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THE NAKED TRUTH ABOUT NUDIST RESORTS
A REPORTER STRIPS AWAY THE RIBALD IMAGERY TO REVEAL WHAT MOTIVATES TODAY'S NUDISTS 

By Ellen Futterman 
Of The Post-Dispatch

The Forty Acre Club will celebrate its 50th birthday with a big party Saturday night. All the guests will be appropriately dressed.

That's right, they'll be wearing their birthday suits. As in nude, naked, skin to the wind. We're talking 150 to 200 people doing The Full Monty.

The Forty Acre Club is a family nude resort. It's one of 230 nude clubs in North America that make up the American Association for Nude Recreation; about half of these clubs are resorts. Forty Acre, located in Franklin County, outside Lonedell, was started a half century ago by some St. Louisans who wanted to enjoy nature au naturel. Today, the club is run much like a condo association; it's owned and operated by its 250 members.

But back to the nitty gritty later. As any veteran nudist will tell you, it takes a little while to get acclimated to the lifestyle.

First exposure

The press release doesn't look much different from others on my desk. But the first paragraph is eye-catching: "In recognition of National Nude Week, Forty Acre Club will host an Open House ... Come join us for this clothing optional event. Bring the entire family and enjoy an afternoon of our hometown charm in a relaxing park-like setting."

I'll admit I'm curious. Very curious. For that matter, so is everyone else in the office who hears about it.

But going to a nudist club when its members might be busy doesn't seem like the best time to visit for a story. I wait until a couple of weeks later and luck into a gorgeous, sunny Sunday. Great weather, I will be told many times that day, for being nude.

The Friday before my visit, several colleagues ask whether I will partake in the buff. I laugh nervously. My nose twitches. I find creative ways to avoid answering.

The ride from St. Louis to Forty Acre takes an hour. The last 10 minutes are clippity-cloppity along a bumpy, gravel road until I finally arrive at a driveway that leads to a gated fence. I had been instructed by the club's membership chairman, Arline, to ring the security bell three times.

"Just park and come to the office," Arline shouts through the intercom system.

The gate slides open slowly. I'm no more than a few yards inside when I begin to see bodies - fat ones, skinny ones, tall ones, short ones, tan ones - walking around. Some wear hats. All wear shoes. None wear clothes.

Inside the makeshift office, Arline sits behind a desk checking in a couple of first-time visitors. I quietly marvel at her efficiency as she fills out the paperwork and explains the club rules. She's warm. She's friendly. She's buck naked.

"We're a family nude resort," she says. "We have two big rules: no open sex and no body piercing below the navel."

Arline and the visitors, a 40-ish husband and wife from Collinsville, get to talking about the appeal of nudism. The husband jokes that he would mow the lawn nude if he weren't worried about the neighbors calling the police. Clothing is restrictive, he says.

His wife, on the other hand, confesses apprehension. She's had children and surgeries and says her body isn't what it once was.

"Whose is?" Arline quips back. "Honey, when you start walking around here you're going to see what I mean. There are no perfect 10s. We're all shapes and sizes."

Arline says she had the same concerns when she and her husband joined three years ago. It had been her husband's idea. The first time, it took her a good hour to emerge from her camper nude, and even then she used a towel to cover the essentials. But being around other nudists made her feel more comfortable, especially when she realized her body was no better, no worse, than many others.

"Some people hear nudist community and they immediately think we're out here having orgies. Nothing could be further from the truth," says Arline, who sports a butterfly tattoo over her left breast and is in her mid-'50s. "We are a family nude resort, not a swinger's club. Most of us are married or part of a couple. There are children here. Our atmosphere is wholesome and friendly.

"Nudism is not a sexual thing," Arline continues. "It's about relaxation and feeling free and positive. It's actually quite a good selfesteem builder."

"We're nudists, not idiots"

The Forty Acre Club gets its name from its size. It's a 40-acre spread of rustic cabins, campers, trailers and RVs tucked into the woods. It offers amenities such as a large, in-ground swimming pool and sundeck, tennis/volleyball courts, horseshoe pits and shuffleboard. There's also a small fishing lake, shaded hiking trails and a children's playground, as well as a homey clubhouse with TV, stereo, VCR and pool table.

Four no-frills motel units rent for $20 or $25 a night. Bathrooms and showers are centrally located in separate quarters. There's no restaurant on the property, but barbecue grills, a full kitchen and microwaves are available to members and guests.

The majority of members come only on weekends but the resort is open year-round and many take advantage of that. Kitty Colligan is one of 10 households that are permanent residents.

Most members go by their first names; in fact, that's pretty much club policy. But Colligan has no problem supplying her full name. "I've got nothing to hide," she says, taking a breather from the sun in the air-conditioned office. "Nudism is something I'm comfortable with. It's been part of my lifestyle for 30 years."

That wasn't always the case. When Colligan and her friend, John, joined Forty Acre in 1972, they were the first unmarried couple to do so. Like many members, they were introduced to the club by friends. "I was in my late 30s and a little leery of the whole thing," says Colligan, now 66. "But then I met another couple who were raising their children out here. I thought, 'If it's safe enough for children, why shouldn't I feel safe?' It also helped that everyone was so friendly and welcoming."

When Colligan retired last year - she had worked at Deaconess Hospital and Schnucks - she moved to Forty Acre full time. John had built a log cabin on the property, but since he's more of a city dweller, he comes on weekends. "I told him, you build it, I'll live in it," says Colligan. Her front porch is handsomely decorated. She's landscaped the place with flowers, plants and a rock garden.

Last winter was the first one she spent at Forty Acre and she loved it.  Joyce, the club's entertainment chairman, throws great parties throughout the year. Like many club members, Arline and her husband make the three-hour trek each way from Springfield, Ill., most every weekend. "The roads have to be impassable for us not to come," Arline says. "We have great times out here in the winter."

Over the years, Colligan has answered dozens of queries from friends, family and co-workers whom she's told about the nudist resort. Since she started living there year-round, the big question is whether she walks around naked in the middle of winter.

"We're nudists, not idiots. If it's cold, we wear clothes," she says. "There are certain things I do with my clothes on no matter what the weather is. Weed-whacking. Working in the garden. Sometimes I'll cook in the nude. But I do so very carefully."

Naked truth

"Who's hungry?" asks Barb. She brings a large Tupperware container filled with warmed-up pasta to the table where a handful of club members are seated. Of course everyone is nude. But everyone is also sitting on a towel - a club requirement to keep things sanitary. Nearby, a group tosses horseshoes while another plays shuffleboard. The pool, a few yards away, teems with swimmers and sunbathers.

Golf carts are the preferred method of transportation around Forty Acre and several whiz by the table. Floyd, an older gentleman who wears nothing but hiking boots and a cap, jokes that eating nude cuts down on napkins: "You don't have to worry about getting your clothes dirty with food spills."

Carol and Pat, both of whom are finishing their lunch, get beeped by Arline: Could one of them give a tour to visitors? There's been a steady stream arriving since 10 a.m. Already this season, 14 couples have become members (new members must be voted in by existing members). Carol picks up her towel, lays it on the seat of her cart and drives off waving.

Meanwhile, Richard, the deep-thinker of the group, blatantly steers the conversation to the advantages of nudism. I know he's doing this for my benefit; earlier in the day, while he had given me a tour, I fired dozens of questions about why he and his wife, Barb, had chosen this lifestyle.

Years ago, they had been to a nude beach and liked the freedom of going into the water and sunbathing "without a wet rag clinging to them," Richard explains. But it wasn't until their kids got a little older and more independent, that they actually thought about joining a nude resort. They also were living in California, where nudity tends to be more acceptable. Still, after moving to the St. Louis area last year, they investigated the possibilities of joining a new club. They found Forty Acre, checked it out and signed up because they liked its relatively small size (some clubs around the country have upwards of 2,000 members). They also liked the people. Members come from "all walks of life," according to Richard, but in the club's natural, soothing setting, what one does for a living matters much less than who one is. "Once you remove your clothes, you also remove the stigma," Richard says. "It doesn't matter if you're a lawyer who makes six figures or a construction worker. You can be a rabbi, a priest, a doctor, a ditch digger. Without your clothes, you're seen as a human being. People accept you for who you are, not what you do or what you wear."

He smiles a bit coyly, then continues: "Hey, I'm not going to tell you that people don't look, because that's just human nature. But it's like for a nano-second."

Agewise, Richard and Barb are typical of Forty Acre's clientele. The overwhelming majority are in their 40s and 50s. Richard's got a theory about this. "Basically, we're aging baby boomers who were ready for something different once our children grew up," he says.

But then there are members like Saxon and Bridget, who joined 20-some years ago and whose four kids have grown up at the club. Their 13-year-old says she has friends who know about the nudist thing and friends who don't know. The ones who know also belong to the club. The ones who don't are kids she hangs with at school. She doesn't think they'd understand.

Saxon and Bridget's oldest, who is 22, brings her six-month-old son to the club now, thus marking the family's third generation of nudists. He marches to a different beat. He swims in a diaper.

Grin and bare it

At the end of the day, I say good-bye to everyone and make my way back to the office to thank Arline. On the way, I run into the first-time visiting Collinsville couple, Jim and Mikki, playing shuffleboard with their hosts, Gina and James, who joined earlier this year. The two couples met while chatting on the Internet.

I ask Mikki how she feels after being nude for a few hours. Much to her surprise, she's extremely comfortable. "I thought I'd be so self-conscious," she says. "But I'm not at all. I really don't feel like I'm being judged. In fact, I feel better about myself nude than I often do wearing clothes."

Later, I mention this to Arline and she nods knowingly. "I told you, my self-esteem is a lot better since I became a nudist. It's so relaxing. You really see the way people are. Not the way they are in magazines."

She invites me back. "Bring the family," she says. "We have all kinds of children's activities for Labor Day." Then, she looks me squarely in the eyes and asks how I feel. I laugh nervously. My nose twitches. "Actually, I feel pretty good," I tell her, and I do.

"What are you going to say about the club in your article?" she asks.

The answer is, all of the above. Oh, and a few additional words of advice should you go:

Don't forget a towel. When in Rome ...

===

Forty Acre Club

Where: Lonedell, in Franklin County, about an hour's drive from St. Louis.

What: A family nude resort. The Forty Acre Club is members-only, although non-member couples are allowed to visit as many as three times a year at the discretion of club members.

How much: A day pass is $20 a couple. Yearly membership is $366.50. It includes membership to the American Association of Nude Recreation. Couples can also apply for lifetime membership for $750, payable over five years. Lifetime membership allows couples to own property on the grounds and vote on other members.

Other stuff: There are a limited number of sites on the property, with electrical hook-ups, that can be leased by club members only. Four, no-frills guest motel units can be rented for $20-$25 a night. Tent camping also is available to visitors. Forty Acre is not the only nude resort in the area. Show-Me Acres, near the Lake of the Ozarks, opened recently in Stover, Mo. Two other area nudist clubs, the Bare Hunters and the Illi Mo Utopians, do not own or lease property but have social activities for members.

More info: For Forty Acres, call 636-629-0050 or e-mail at facmous@yahoo.com. For other clubs in the area, contact the AANR at 1-800-TRY-NUDE or check out its Web site at http://www.aanr.com. 

