[image: http://images.townnews.com/azdailysun.com/art/azdailysunlogo_01.gif]

Food is life for supper clubs
 (
Supper Club member Terry Schick prepares flatiron steaks at his 
Flagstaff home on Friday.
 (Josh Biggs/Arizona Daily Sun)
)[image: http://images.townnews.com/azdailysun.com/content/articles/2009/01/11/news/arts_and_entertainment/sunday_arts/20090111_sunda_188630.jpg]Tribes of 'foodie friends' gather regularly to share their passion for food. 
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 (
Willie Schick (right) chops vegetables as her husband, 
Terry Schick prepares steak at the Flagstaff home. 
The 
Schicks
 have been part of a Flagstaff-based supper 
club
 for decades. (Josh Biggs/Arizona Daily Sun)
)[image: http://images.townnews.com/azdailysun.com/content/articles/2009/01/11/news/arts_and_entertainment/sunday_arts/20090111_sunda_1886301.jpg]Willie and Terry Schick hoisted their wassail cups with eight longtime friends as they celebrated Hanukkah in Italy. The festive table held an appetizer of artichoke and fennel ravioli, and the menu promised beef brisket with marsala and mushroom sauce as well as happy conversation.

In an era of fast times and fast food, a supper club is the antithesis. Dishing with friends values quality of food and time over speed. And that is its allure. This is the height of party season. Only Scrooge didn't find himself at a party for the holidays -- wait, even he had an invitation! But why shouldn't folks indulge in food and fellowship throughout the year?

PASSION FOR FOOD

Supper clubs have been growing in popularity over the last decade, but some have been at it for decades like the Schicks. Truth be told, most groups start out as like-minded strangers who become a tribe of foodie friends.

Willie Schick said, "After 34 years, we are very much a family."

Groups can be formed from gym associations, Mothers' Nights Out programs, work and more. The passion for food is key.

The Schicks' five senior citizen couples call themselves the Foreign Food Group, taking up a different nationality's fare for each gathering.

"My husband and I lived in Poland, Washington," said Willie Schick, "and as a part of the Newcomers Club at Washington State University, we ate wonderful food. I began saving all the recipes."

A year after moving to Flagstaff in 1973, they invited five other interested couples from their church, set up a few rules and were organized and dining. They meet about 10 times a year, but honor a summer month with an old-fashioned American barbecue.

The benefits? "Definitely, culinary skills," Schick said. "We've widened our taste buds and cook things now that we wouldn't have before. We try new recipes nine months out of the year."

The couples travel individually and as a group and bring back recipes from their adventures. Their most daring dinner toured Africa and featured peanut soup.

"We have kept all the recipes, and now, have an international cookbook," she said.

Her advice for starting up a supper club is to divide the cost for meals evenly amongst the members. "This is our secret to success," she assured me.

In a downturn economy, nights out can be the first thing to go, but dividing a grocery bill versus restaurant prices keeps entertainment within a budget.

PICKING SEASONAL INGREDIENT

Julie Lancaster is a part of the seven-member, female-only group, Mountain Mamas Iron Chef -- relative newcomers to the circuit with their six-month history.

"It's nice to have adult time because 99 percent of our days are spent doing family stuff," Lancaster confessed. "We're all mothers of young children, so this feels luxurious. We talk until 1 a.m. sometimes with the kids in the next room, safely tucked in."

The group rotates homes like most clubs, but its menus revolve around a significant, seasonal ingredient. The hostess chooses the main thread -- i.e. strawberries, chocolate, avocado -- and each member is assigned a course that incorporates that item in some way.

"We swore off avocados for a month after our last dinner," said Lancaster, and though the gals' vision is to expand their culinary horizons, "Our number one goal is to get together. We just do it in a creative way."

Getting beyond the usual food repertoire is passed on to the family as well.

"My kids are diverse eaters," Lancaster said.

BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS

Another gender-specific group is the Ladies Dinner Club. With a 20-year age range, this group of 12 women began in 1994.

"The idea was to get together once a month without spouses or children," Brenda Garrod said. "The hostess did the party entirely and was supposed to try something new and provide us with recipes. We just showed up with a bottle of wine in hand and helped if she needed it. I remember we made California rolls at our first one."

The support and common goals hold groups together.

"On our 10th Anniversary, we had aprons made for everyone," Garrod said. "And over 14 years, we've had three weddings and more than 20 babies added to the group."

Food is life and our common humanity. It breaks down barriers. Sharing a meal monthly can keep people connected, and the basics can vary with the club: Casual or formal, host-prepared, potluck or progressive. It's easy and fun. Start your own club and feast with friends in the New Year.

Sidebar:    How to get started

· Have an initial meeting at a neutral location and decide on the group's structure:

·  Menu? Ethnic, themed, wine included, new recipes only -- by vote or host decree

· Size? Intimate or large & set or flexible about guests or new members

· Hosting? Assign duties, take over or take the night off and simply host

· Cooking? Divide up jobs, expenses, expertise or do it all -- on location or in advance

· Schedule? Monthly, quarterly -- with dates held sacred and ongoing sign-up list

·  Location? Rotate hosts or pick a dedicated venue

· History? Take a photo, create a cookbook, build skills

· Enjoy, Rinse (dishes) and Repeat 
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