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When Barack Obama was hatching his most elaborate campaign video, he recruited two Oscar winners--one to direct and another, Tom Hanks, to narrate. But the real star of the film was not the man looking to win a second term. It was someone who had already accomplished that.

Bill Clinton appears four times in 17 minutes. 

For anyone who has studied the winding relationship between the 42nd President and the 44th, this is a ritually satisfying plot twist: Obama and Clinton, the only two Democratic Presidents in the past 31 years, are rivals as much as allies. They fought like ferrets in 2008. At the heart of the Clinton-Obama grudge match was a prize for the ages: Which Democrat would be remembered for saving liberalism when the nation was in a distinctly conservative mood? 

But, no matter what may separate American Presidents when it comes to politics, personalities or petty grievances, they are members of a unique and exclusive fraternity, and they are bound together by experiences that no one else can understand. "There is no conversation so sweet as that of former political enemies," Harry Truman once observed, and the modern Presidents are living proof. By the time Clinton made peace with Obama, he was also so close to the entire Bush family--vacationing with the father, raising money with the son, even escorting Barbara at Betty Ford's funeral--that the Texas clan had bestowed a nickname: Brother from Another Mother.

The Presidents club may not be in the Constitution or any book or bylaw, but neither is it a metaphor or figure of speech. It was created in 1953 at Dwight Eisenhower's Inauguration, when Herbert Hoover proposed the alliance to Truman. Up to that moment, the club had been more an idea than an institution. Some sitting Presidents consulted with their predecessors, yet beyond sharing war stories, there were limits to what a former President could do. Now in an age of global celebrity, when Presidents live longer and larger than ever, they retain unmatched influence long after they leave office. Plus they're the only ones who know what the job does to a person.
· It was Eisenhower whom John Kennedy called on the morning he was about to announce a quarantine of Cuba that could trigger a nuclear war. 
· It was Richard Nixon whom Clinton called late at night to discuss Russia, China and just how to best allocate a President's precious time. 
· On the night that the SEALs killed bin Laden, Obama placed his first two calls--before informing allies, partisans or backers--to George W. Bush and Clinton.
There is no fraternity like it. It even has souvenirs. Lyndon Johnson gave Ike a pair of gold cuff links bearing the Presidential Seal: "You are the only one, along with Harry Truman, who can legitimately wear these," Johnson observed, "but if you look closely, it doesn't say 'Democrat' or 'Republican' on them."

As it has throughout history, the club has its share of feuds and tensions, and while none of the members exactly love the President, each [former president] has helped Obama in his own way.

GEORGE W. BUSH: SILENCE IS GOLDEN

It's a benefit of membership in the Presidents club that each man passes on secrets to those who follow. 
· Eisenhower showed Kennedy how to instantly summon the evacuation helicopter to the White House lawn. 
· LBJ showed Nixon where he kept the tape recorders. 
· Ronald Reagan taught Clinton how to salute properly; the two men practiced during a meeting at Reagan's Los Angeles office during the transition in 1992. 
· Even though he already knew his way around the White House, George W. Bush wanted something more personal when he met Clinton in December 2000. He asked Clinton how to give better speeches.

The day he left office though, President George W. Bush went off the grid, vanishing from the political conversation faster than any former President since Reagan. It wasn't that he stopped paying attention or that he approved of Obama's policies; he just knew from experience, and club tradition, that it didn't help to have former Presidents carping from the sidelines, particularly at the start. "He deserves my silence," Bush said of Obama. "I'm not going to spend my time criticizing him. I think it's time for the ex-President to tap-dance off the stage and let the current President have a go at solving the world's problems."

GEORGE H.W. BUSH: THE FATHER FIGURE

If Obama had little contact with Bush the son (President #43), the father was a different story. Obama went out of his way to praise the elder Bush during the 2008 campaign and then courted #41 once he was sworn in. For Obama, this was obviously good politics: the new President could only gain ground by courting one of the few widely admired figures on the American political landscape, particularly one whose moderate policies seemed almost liberal compared with those of the modern GOP. Still, members of the Bush family appreciated the way the club's youngest member treated its oldest, and they admitted as much to friends.

JIMMY CARTER: “WE ALWAYS HAVE SORROWS”

The week after Obama accepted his party's nomination [for a second term in office], [former president Jimmy] Carter became the longest-serving ex-President in U.S. history: 31 years, seven months, 19 days. 

Carter's relationships with outlaw regimes around the world have made him an indispensable agent for nearly every President who followed him. Bush I, Clinton and Bush II dispatched Carter on sensitive foreign missions. Even Carter points to what he calls "a quiet, fraternal feeling" that exists among the men who have sat at the big desk. "Something about having experienced the same issues with China, with the Middle East, with the Congress, with inflation," Carter says, "does kind of bind us together in a nice way." Asked if the fraternity has the power to redeem men who bear deep scars, Carter confesses with a chuckle, "There's no doubt about that. We always have sorrows."
BILL CLINTON: EMERITUS COACH

Lately, Clinton has been something of a campaign coach emeritus [definition: retired, but still retaining his title as an honor] writing a book last fall that anticipated the Obama-Romney race, starring in the video and revealing his plans to attend at least three fundraisers with Obama this year. But when the two men are alone, Clinton insists, they talk of other things. "President Obama and I didn't talk much about politics when we played golf the other day," he explained in a conversation last fall. "He and I were both exhausted." But, Clinton added, "When my President summons me, then I come, and I would play golf in a driving snowstorm."

Which is just another duty that comes with membership in the Presidents club.
