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Step by step
Two meeting attendees are silhouetted while talking in the
upstairs meeting room at the Fitchburg Serenity Club.

The road to recovery leads to clubs like Madison’s 511
Story and photos by Samantha Christian

T

he Mansion Hill historic district in downtown Madison
provides a panoramic view of the State Capitol, Lake
Mendota and stunning Victorian homes, some of which
have been replaced by apartment buildings or stamped with
Greek letters over the years.
But around the corner, a house at 511 N. Carroll St. has
remained the gathering place since 1948 for what seems
the antithesis of frat boys and sorority girls. With only the
numbers 511 on its top step and in a window pane above the
front door, it’s easy to drive right by the 157-year-old building
without knowing its name, historic past or stories of healing.
Those who are familiar with the 511 Clubhouse know it
simply as 511. And, to them, it is home.
Wisconsin’s first Alano Society clubhouse is also the thirdoldest, continuously occupied meeting house for Alcoholics
Anonymous in the nation – something that helped it earn
landmark status recently.
AA started 80 years ago in Akron, Ohio, by co-founders
Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith. The two are known more
commonly as “Bill W.” and “Dr. Bob” as a way of honoring
AA’s 12th tradition – upheld by other 12-step programs – of
maintaining anonymity for its participants.
These steps are outlined in the Big Book, written by Bill
W. in 1939, and include accepting powerlessness, seeking
guidance from a higher power, admitting wrongdoings, making
amends for them and sharing the message with others.
But people need a place to work the steps for AA and other
programs, and there is no shortage of those in the Madison
area.
In many communities, these meetings are commonly held
in churches, senior centers or other public places. Since
AA cannot own property (according to its sixth tradition),
clubhouses are often operated by nonprofits for the sole
purpose of providing spaces for autonomous 12-step meetings.
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As the popularity and need for AA increased over the
years, more clubhouses began popping up and sprawling
into Madison’s suburban areas. More meetings formed for
alcoholics and their families, as well as drug and sex addicts,
overeaters, gamblers and others battling personal turmoils.
Most of today’s clubs have roots with those that have come
and gone, including 853 on Willy Street, The Four Deuces
near East Wash., The Drop In Club on Dean Avenue and a few
others that shuffled along Monona Drive. But first, there was
511.
“He who enters is a stranger but once,” is painted on a
wooden sign hanging next to the back door at 511, which
most members and meeting attendees enter by way of a nearly
hidden alley from Gilman Street.
On a chilly January morning, the club’s fundraising expert,
Joan. Z, waited inside the kitchen with her curly white-haired
dog, aptly named Curly, prior to the day’s first meeting. Joan
explained that the senior pooch gets anxious when he is left
alone, so he often comes to meetings with her.
A hodgepodge of coffee mugs hooked on a pegboard
behind them added to the character of the building, but
Joan was quick to point out that the inside of the 511 will be
tentatively renovated next year just as the exterior had been
in the fall of 2014.
Joan was instrumental in bringing awareness to the
community, writing grants and raising money to restore 511 to
its charming Italianate design as it appeared nearly 70 years
ago. Through her research of the building, she discovered
that the five bedrooms upstairs were once used for nursing ill
alcoholics.
Stationery from 1948 described it as “a rest home,” because
it introduced a treatment option beyond hospitalization.
Although the beds have long been removed, the tradition
of providing shelter to those who struggle with addiction
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Hundreds of coffee mugs line the wall near the entrance of the Fitchburg Serenity Club. Each personalized mug belongs to a member of the club.

continues.
“(511) is the hub from which other
clubs have grown in Madison,” Joan
said.
From fraternity row to an industrial
park, these clubs are located in vastly
different buildings throughout Dane
County. Some clubhouses have been
converted from residential homes and
even a former school and church.
Like 511, the clubhouses that still
remain active in the area are the East
Side Alano Club of Madison, Inc.
(Northport), Fitchburg Serenity Club,
Inc., Monona Serenity Group and
Stoughton Alano Club.
While the history, location, culture
and meetings of each club vary, the core
mission is the same: to offer a safe,
welcoming environment for recovery.

Club connection
Hundreds of people from the Madison
area and beyond gather at the five clubs
each day to share their experience,
strength and hope that they may solve
their common problem and help others
recover from it, too.
What brings them together is

the willingness to find peace and
acceptance in their lives, one day at a
time. That and, often, a penchant for a
good cup of joe.
Coffee mugs, lined by the dozens,
cover a wall near the entrance of the
Fitchburg Serenity Club. Some are
stuffed with notes, others wear a film of
stains and a few look like they’ve never

Scott didn’t talk much about his past
but said he lost everything dear to him
– along with his self-respect – in one
night’s drinking.
So, like many others, he switched
to coffee and started making meetings
part of his routine. He also said the
clubhouse provides a “safe haven.”
“It’s a safe place to go where there’s a

“It’s a safe place to go where there’s a
friendly face and people that understand me,
and accept me no matter what.”
Scott J.
been used at all. Each is personalized
with a first name and last initial and
assigned a number so members can
easily find them.
Scott J., who has been around long
enough to have No. 42, is one of the
first to get in the building to make
coffee at 6 a.m.
“It’s just a bit of service,” he said.
“I’m a firm believer in clubs, because
the doors are open and the coffee’s hot.”

friendly face and people that understand
me, and accept me no matter what,” he
said. “I’m just a broken human being
trying to get better.”
Most clubhouses are run entirely by
donations and volunteers. Aside from
passing the basket, those who attend
meetings can also give back to a club by
becoming a member through a monthly,
nominal fee.
Continued on page 18
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Continued from page 17
Membership often gives people
voting rights for election of the board
and vital clubhouse issues, and it
provides them with their own in-house
coffee mug. People can be members of
more than one club, but they generally
refer to just one as their “home group.”
That is what the East Side Alano
Club of Madison, Inc. has been to
Anne D. since she moved to Madison
from Milwaukee seven years ago.
The clubhouse, known to many as
Northport, is tucked in a residential
neighborhood in a former Baptist
church building, where people
congregate on more than just Sunday
mornings.
On Saturday evenings, the chapel
comes to life during well-attended
speaker meetings, where Bibles and the
Ten Commandments have been swapped
out for the Big Book and 12 steps and
traditions. But rather than listening to
a pastor preach from the pulpit, those
sitting in the chairs may hear echoes
of their own stories reverberate off the
walls when shared by someone they
once considered a stranger.
“This is, in a sense, their church,”
she said.
Upstairs, in a smaller meeting room
across from the chapel, is a colorful
rainbow painted on the wall with the
words from the Serenity Prayer: “God
grant me the serenity to accept the
things I cannot change, The courage
to change the things I can, And the
wisdom to know the difference.”
Anne said she has been helped
through many tough times just by
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showing up at the club and meeting
other people who are struggling with
similar issues.
“Sometimes life just hurts. And
there’s no way around it,” she said.
“But here, you can come, you can get
through that, you can feel connected to
other people like you’re not alone, and
you don’t have to drink or use to get
through it.”
Until recently, many of those
struggling with heroin addiction and
multiple diagnoses were grouped into
mainstream meetings such as AA. Dane
County’s first and only 12-step heroin
group, called “There Is A Solution,”
started at Northport in 2014. Another
member at the club is also trying to
offer a dual recovery meeting,
which is intended for people who
experience addiction
along with
emotional and/
or psychiatric
challenges.
Some
people attend
meetings at
multiple clubhouses
depending on their
location, availability
with work
schedules or the
makeup of certain
groups.
Take 511 member
Jimmy M., for example, who also

attends meetings in Fitchburg that are
geared toward a younger crowd. This
exposure has led Jimmy to form a web
of relationships with other clubhouses
to better connect the clubs and learn
best practices from each other.
“Twelve-step programs are going to
further ask you to take responsibility
for your life ... (And) this becomes like
a community support,” he said.
A key element in many of the
clubhouses is the opportunity to
socialize outside of meetings, as well.
Stoughton Alano Club is one of the
smallest clubs, with about 50 members,
and meets in an old, blue house near
Stoughton Hospital, where the club
actually stemmed from a treatment
center.
One place heals the body, the other
heals the soul.
George R., who has been coming
to the Stoughton club since 1991, said
people can often be found playing
cards, reading the newspaper or
relaxing on the couches watching TV
before or after meetings.
“This is a nice, friendly clubhouse.
We’re just like a big family here, we just
joke and kid around with each other,”
he said.
The Monona Serenity Group has a
slightly different perspective. Rather
than a place for people to hang out,
the club focuses on providing meeting
spaces.
According to its history, “The Group
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The Twelve Steps
simpliﬁed
1. I can’t
2. God can
3. Let God
4. Look within
5. Admit wrongs
6. Ready self for change
7. Seek God’s help
8. Become willing
9. Make amends
10. Daily inventory
11. Pray, meditate
12. Give it away
Source: TheColemanInstitute.com

had a strong belief that AA is a way
to life, not a way of life. The Group
did not want the Club to be a hangout
for members, feeling that they should
socialize in restaurants and other places
and not hide out from the world at a
Club.”
However, the Monona Serenity Group
still prides itself on the “informal,
approachable style” of the clubs that
came before it.
“The whole goal is to make it
welcoming so it’s not intimidating,”
Jerry D. said.

One step at a time
As with any meeting place, though,
not everyone who passes through a
clubhouse’s doors decides to return.
Among the reasons, said Mary F.,
a member of the Fitchburg Serenity
Club, could be fear of embarrassment,
not wanting people to know and not
wanting to ask for help.
“There’s all kinds of hesitation …
It’s kind of a set up aversion to it,” she
said. “But this is the place for desperate
people.”
Those who have spent days, months
or decades in 12-step programs advise
newcomers to give a meeting another
chance, try a different timeslot or even
another clubhouse.
Patrick S. remembers getting a
“quick tour” of the East Side Alano Club
many years ago after a friend of his
parents drove him there.
“My first trip to this club was all of
three minutes. I got dropped off at the
front door, came downstairs and walked
out the back doors and went to drink,”

he said. “I wasn’t ready yet, but at least
I knew where to come when I needed
it.”
Survival and wanting happiness got
him to finally stay.
“It just became a matter of, if I
don’t physically die, I’m going to
be spiritually dead,” Patrick said. “I
knew there was more to life. I saw
people down here smiling and enjoying
their lives and getting on with their
relationships and rebuilding things, and
that attracted me.”
Even though Patrick didn’t grow up
in an alcoholic family, he still goes to
Al-Anon meetings (which are intended
for friends and family members of
alcoholics) to complement his AA
program.
“I use Al-Anon because I spend a
lot of time with alcoholics in service,
and it helps me just understand the
disease and how I affect others. Even in
sobriety, I affect others,” he said.
After experiencing a relapse, Patrick
has decided to do more intense work
in both programs and get involved in
service “for the benefit of newcomers to
carry the message in.”
One such newcomer is Eric H., who
said what keeps him coming back to
Northport is the people he meets. He
even brought his grandmother along to
the first Al-Anon meeting he attended
there.
“My mom was really struggling, and
it was starting to take an effect on both
of us, so (I) thought this might not be
a bad idea to check it out,” he said.
“(Grandma) was pretty much in tears
listening to everyone talk. And they

were so friendly and welcoming and
just all kinds of hugs afterwards.”
For Eric, the most difficult part of
going to Al-Anon meetings is changing
gears and looking at things from a
different perspective.
“You’re used to sitting in AA
meetings talking about yourself, and
now you’re talking about your loved one
and how that’s affecting you,” he said.
Eric, who had tried going to therapy
and reading self-help books to find
solutions in the past, said giving up
drinking was surprisingly one of the
easiest parts of the program. The real
journey was keeping himself from
relapse, something many people find
requires working through the steps,
which include such things as “taking
inventory” of transgressions and
“making amends” to people they’ve
harmed.
“After that is when it really gets
tough, because you start dealing with
yourself and all these issues that you’ve
had for years and years,” he said.
Paul A., recalled the effects those
compounded issues had in his own
life. Although he has been attending
meetings at the Fitchburg Serenity Club
three to five days per for week for the
last eight years, he’s been coming to
the clubhouse far longer than that. He
attended his first meeting there in 1981,
having suffered “extreme consequences”
from his drinking.
“I had crashed my car into a pole and
my girlfriend died on impact,” Paul said.
“It was the culmination of many years
of drinking and drugging, and it had
Continued on page 20
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already been out of control, but that’s
when it kind of came to a head.”
He was facing possible jail time, and
attending 12-step meetings was his ticket
out. For the next 10 years, he would
come to the clubhouse on and off – a
trend that coincided with his bouts of
sobriety.
Somehow in 1991, at the age of 30, for
reasons he can’t explain, the meetings
started to stick.
“It started to make sense to me,” Paul
said. “I started to see changes, and life
got a lot easier.”
He hasn’t had a drink in more than 23
years.
But his decades of sobriety are
attributed to much more than just
avoiding the substance. The daily support
and stories shared by other members
at the clubhouse have helped him learn
how to actively incorporate the 12 steps
into his life rather than fall back into the
destructive cycle of addiction.

Learning how to live
It’s a constant process of learning,
something that’s fitting at the Fitchburg
Serenity Club.
Just over 50 years have gone by since
students last occupied the classrooms at
the former Camp Badger School, a red
brick building perched on a hill along
McKee Road. Since it was established as
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a nonprofit in 1981, the club has been
a place for recovering addicts and their
families to learn from one another.
Posters of the alphabet have been
replaced with the 12 steps, motivational
sayings with the Serenity Prayer,
textbooks with the Big Book and
portraits of past presidents with those
of Bill W. and Dr. Bob. Upstairs, a green
chalkboard left over from the days of
the old schoolhouse consumes one of
the walls. A circle-triangle symbol is
centered on the wooden floor, flooded by
natural light.
Even though Scott has attended
meetings across the country, this is the
place where people really know him.
“If I don’t show up for a day or two or
get out of my regular routine, somebody
will call,” he said.
Scott said he thinks one of the most
important functions of the club is to
“teach people how to live a happy, sober
life.”
“Because we don’t have classes on
good behavior and stuff like that, it’s just
by example,” he said.
In Paul’s opinion, a clubhouse gives
people a “warm, dry place to sit,” listen
and learn from others, which he said
can’t be properly done online or over the
phone.
“The solution for me had always been
there, but I just kinda had to get around

to where I was willing to accept it. And
all along through there I was coming
here,” Paul said. “It’s like an oasis … Or,
they talk about it in the (Big) Book, it’s a
daily reprieve.”
Paul realizes that not everyone shares
the same experience or has a similar
outcome.
“But for the people that get it –
because it took me a long time to get it –
it’s a life-saver. It is truly (the) difference
between jail, insanity, suicide or a life.
A full life of,” he paused. “A full life. I
guess that’s the best I can do.”
He reached over and flipped through
the thick pages of the Big Book.
“The answers aren’t in the back of
the book,” Paul said. “But it’s a process
... (It’s) the journey, not the destination.
And everybody does it at their own
pace.”
Betty L. got her first glimpse of the
Big Book in 1963 while working in a
library in Washington D.C.
Up to that point she hadn’t consumed
alcohol, but she was dealing with
something else that eventually became
the underlying issue for her future
alcoholism: overeating. Recognizing
that she had food and emotional issues,
she figured she could replace the words
“alcohol” and “alcoholism” with “food”
and “compulsive overeating’’.
When she moved to Madison in 1976,

The upstairs chapel at East Side Alano Club has been converted into a meeting room that features live speakers on Saturday nights, open for anyone to attend.
The 12 steps and traditions, Serenity Prayer and portraits of AA co-founder Dr. Bob and Bill W. are at the front of the sanctuary.

Resources
and meeting schedule
Al-Anon Family Groups
area61afg.org
Madison Area Intergroup Central Ofﬁce
(MAICO)
aamadisonwi.org
National Alcoholics Anonymous
aa.org
National Al-Anon
al-anon.alateen.org
Southeastern Wisconsin Al-Anon
alanon-wi.org
Wisconsin Association of 12 Step Clubs
12stepclubswi.com
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she noticed the Cap Times published a
weekly article about 12-step programs,
and there she saw Overeaters
Anonymous.
“So I rushed right over in 1984,” she
said with a laugh.
It took years after that, even, for her
to come to the realization of, “I can’t do
it anymore.” But since her abstinence
in 2008, she has lost 120 pounds.
Now that she’s retired, Betty goes
to AA and OA meetings at both the
Fitchburg Serenity Club and Monona
Serenity Group. She said an important
part of her recovery has been
sponsorship.
Sponsors, who are there to listen
and act as a guide, are often found
through social settings like clubs or
meetings. The clubhouses are where
sponsorship meetings often take place.
East Side Alano Club member Anne
said, while anyone can be a sponsor,
she personally looks to people who
actively work the steps and can show
her how to do the same.
“Because the steps are the way that
you figure out how to live your life
without using and drinking,” she said.
“They teach you appropriate coping
skills for the ups and downs that life is
going to deal everybody.”
While Anne has a sponsor in both
AA and Al-Anon, she is also grateful to
have four sponsees in both programs.
“Being a sponsor is one of the most
recovery-enhancing experiences you

responsibility in this program so you
have some ownership of your recovery,
and accountability, too.”
But he said everyone has to find the
path that works best for them.
“Alcoholism is a subtle disease and
the answers can be subtle,” Patrick
said. “I needed to find somebody with
those subtle answers, speaking them
a way that I could hear it. Part of
the journey is the discovery of these
answers.”

A place to call home
These clubhouses are, in a sense,
beacons that attract people of all
different walks of life, but who are
willing to take those important steps
alongside one another.
“They do serve the purpose of
allowing us to come together to share
these experiences so that we don’t
wind up isolating ourselves doing
things in our own way, and not looking
at maybe a better way to do things,”
Patrick said.
Having attended meetings at the
Fitchburg Serenity Club since 1985,
Mary believes one of the reasons
people come back is the fellowship,
especially in the moments when
someone else tells their story and they
no longer feel alone.
“That’s where the camaraderie
comes from, too, and this feeling of
family,” she said. “We’re all fighting the
same battle.”

Madison area clubs
511 Clubhouse (511)
Where: 511 N. Carroll St., Madison
Phone: 256-9682
Email: 511-board-members@
googlegroups.com
East Side Alano Club of Madison,
Inc. (Northport)
Where: 1017 Northport Dr., Madison
Phone: 244-9671
Website: Search for “East Side
Alano Club of Madison” on Facebook
Email: ESAmadisonwi@gmail.com
Fitchburg Serenity Club, Inc. (FSC)
Where: 6048 McKee Road,
Fitchburg
Phone: 271-9817
Website: ﬁtchburgserenityclub.com
or facebook.com/FSCMadisonAA
Email: board@ﬁtchburgserenityclub.
com
Monona Serenity Group (MSG)
Where: 4933 Prairie Dock Dr.,
Madison
Website: mononaserenitygroup.org
Email: info@mononaserenitygroup.
org
Stoughton Alano Club (Stoughton)
Where: 900 Giles St., Stoughton
Phone: 873-6004

“We’re all fighting the same battle.”
Mary F.
have,” she said. “When you’re in a
position of a guide for somebody else,
it brings you back to the literature.”
Jimmy also said actively coming to
meetings and giving back to clubhouses
is why he marked five years of sobriety
on Christmas Eve.
“It just works for me. It uplifts my
life,” he said. “And without it, without
a solution at all, the world would eat
me up … A place to go, a place to give
back to, it’s what I’ve looked for my
whole life.”
In Patrick’s view, there are three
things people who are struggling
should do: get a sponsor, do the steps
and do service.
“Don’t get a friend, get a sponsor
who’s going to tell you what you don’t
want to hear. Someone who calls me on
my crap so I don’t keep repeating those
things,” he said. “Get a position, get a

Anne echoed Mary’s sentiments,
citing membership at Northport as a
key reason that she has marked 13
years of sobriety.
“After I joined, I felt more connected
and I came more often,” Anne said. “I
would say for people who are early in
sobriety, it is an even better kind of
thing … This is a good place to come
and hang out with people.”
Many people in the clubs have
become such good friends that they
consider one another family. The
bonds formed among those who
attend meetings, Scott said, can be
even stronger than those with family
members.
“I’ve formed friendships that are
closer than belly-button family,” he
said. “You find your brothers and
sisters that you love dearly.”
Continued on page 31

Meetings offered
Alcoholics Anonymous, Al-Anon,
Adult Children of Alcoholics, Big
Book, Co-Dependents Anonymous,
Couples, Debtors Anonymous,
Dual Recovery Anonymous,
Gamblers Anonymous, Grapevine,
Heroin Anonymous, Overeaters
Anonymous, Men’s, Meditation,
Narcotics Anonymous, Nar-Anon,
Nicotine Anonymous, Sex Addicts
Anonymous, Spanish Speaking AA
En Espanol and Al-Anon En Espanol,
Universal Back to Basic, Women’s,
Young People’s, Speaker
*Note - meetings vary by location
and are subject to change.
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Continued from page 21
Scott said that groups try to nurture
these family bonds by avoiding topics of
religion and politics, which often come
up around the dinner table. That source
of anxiety can cause people to reach for
their addictions rather than for support
in those who are also struggling.
Especially around the holidays, many
people need an escape from the stress
of family get-togethers, which can
become a trigger for addicts. For others
who may have burned those bridges,
these clubhouses are the only places
they can call home.
Many of the clubs hold potlucks,
dances and parties as a safe alternative
to the bar scene or family gatherings,
where alcohol, substances and tension
are often present. In fact, some even
stay open all day on Christmas and
Thanksgiving.
The Northport clubhouse takes it a
step further with a dedicated game room
downstairs, featuring cards, billiards,
ping pong, darts, free Wi-Fi and TV. The
club also holds jam sessions and chili
cook-offs. The laid-back atmosphere of
many of the clubhouses is appealing for
people wanting to hang out.

“Having a place like this where you
can kick back more on the social level
is really important for people to know
each other,” Eric said.
Anne said that aiding in a person’s
recovery is the club’s welcoming
environment, which she attributes to a
dozen volunteers who rotate shifts as
caretakers, serving coffee, answering
the phone and talking to people that
walk in.
The club saved her life – and
continues to save her life – in large
part because of people who share the
understanding of what it’s like to be
hurt or afraid, she said. She encourages
others to participate in the meetings, get
involved with the activities and join the
club.
The message “Don’t be afraid, be willing!” is written
“The more you’re committed to doing on one of the whiteboards at Monona Serenity Group.
that, the better your sobriety is going
to be (and) the easier it’s going to be
“You see the newcomers come in and
to hang onto during the tough times,
a lot of them make it, and some don’t,
because you’ve got an ongoing support
and some die, and it’s really sad,” Scott
group that you can talk with and share
said. “And you see them married, and
your issues, your sadnesses and sorrows you see them have kids and see them
and your victories,” Anne said.
have families ... There’s a lot tears, and
there’s a lot of happiness and joy. But
For her and countless others, these
it’s a home.” l
clubhouses are home.

Sensory learning, neuromuscular
activities, and spatial awareness,
otherwise referred to as,

The Little Gym helps children
reach their greatest potential. From
4 months through 12 years, classes
promote development and build
conﬁdence during each stage of
childhood.
Now Enrolling for SUMMER 2015! Call Today!

Middleton
www.tlgmiddletonwi.com
608.836.3028
Fitchburg
www.tlgfitchburgwi.com
608.442.0608
Celebrating TEN YEARS of
Enriching Children's Lives!

Parent / Child Classes · Pre-K
& Grade School Gymnastics
Dance · Karate Sports Skills
Awesome Birthday Bashes
Parents’ Survival Night · Camps
adno=408600-01
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