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Home-exchange holidays are great, but it's best to have a sense
of adventure and a willingness to trust others
by gord howard

trading spaces

Travel was alwawys difficult for the Mindorffs. With four kids—three of at home
therm under 10 wears old, including one with special needs—hotel rooms were
uncomfortable. Then there was the cost of feeding evervone and keeping
them happy and entertained while the parents worked hard at relaxing.

e would have travelled mostly around Ontario ... mostly shorter trips, a
week or less,” savs Chris Mindorft.

ione day a year or so ago, the Grimsby family decided enough was enough.
For their next holidaw, they would live in a stranger’s house. And, they
wonld inwite the strangers to come live in their house.

Laurie Didvk-Mindorff had heard from friends who had tried a
home-exchange vacation. The concept is simmple, but requires a sense of
adwenture and a willingness to trust people yvou hawve only met over the
Internet.

Foogle the words “home exchange holidavy™ and a long list of websites pops up.
Each offers a similar service. For a membership fee, people can post
information about their home and property, including photos, as well as
whatewer personal information they want to give out.

People fror all ower the world join. Mernbers can contact other mernbers
anywhere, exchange a little more information via e-mails, and work out a
temporary trade-off of homes —you live in their home, they live in wours. Eat
off each other’s tables, sleep in each other’s beds, make friends with each
other’s neighbours, vour kids play with their kids® toys.

The Mindorfts figure thev saved several thousand dollars with their first
trip—four weeks at a house in Belgium.

“Ta live in somebody else’s home, vou learn a lot about therm and their
culture by living in their space,” savs Laurie. “These people had
chickens—it’s common in Belgium to have chickens, and vou give sorme of
wour food scraps to them.

“2o our kids thought that was the greatest thing, to wake up in the morning
and see if the chickens had laid anv egga.”

iof course, they were nervous about letting strangers live in their home.

“Certainly when we talked to other people, there was that skepticiarm. “Fou
mean you're letting other people live in wour house? What if they wreck wour
house? ™ says Chris.

“But basically, if somebody is travelling across the country or across the
world, the last thing on their mind is (to damage) vour house. 2o both parties
are going into it accepting some risk, and that’s part of the adventure—not
Enowing what vou're going to experience.

“But wou'd have to break a lot of dishes to make up for the cost saving.”
The whole idea sounds like sornething only possible in an Internet world.

Actually, it goes back to the 19505, A handhal of companies circulated
catalogues, mostly to teachers who worked on a fixed schedule. It was
expensive, cumbersome and slow —often the house was no longer available by
the tirme wou sent in wvour paperwork.

That's when Ed Kushins got involved. He has a marketing background and
had heard about the industry back in the paper age of the early 10008, He
offered his services around, but when there were no takers he started his own
business. His HomeExchange.com, which he runs with two partners, now
offers 21,000 online listings that people can choose from after paving a
membership fee.

“People that havent done home exchange, the Mo, 1 natural reaction is, “Tou
know, I'rm a little concerned about having a stranger in my house' .., But the
reality of it is, nobody ever does a home exchange with a stranger. & home
exchange only comes about after vou feel really comfortable with vour
potential exchange partner.”

Inn the vears he has been involwved, he savs, he has never heard a customer
complain about malicious damage done to their home. The most comrmon
concern, he sawvs, is that the home the person went to didn’t meet their
expectations.“Sormne people are more casual in their house and some people
are very, very particular,he says, adding cultural differences when
travelling country to country also open sorme people’s eves.

His website doesn’t issue travel advisories or exclude countries (though wou
won't find Irag or Iran on the list). And it doesn’t screen custorners, Kushins
gavs, leaving it up to members to decide for themselves who they will trade
hornes with. Hiz website is offering a new feature, though, where people can
grade those who they have traded with.

Maggie Baboock, a 3t. Catharines resident who has taken three
home-exchange vacations and is planning a weekend getaway trade-off with
aorneone frorm Ottawa, savs that in the end it cornes down to trust, “The sites
are set up so there is some security built in. But eventually yvou have to take
that leap of faith where vou communicate with sormebody, wou trust that
thev are who thev sav they are, that the particulars of their home are as
thev described them and that they are going to be as open as they seem to be
in the e-mails,” she sawys.

Zhe had travelled a lot in the past, to places like Italy, France and around
Europe. But never as a stay-on-the-resort kind of vacationer.“T’'m definitely
the back-roads kind of traveller,” she savs. “I enjov a bed and breakfast and
small inns ... but I really like exploring a country and just setting out on the
back roads and going wherever the car points.”

Zhe has had three home exchange vacations, each tirne to wisit her daughter
in Australia. Two of the homes she staved in were in Australia; the other was
in Mew Zealand.

Mow that was a memorable trip.

“Tt wras the most delightful first experience. It was in Mew Eealand, and it was
a beautiful five-bedroom, five-bathroom home over-looking the Marlborough
Sounds.

“Tt was very, very special. It was a second home for these people. We had use
of a boat with a dock, just unbeliewvably beautiful.” For twao weeks, she and
the friend she trawvelled with “just pretended that this lovely home was ours.
It was quite nice.” Meither the Mindortts nor Babecock, though, hawve been able
to convince friends to take a chance on a home-exchange vacation. Again, it
cotres down to trust.

“T think there are lots of people who really like the big hotel experience, the
cruise ship experienice. The anonyimity,” savs Baboock.

“Thew like to go to tourist locations as opposed to off the beaten track, sol
don’t think it would appeal to thern. &nd I don’™ think it would appeal to
people who really have issues with security or talking to strangers. I think
there iz a real trust level involved here.”

adds Chris Mindortf: “There is a little bit of risk. But there is lots of
adwventure MM



