything into a time-honored custom. In 1893, for one, a freshman
         was roused from sleep by the racket of two drunks arguing beneath his window, so he dropped a bottle of ink between them.
         Thus began the annual tradition of Bottle Night, during which students would make use of the bottles of spring water that
         constituted much of the dormitory water supply by hurling them out the window. During Omega Lambda Chi, a spring parade that
         began after the faculty prohibited freshman societies in 1880, sophomores, juniors, and seniors marched by the college buildings,
         cheering each one in turn. After the parade came the Pass of Thermopylae, during which the freshmen ran a gauntlet of upperclassmen
         between two tightly spaced buildings with the sole object of not getting pummeled. In 1903, the Pundits, a group of well-organized
         pranksters, surfaced (they are still in existence); 1909 witnessed the founding of the now legendary a cappella group the
         Whiffenpoofs, which took its name from a character in the Victor Herbert operetta Little Nemo, a recent arrival on Broadway. Herbert’s narrator bored a hole in an icy lake and placed cheese around the hole. The Whiffenpoof
         creature shot up the hole for the cheese, squawked, and got caught. Apparently, the Whiffenpoofs felt the name was appropriate
         because, they said, “If you infuriated us with food and drink, we came up and squawked.”
      

      And more: On a snowy winter night in 1934, the plaster fell from the newly installed ceilings of the Timothy Dwight residential
         college. Once the ceilings were fixed, the T.D. master (the college’s faculty administrator) threw a banquet and rewrote songs
         to fit the occasion to “Ceilibrate the End of the Plastercine Age.” Thus began the annually commemorated Plaster Night. In
         the mid-twentieth century, students started celebrating Bladderball Day, which they would usually begin by consuming mass
         quantities of alcohol at breakfast. At about eleven in the morning, campus police would close the gates to Old Campus, the
         freshman courtyard, where students from every residential college staggered, awaiting the drop of a five-foot ball from the
         top of Phelps Gate. The object of Bladderball was for a college to navigate the ball, amid the chaos, over the gate that signified
         its goal. Once the ball was tipped over a gate, the throng would rush out after it in gleeful, delirious pandemonium. 
      

      For at least its first two centuries, Yale had no student government. So these sons of privilege felt they needed some other
         way to recognize a minority before multitudes. They came by their earliest solution in strange manner. Beginning in the late
         1700s, town-gown relations had soured into open hostilities, particularly with the sailors who spent off-duty hours in the
         port of New Haven. In 1806, the fighting escalated into a major riot, during which the townspeople called one of the students
         “the College Bully.” In true Yale style, the delighted students turned insult into an elected office, and from then on annually
         voted on a College Bully, as well as a bully for each class. The Bully led not only fights, but also every class procession
         and meeting in a role akin to that of class president. At first, the Bully was the beefiest man in the senior class. Eventually,
         each class would elect a major bully (a popular classmate) and a minor bully (the smallest classmate, who would serve as vice
         president in the absence of the major bully). Each bully was ceremoniously presented with an elaborately gilded “banger,”
         or cane. The senior major bully, who was the official College Bully, was outfitted with a large weapon known as the Bully
         Club. 
      

      Naturally, the transfer of the Bully Club from the College Bully to the junior bully at the end of each year became an elaborate
         ritual, replete with speeches, music, and parades. But by the late 1830s, some students began to feel that calling the leader
         of the class a bully was unrefined, as opposed to electing a class president, leader, or moderator. A reform party quickly
         grew, and elected its own leader to rival the College Bully. On the morning of commencement in 1840, the two elected class
         leaders decided to sort out their powers the old-fashioned, Bully way. Neither the faculty, the police officers, nor the chief
         magistrate of the state could break up the fight. Soon afterward, the faculty abolished both groups and decreed that, from
         then on, there would be no class leaders at Yale at all. The last College Bully, a Skull and Bones man from the class of 1841,
         deposited the Bully Club in Bones headquarters, where it was last seen.
      

      Probably the most prominent way that Yale students divided themselves was by forming societies. The first major societies,
         the literary societies, were harmless, open, and nonexclusive. They merely served as a way to make the students feel as if
         they belonged to something more intimate than the Yale community. First sprouted the short-lived Crotonia, about which virtually
         nothing has been documented, except that it existed before 1750. In 1753 the Honorable Fellowship Club, rechristened the Linonia
         Society, was established as a result of President Clap’s efforts to promote literature and oratory in the college. It was
         a large, open literary group that would eventually count among its number Yale’s hero, Nathan Hale. In 1768, seven upperclassmen
         Linonians seceded in order to found its rival, Brothers in Unity, which became the first Yale group to admit freshmen, who
         were beneath the totem pole in those days. (By coincidence—or perhaps not—the class of 1768 was the first class whose names
         were listed alphabetically instead of ranked by social status.)
      

      Once Brothers in Unity had been established, the two literary societies halved the campus as they battled for membership,
         leaving no undergraduate without an affiliation. In 1801, Linonia and Brothers agreed to divide the freshmen so they could
         save the time and energy of campaigning for membership by doling out students alphabetically, one by one, alternately to each
         society. In 1819, Linonians became embroiled in a fierce political fight that resulted in the election of a Northern student
         as the society’s president. In protest, the Southern members of both Linonia and Brothers withdrew from their societies to
         form a third literary society, Calliope, which never grew to the size of its predecessors but nonetheless endured for several
         years. Instead of Calliope having to pledge the freshmen, it was generally known that all Southerners would automatically
         flock to that society, which in 1853 became the first major literary society to fold. 
      

      The societies met in separate alcoves at opposite ends of a building that resembled a Gothic chapel; they charged dues of
         about eight dollars per year. At the weekly meetings, students would debate, give speeches, write poems, and perform plays.
         Oration and composition topics included the likes of “What is the square root of 16/99ths?,” “What is the reason that, though
         all rivers run into the sea, yet the sea doth not increase?,” and “Ought old maids be taxed?” These gatherings allowed students
         to discuss the kinds of subjects that their conservative curriculum left no room for, such as current events. The authors
         of The American College and American Culture (1970) would note that these kinds of societies’ “debates, libraries and publications were often more effective modes of
         study than the formal academic exercises; and their ability to exclude some students gave gratifying recognition of the distinction
         of those admitted.” Occasionally the societies would hold an exhibition, during which each would aim to outperform the others
         in a series of events, including an originally written dramatic poem, a tragedy, and a comedy. Eventually the administration
         abolished these oratory Olympics because the students were devoting more time to them than to their actual classes.
      

      These literary societies were the first undergraduate intellectual societies in the country. F. A. P. Barnard, the president
         of Columbia from 1864 to 1889, would write: “No part of my training at Yale College seems to me to have been more beneficial
         than that which I derived from the practice of writing and speaking in the literary society to which I belonged.” Although
         the societies’ purpose was mainly to develop intellectual character, one of their greatest initial benefits was their libraries.
         At a time when the Yale library was rarely open, lacked liberal borrowing privileges, and was limited mostly to conservative
         academic books, the literary societies offered a wide selection of light reading. 
      

      As the literary societies solidified, students continued to funnel into progressively more exclusive groups. In 1780, the
         Connecticut Alpha branch of Phi Beta Kappa was founded at Yale as a secret society, with a regular program originally known
         only to members. In 1797, some students formed the short-lived Moral Society, a secret society that emphasized the importance
         of religion. In 1812, students established a music society later known as the Beethoven Society. The 1820s and early 1830s
         saw the Philencration Society, which preached moderation of and eventually abstinence from alcohol. Society fever hit even
         the faculty: in 1819 Theodore Dwight Woolsey established the Hexahedron Club, which hosted meetings during which members read
         poetry. In 1821, students appalled at a classmate’s wardrobe—“an entire suit of light changeable silk”—formed the Lycurgan
         Society to oppose wasteful indulgence in life, clothes, and demeanor. Also in 1821, the distinguished professor James L. Kingsley
         founded Chi Delta Theta to encourage interest in literature; only the best writers of the senior class were elected. Chi Delta
         Theta met every other Tuesday night to read and discuss essays, usually at Kingsley’s house. Nineteen members of the class
         of 1831 established the Philagorian Society, or Phi Alpha. Phi Alpha, which lasted two years, met weekly in a room on Orange
         Street to improve members’ extemporaneous speaking skills. Phi Alpha cloaked itself in secrecy; all members had to recite
         the oath: “You and each of you promise on your faith and honour, in presence of these witnesses, that you will never directly
         or indirectly, betray, discover nor reveal any of the laws, ceremonies or transactions of this Society.”
      

      By the 1830s, the literary societies had begun their slow descent into extinction. Linonia and Brothers both folded in 1872,
         when their libraries were transferred to the university library, which to this day maintains the “L&B” collection in a comfortable
         reading room popular with students. While their loss of popularity was partly due to the proliferation of so many new opportunities
         for students to feel as if they “belonged” to something, it is undeniable that their death was directly attributable to the
         way they were overshadowed by a more insidious, exclusive Yale entity: the class secret society.
      

      Skull and Bones, the first of these societies, was established in 1832. For seniors only, the group consisted of fifteen surreptitiously
         elected members who met regularly—and quickly piqued campus curiosity. By 1840, every class had at least one society; by the
         late 1800s, the campus was dominated by the three prestigious secret senior societies, Skull and Bones, Scroll and Key, and
         Wolf’s Head. These societies served to emphasize class divisions as a centerpiece of the Yale experience at a time when the
         trimming system had begun to wane. But the societies also narrowed the divisions further by actively excluding students, something
         that the larger literary societies had not done. Suddenly, for a Yale undergraduate, it was not enough to win a debating contest,
         triumph on the athletic field, or graduate at the top of his class. The societies quickly came to represent the pinnacle of
         success at Yale, and the undergraduates wanted in.
      

      It didn’t take long for the faculty members to decide that they wanted in as well. Six years after the establishment of Skull
         and Bones, a group of six prominent New Haven residents, including professors Josiah Willard Gibbs and Theodore Dwight Woolsey,
         founded the Club, a society for the Yale faculty elite and, initially, also for the upper echelon of the New Haven intelligentia.
         “The Old Man’s Club,” as some outsiders referred to it, offered about twenty-five lifetime memberships to the university’s
         social and intellectual elite (the members’ families usually called the organization “The Old Gentlemen’s Club”). Eventually
         the range of members would include William Howard Taft, future Connecticut chief justice Simeon E. Baldwin, scholar Thomas
         Bergin, neurosurgeon Harvey Cushing, and Skull and Bones founder William H. Russell. 
      

      The meetings, held every couple of weeks, consisted of supper—usually scalloped oysters, cold tongue, biscuits, raised cake,
         tea, and coffee—and intellectually stimulating discussions on such topics as “Slavery: How Should It Be Treated By Literary
         Men” in 1856 and “Pre-Frontal Lobotomy” in 1947. The presiding member, who usually hosted the discussion at his home, would
         call on the men to opine on the given topic in order of their seating. 
      

      The Club wielded considerable power on campus, mostly because, at least through 1963, two-thirds of its members were or had
         been members of the university administration. In fact, on several occasions the members of this exclusive organization specifically
         discussed a university issue, came to a decision without the rest of the faculty and administration, and steered the issue’s
         outcome. “The Club has never aimed at action or influence outside itself, but has sought simply to provide social pleasure
         and intellectual intercourse,” the Club’s historian tried to spin in a book about the organization. “But in the very nature
         of the case its members informally make decisions unrelated to it but certainly not unrelated to the University, as they chat
         informally before and after dinner.” Then again, there were also serious discussions about less controversial topics, like
         “the development of a horse’s hoof from a three-toed to a one-toed formation.”
         
            *
         
         
      

      While Yale would undergo many changes as it progressed into the twentieth century, its core and its atmosphere would hardly
         move with the times. In 1951, Time magazine noted on the occasion of Yale’s 250th anniversary that 
      

      consciously or unconsciously, Yale has traditionally waited for others to lead, observed their course, then picked the middle
         road to follow. Thus if its progress has not been speedy, it has been selective and generally sound. If it has opened few
         new frontiers, it has at least held fast to old and solid principles. In the best and truest sense of the word, Yale has stood
         from its earliest beginnings for conservatism triumphant.
      

      Earlier, in 1885, the Nation observed this trend of conservatism when it remarked that Yale clung 
      

      pretty stoutly to the original theory of its establishment. It is still an institution practically governed by a few clergymen
         of a single denomination in a single State. It is still insisted by the believers in the old theory that the first requisite
         for a President is that he shall be a clergyman of the “orthodox” church. The conservative party may carry their point in
         the election of a new President, but they will only postpone the inevitable. A great modern college cannot be permanently
         conducted upon the same lines as a colonial divinity school.
      

      Perhaps not, but Yale would stubbornly try to stay the same as it ever was—and churn out the same kinds of students. In 1913,
         the Yale Daily News chairman decried “the Yale type,” who wore the right clothes, conducted himself properly, was “offensive in being utterly
         inoffensive,” and didn’t think for himself. “The dismal sands of the Desert of Sahara could not be more neglected by Yale
         undergraduates than the art of thinking,” the chairman wrote. “And it has nearly the mental power of the original Yale Bull
         Dog.” In 1923, Upton Sinclair wrote in The Goose Step that there was a clear directive of “This is the way we do it at Yale” and contempt for those who tried another way. He charged
         that the senior societies in particular left room for “no smallest trace of eccentricity in ideas.” Even Bonesman William
         F. Buckley would reproach in his 1951 God and Man at Yale, “sonorous pretensions notwithstanding, Yale (and my guess is most other colleges and universities) does subscribe to an orthodoxy: there are limits within which its faculty members must keep their opinions if they wish to be ‘tolerated.’”
      

      Yale never denied nor apologized for its homogeneity. At the 1935 commencement, President James Rowland Angell warned students
         that the unwillingness to change which they had cultivated as undergraduates would only intensify when they graduated. “Now
         as alumni, your conservatism will in most cases be instantly raised to the n’th power and anything which was not done in your
         time at Yale will seem to you irrational and demonstrably evil,” he said. One year later he would make the blunter statement,
         “You have been alumni ten minutes, and already there has been crystallizing in your souls, perhaps unconsciously, that typical
         attitude of critical resentment of all change at Yale which is one of the most engaging and exasperating traits of the graduate.”
      

      In 1952, George Pierson described Yale’s attitude as a conflicting mandate of conformity and competition. He wrote:

      Yale conformed. There was no doubt about it. A true Yale man was not at Yale just for what he could get out of it. He was
         not even being educated to rely on himself or to pit his judgment against popular opinion. At some of the institutions of
         the newer West everything old was automatically suspect. At Cambridge, as a Harvard editor confessed, the Harvard man was
         apt to be such a law unto himself that team play and concerted effort were often impossible. But at Yale individualism was
         not encouraged. Campus sentiment was against it, and traditions stood in the way. A man’s classmates valued his cooperation
         far more than his criticism. Originality of ideas was suspect and, outside of a tolerated range, eccentricity of dress or
         conduct was frowned on. To succeed at Yale one must avoid queerness, make friends, do something. And whatever the activity
         or however calculated the underlying motive, the assumption was always the same. To “go out” and do something was to work
         for the welfare of the College.
      

      About a quarter-century later, Brooks Mather Kelley would make a similar observation: “Yale was, it is clear, too traditional, too conforming, too much of a creature of the age. The elaborate structure grew decadent and began to disintegrate. . . . The extracurriculum
         became more important than anything else.” 
      

      In 1926, the Yale Corporation agreed to end the longstanding tradition of compulsory attendance at chapel services. But the
         biggest change was to come a few years later. Edward Harkness, an active Wolf’s Head society member from the class of 1897,
         voiced his disappointment that he knew of many “average” men like himself who had not been tapped for the intimate bonding
         experience of secret-society life and therefore missed out on something he considered crucial to the Yale experience. In 1930,
         he pledged a donation of more than $15 million to Yale in order to develop a residential college system patterned after those
         at Oxford and Cambridge. Harkness hoped in this way to crumble some of the barriers between classes, and, more strikingly,
         between the insiders and outsiders of Yale’s exclusive clubs. 
      

      The first seven residential colleges opened in September 1933. (Freshmen remained unaffiliated until they were assigned a
         college in time for sophomore year. This practice differed dramatically from the “house” system at Harvard, in which students
         chose where they would live.) Faculty members assigned to the colleges mingled with students in the dining halls. College-specific
         organizations bloomed. If a student couldn’t get a position on the Daily News, a varsity team, or in a play, he could still work for his college’s paper, play intramural athletics, or be a college thespian.
         More important, each college now had its own honors, its own means of recognizing student standouts, who could now compete
         in these smaller communities rather than flounder in the larger university pool.
      

      And, of course, new traditions particular to the residential colleges solidified. Each college had its own ties, blazers,
         plates, holiday parties, and picnics. At commencement the colleges marched together behind their master, dean, and fellows,
         who wore the college colors on their hoods. Each college had a symbol. Calhoun College carried the senator’s cane, Berkeley
         College bore two silver maces, Pierson College spun a staff topped with a sun, and Davenport College walked with a wooden
         mace atop a carving of a felon’s head. By mid-century, each college had its own banner, carried aloft on the march to graduation.
         (Yale’s official seal includes the Hebrew words Urim v’Thummim, commonly translated as Light and Truth. College secretary Theodore Sizer, who created the banners, one year designed a special
         banner for the commencement’s master of ceremonies to march behind. On it, Sizer put the Hebrew for “God damn it” above the
         phrase “Deus id dampsit,” a pun on “Deus id dempsit,” meaning “God took it away.” When Sizer presented the banner to the master of ceremonies, spectators erroneously translated
         the Latin to mean “My God, it may rain.”)
      

      Throughout the twentieth century, Yale placed an increasingly greater emphasis on the residential college system. In the fall
         of 1962, freshmen were incorporated into the colleges. Though almost all freshmen would spend their first year living on Old
         Campus, this meant that before students even got to Yale, they already “belonged” to something smaller and more intimate than
         the university. A student’s most important means of identification became his college, which is why, even today, the first
         question undergraduate strangers ask each other is, “What college are you in?” When Yale went coeducational in 1969, the women
         were more likely to associate with the men in their residential college than with the other females on campus. College loyalty
         came to supersede class loyalty, as students recognized each other less frequently by class than as a Stilesian, Branfordian,
         or Piersonite.
      

      “The struggle for existence outside in a business world is not one whit more intense than the struggle to win out in the News or Lit competition. We are like a beef trust, with every by-product organized, down to the last possibility,” says a character in
         Owen Johnson’s 1912 novel Stover at Yale.
      

      You come to Yale—what is said to you? “Be natural, be spontaneous, revel in a certain freedom, enjoy a leisure you’ll never
         get again, browse around, give your imagination a chance, see every one, rub wits with every one, get to know yourself.” Is
         that what’s said? No. What are you told, instead? “Here are twenty great machines that need new bolts and wheels. Get out
         and work. Work harder than the next man, who is going to try to outwork you. And, in order to succeed, work at only one thing.
         You don’t count—everything for the college.”
      

      Johnson’s descriptions, however fictionalized, do ring true. Even Time would rhapsodize, “Like the British constitution, the Yale code is unwritten; it is simply in the air. . . . Yale undergraduates
         still ‘play the game’—on the field and off—in an atmosphere of calm but unrelenting competition: From the moment a freshman
         begins to ‘heel’ for the News, the Banner or the Lit., his life becomes a purposeful drive upward—but a drive he must pretend to ignore.” With its strict traditionalism and conservative
         conformity, Yale became—and certainly has remained— an institution that presents itself far less as an academic school than
         as a social game. As George Pierson unflinchingly observed in his history of Yale,
      

      A considerable element had come to College to learn not from books but from each other—not how to be scholars but how to succeed.
         Success was really their goal, not Veritas. What they were surely preparing for in their competitions was the struggle of
         making a living. . . . The undergraduates knew that, provided they first learned the rules of the game, they were destined
         for great prizes, sure to make fortunes, and bound for the managing posts in society.
      

      To succeed at Yale meant to engage in the fierce competitiveness and boundless, calculated ambition that the university fostered.
         Pierson astutely added that Yale’s “unprinted curriculum” could fill a second catalogue:
      

      To the innocent or the unawakened the first plunge into the maelstrom could be a bewildering experience. But to the sociable
         it was sheer pleasure, and to the more mature and ambitious it had all the excitement of a game: a game for influence and
         power, a contest whose rewards stretched far beyond graduation. He who became a big man in his Class and was tapped by Bones
         or Keys seemed already made. His would be the pick of the job opportunities. For him the big law firms would be waiting and
         the doors of the Wall Street houses swing open.
      

      The police officer I spoke to in front of the Skull and Bones tomb was indeed correct in his assertion that an intricate maze
         of tunnels runs beneath Yale. But it isn’t literally underneath the campus. Rather, it exists in the undertones of the Yale
         experience. This is what makes Yale different from any other university in the world: Running beneath and parallel to Yale
         college life is a matrix supporting the institution’s power structure. And, it is taught, if one solves the New Haven labyrinth,
         he will be given the keys to a next set of tunnels, passageways that connect the corridors of power in the world beyond. It
         is a labyrinth that undergraduates always keep in the back of their minds as they doggedly navigate their way through traditions
         unyielding as walls, past gauntlets thick as those of the Pass of Thermopylae, to where the most prestigious of the paths
         converge—as the officer suggested, at the door to a secret society.
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