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The history of the Porcellian Club is not merely the story of a collegiate social group; it is a narrative woven into the very fabric of the American elite. Founded in the late eighteenth century at Harvard University, this institution represents one of the oldest and most exclusive secret societies in the United States. Its longevity is a testament to the enduring power of tradition, social standing, and the bonds of brotherhood that transcend generations. To understand the Porcellian Club, one must look beyond its reputation for secrecy and examine its role in shaping the lives of men who would go on to lead the nation in politics, literature, and industry.

The club was born during a period of significant transition for both Harvard and the fledgling American republic. In the years following the Revolutionary War, the university was beginning to shift away from its strictly religious roots toward a more secular, albeit still deeply aristocratic, social order. It was in this environment that a group of students, seeking a space for camaraderie away from the prying eyes of the faculty, established the foundations of what would become the Porcellian Club. The club’s name itself, derived from the Latin for "little pig," reflects a sense of humor and irreverence that has always been part of its identity, even as it became a bastion of the social establishment.

Throughout its history, the Porcellian has maintained an air of mystery. Its clubhouse, located at 1324 Massachusetts Avenue, is a symbol of this exclusivity; the heavy doors and lack of visible activity suggest a world that is closed to all but a chosen few. This secrecy has fueled countless rumors and legends, from stories of hidden tunnels to tales of the immense wealth required for membership. While many of these stories are likely exaggerated, they contribute to the club’s allure and its status as a symbol of the "Old Boston" aristocracy.

However, the Porcellian is more than just a place for wealthy young men to gather. It has served as a crucible for some of the most influential figures in American history. From Theodore Roosevelt to Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., the club’s roster is a who’s who of American leadership. The connections forged within its walls have often translated into lifelong alliances and professional advantages, reinforcing the club’s role in the maintenance of a social and political elite. This influence has not been without controversy; the club’s restrictive membership policies have often put it at odds with the evolving values of the university and society at large.

The relationship between the Porcellian and Harvard University has been complex and at times contentious. As the university has sought to become more inclusive and egalitarian, the club has often resisted these changes, clinging to its traditions of single-sex membership and social selectivity. This tension reached a boiling point in recent decades, as the university attempted to force final clubs to go co-ed, leading to a public and legal struggle over the right to self-determination and the value of private associations. Despite these pressures, the Porcellian has remained steadfast in its commitment to its founding principles.

This book aims to provide an objective and detailed account of the Porcellian Club’s history, from its humble beginnings as a dinner club to its current status as a legendary institution. We will explore the lives of its founders and key members, the rituals and traditions that define its culture, and the ways in which it has both influenced and been influenced by the world around it. We will also examine the club’s connections to broader historical and cultural trends, including its occasional references to Biblical themes and its role in the development of American secret societies.

By delving into the archives and records of the Porcellian Club, we can gain a clearer understanding of what it means to be part of such an exclusive group. The story of the Porcellian is a story of tradition, power, and the enduring human desire for belonging and distinction. It is a history that is as much about the individuals who have passed through its doors as it is about the institution itself. As we begin this journey through more than two centuries of history, we will see how a small group of students eating roast pig could create a legacy that continues to resonate today.
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Chapter 1: The Foundations of the Pig Club
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Before the name Porcellian was ever uttered, the seeds of the club were sown by a group of undergraduates known as the Argonauts. In the 1780s, Harvard students often formed small, informal societies to supplement the university’s lackluster dining options; these groups met in dorm rooms to share meals and intellectual conversation. The Argonauts were particularly formal, meeting every alternate week to enjoy a supper that provided a much-needed respite from the rigors of academic life and the often-unpalatable food served in the college commons. These gatherings were more than just meals; they were opportunities for young men to develop the social graces and connections that would serve them in their future careers.

The culture of these early societies was deeply influenced by the Enlightenment values of the time, emphasizing reason, sociability, and the development of the "gentleman." While the university’s curriculum was still heavily focused on the classics and theology, these student groups provided a space for more secular and personal explorations. The Argonauts, in particular, seemed to have a sense of themselves as part of a longer tradition of heroic companionship, as evidenced by their choice of name, which referenced the legendary Greek seekers of the Golden Fleece. This early period was marked by a blend of serious intellectual pursuit and youthful revelry, setting the stage for the formal establishment of the club.

Joseph McKean and the Feast of the Roast Pig

The transition from the Argonauts to the Porcellian Club is inextricably linked to Joseph McKean, a member of the Class of 1794. The most famous legend of the club’s founding tells of a student who kept a live pig in his Hollis Hall dorm room to annoy a proctor; when a faculty inspection loomed, the student and his friends decided to roast the pig and eat it rather than get caught. While this story is likely apocryphal, it reflects the rebellious and humorous spirit of the club’s origins. What is documented is that Joseph McKean, known for his "refined characteristics" and "immaculate fame," hosted a particularly memorable roast pig dinner in 1791 that would become the club’s defining moment.

Under McKean’s leadership, the group began calling itself the Pig Club; this was not intended as a slight, but rather as a celebration of the conviviality and good cheer that characterized their meetings. McKean was a figure of significant moral and intellectual weight, and he imbued the fledgling organization with a sense of dignity and purpose. He emphasized values such as sociability, brotherly affection, and generosity, which remain core tenets of the club today. His influence was so profound that even after his death, the club members raised funds to build the McKean Gate at Harvard Yard, a lasting monument to their founder and his vision.

The Latin Transformation and the Choice of Porcellian

As the Pig Club grew in prominence and sought a more permanent and prestigious standing, its members felt the need for a name that reflected their classical education and social aspirations. The choice of "Porcellian," derived from the Latin word porcellus meaning "little pig," was a masterstroke of branding. It allowed the members to maintain the connection to their founding dinner while adding a layer of scholarly sophistication. This transformation was indicative of a broader trend among American college societies to adopt Latin or Greek names, signaling their status as elites in a society that valued classical learning.

The adoption of the name Porcellian also brought with it a new set of symbols and traditions. The pig, or more specifically the boar’s head, became the club’s primary emblem, appearing on everything from neckties to the stone carvings on the McKean Gate. The club’s motto, Dum vivimus vivamus, meaning "While we live, let us live", was chosen to reflect an Epicurean philosophy of enjoying life’s pleasures in the company of friends. This motto, while secular in its immediate application, also resonated with certain Biblical passages that emphasize the importance of finding joy in one’s labor and companionship, such as those found in the Book of Ecclesiastes.

Biblical Parallels and the Ethics of Brotherhood

While the Porcellian Club is primarily a social organization, its early foundations and the character of its founder, Joseph McKean, reveal certain connections to religious and Biblical themes. McKean himself was a deeply religious man who eventually entered the ministry and became a Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory at Harvard. His commitment to "brotherly affection" and the "true spirit of a gentleman" can be seen as an application of Christian ethics to the social lives of young men. The idea of a group of men bound together by mutual support and shared values has strong parallels in the Biblical concept of koinonia, or fellowship.

Furthermore, the club’s emphasis on exclusivity and the "chosen" nature of its members has often been compared to the Biblical concept of a covenant people. Just as the ancient Israelites were set apart by their relationship with the divine, the members of the Porcellian saw themselves as set apart by their social standing and their shared commitment to the club’s traditions. This sense of being part of an elite, "called out" group has been a consistent theme throughout the club’s history, influencing its rituals and its relationship with the outside world. Even the simple act of sharing a meal, the central activity of the club, carries deep Biblical significance as a sign of peace and community.

The Development of Early Rituals and the Pig Book

As the Porcellian Club solidified its identity in the early nineteenth century, it began to develop the rituals and record-keeping practices that would define its internal life for decades to come. Central to these was the "Pig Book," a meticulous roster of members that served as both a practical directory and a historical archive. Inclusion in the Pig Book was the ultimate sign of acceptance into the brotherhood, and the names within it represented the lineage of the club’s
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