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Nudists lay bare their lifestyle

`This only seems weird to the uninformed,' club members say 
Author: STEVE ROCK 

LONEDELL, Mo. - As he sits in a folding chair just outside his home, wearing nothing more than a wedding band, a nipple ring and sandals, Denny Vinson couldn't be happier. 

He has finally entered the retirement years of his life, and he is right where he wants to be. 

In the nude. 

Nothing around him is strange or uncomfortable, at least not to him. Not the neighbor standing nearby, the one who seems to have misplaced his pants. Not the nearby shower facilities, which are used in communal fashion by men and women alike. And not the female guest across the way, who has come to the Forty Acre Club with her school-age daughter. 

"This only seems weird to the uninformed," said Vinson, 58. "We've all been taught there are two reasons to get nude: to take a shower, and to have sex. 

"Well," he said, "this is the third reason." 

To live. 

Vinson and his wife, Arline, are among the growing number of people who openly practice nudism as a full- or part-time way of life. 

There are more than 50,000 dues-paying members of the American Association for Nude Recreation, a Florida-based organization that has promoted the nudist lifestyle since 1931. There are also 267 association-sponsored clubs in the United States and Canada, a record high. 

One of them is the Forty Acre Club, outside Lonedell in unincorporated Franklin County. It is widely thought to be the only permanent residence for nudists in Missouri. 

More than a dozen persons make it their year-round home. An additional 220-plus people, most from the St. Louis area, are part-time members who swing by for the occasional weekend getaway. More than half are "closet" nudists who fear letting their families, employers or friends know about this part of their lives. 

Others, like Vinson, wear their nudity proudly. 

"From my teenage years this has felt right for me," he said. 

Not everyone agrees with the lifestyle, with people whose bedtime attire - nothing - is the same thing they wear to retrieve the morning paper. Glenn Hammond, now in his 13th year as the pastor at Oak Grove Baptist Church in Lonedell, labels it "inappropriate." 

"In Scripture, modesty is advocated over that kind of self-expression," Hammond said. 

Nudists defend their lifestyle passionately, almost religiously. At clubs such as Forty Acre, members stress the importance of a family environment. They say nudity does not equal sexuality, that instead it is a form of expression that builds self-confidence and individual acceptance. 

"There are still people, even in this day and age, who don't understand us," said Richard Stone, who, along with his wife, has been a member of the club for six years and a full-time resident since 2002. "They hear about a nudist camp, and they think, `Hey, it's a big sex party!' 

"That's not how it is at all." 

Life in Lonedell 

The Forty Acre Club is hidden on the outskirts of Lonedell, a town of fewer than 250 people about 60 miles southwest of downtown St. Louis. A gravel road leads to a locked gate at the entrance to the club, where visitors are watched on closed-circuit television. The resort is surrounded by trees and foliage. 

Once inside, the whole way of life comes into alarming focus. 

On one side, a man works in his yard. He's nude. On another, a woman putters around in a golf cart. She's wearing a smile, sure, but not a stitch of clothing from the waist down. 

The place is bustling on warm-weather weekends. There is a heated outdoor swimming pool, a clubhouse and a horseshoe pit. Members play tennis, shuffleboard and darts. There also are nature trails and a fire pit, each bringing unique hazards to the participating nudist. 

To outsiders, it's a jarring reality. It initially seems aberrant, almost pornographic. 

But to the nudists, it's natural. It's real. 

They say the lifestyle is "freeing," that it stimulates relaxation and self-confidence, that it removes the social class distinction so often determined by the label on a pair of pants. 

"When I first started, I just couldn't imagine baring all in front of these people," said Arline Vinson, Denny's wife of 18 years. "But once you do it, you suddenly become very relaxed with yourself and everyone else. You respect and appreciate your body." 

Why? 

Because it soon becomes clear that people come in all shapes and sizes, that imperfections aren't limited to the body in the mirror. Gene Kiernan gets a kick out of the notion that nudist camps, where only 8 percent of visitors are younger than 35, are places for visual stimulation. He and his wife, Kay, who combined have four children ages 35 to 45, were recent overnight campers at the Forty Acre Club. 

"Nudity removes modesty from the equation," he said. Then, laughing, he added, "As our kids say: `Most of these places are populated by people you wouldn't want to see nude anyway.'" 

Midwest nudity 

While certainly not common, recreational areas for nudists are not unheard of in Missouri and Kansas. 

There is Show Me Acres, the aptly named resort in Stover. In Kansas, the Sandy Lane Club in Hutchinson and Prairie Haven in Scranton are, like Show Me Acres, members of the American Association for Nude Recreation and offer resort- or campground-type settings. 

Locally, there is a group of Kansas City area nudists called the Heartland Naturists. They get together for regular swims and an annual 5-kilometer run. 

These local nudists have homesteaded a remote area of Smithville Lake and quietly made it their own. So anonymous have they been, though, that Deputy Carl Brooks of the Clinton County Sheriff's Department knew nothing about the secluded cove that is described in detail on the Internet. 

"If they're there, they're certainly not causing trouble or drawing attention to themselves," Brooks said. 

That seems to be a theme for nudists. Members don't try to impose their beliefs on uninterested parties. 

The Forty Acre Club has been in existence since 1950 and is a member of the St. Clair Area Chamber of Commerce. And yet, just 1.4 miles away from the front gate, Debbie Lutz has never heard of it. Never mind that she has lived in Lonedell for five years and that members drive past her home regularly. 

Her son Ron Lutz said: "If I wasn't told about it when I first moved out here, I wouldn't have known they were even here." 

The club's permanent residents live in houses, some as big as 1,400 square feet, or double-wide trailers. Most part-timers have campers or trailers anchored on various plots and visit the resort as often as possible, typically on weekends. 

There also are campsites and no-frills motel accommodations. 

`We're not stupid' 

Stone never will forget the conversation he had one day with a telephone operator at a hardware store in nearby Washington. He was arranging to have a riding lawn mower delivered to his home, and he thought it would be nice to warn the operator about the neighborhood. 

"You should probably tell your driver that this is a nudist camp," he said. 

Silence. 

"Hello?" Stone said. "I'm serious. Are you OK?" 

Finally, the woman spoke. 

"Yeah," she said. "I'm fine, but can I ask you a question?" 

She couldn't help herself. Visions, no doubt, rattled through her brain as she tried to envision the caller on the other end of the line. Finally, the question: "Do you mow the lawn naked?" 

There's a saying around nudist camps, a mantra repeated often to guests and outsiders. 

"We're nudists," Stone said. "We're not stupid." 

It's pretty simple, really. The laundry often consists of nothing more than several pairs of socks and a batch of towels. But nudists typically have just as many clothes in their closets as anybody else. 

So if there's a nip in the air, if they're leaving the grounds to run to the store, if they're working with power tools or cooking with splattering grease, then they wear clothes. As Stone said, "We're human." 

And that, more than anything else, is what they would like you to know about their lifestyle. Aside from that whole clothes thing, they'll tell you, they're remarkably normal. 

They're not perverts. They don't allow lewd or suggestive behavior on public grounds. 

All in all, members said, life at the Forty Acre Club is quiet, quaint. Members practice "respectable, social nudity," Stone said, "and we're not breaking any laws." 

As he walks across the grounds, which are owned and operated by members of the club, Stone decides it's time to pull out a Pall Mall and take a long, relaxing drag. 

The cigarettes and lighter are tucked into his sock. 

"Well," Stone smiled, reaching toward his feet, "it's not like I have any pockets." 

To reach Steve Rock, call (816) 234-4338 or send e-mail to srock@kcstar.com. 

First glance 

More than 50,000 members belong to the American Association for Nude Recreation, which has promoted the nudist lifestyle since 1931. 

The Forty Acre Club, outside Lonedell, is thought to be the only permanent residence for nudists in Missouri. 

In the Kansas City area, the Heartland Naturists get together at Smithville Lake for regular swims and an annual 5K run. 
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Once inside the Forty Acre Club, the nudist lifestyle comes into focus. More than a dozen persons make the club near Lonedell, Mo., their year-round home, including Gary Imfeld and Lori Gollihar. 
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