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Make yourself at home... anywhere in the world

When mi casa reall

Skip the hotels and
swap your beach condo
for an Italian villa to
live the life of a native.

By JANET EASTMAN
Times Staff Writer

IM and Noel Johnston
cheered like their Parisian
neighbors when Lance
Armstrong pedaled past
them to his seventh Tour
de France victory last year. In
London, they shopped at the lo-
cal butcher shop and attended
the theater like longtime resi-
dents, then enjoyed a getaway
to a 16th century stone cottage
in the Cotswold district. An-
‘ other time, they piloted a pri-
vate Boston Whaler like natives
through Amsterdam’s canals to
reach their favorite waterfront
restaurant. ;s
*  The Johnstons don't own
properties in these cities or even
the boat; they just act as if they
do. They are seasoned house-
swappers, exchanging their L.A.
beach home in Venice with peo-
ple around the world. They stay
four to six weeks in the nicest
neighborhoods without having
to pay for lodging. They trust
that the people watching their
white-walled, art-filled condo
are being as responsible with it
" as the Johnstons are with their
home.

The best part of the vacation
experience, however, is that
they never feel like tourists.

“Staying in someone’s home
is a wonderful way to experience
a different city. It's like stepping
into someone else’s life,” says
Jim Johnston, a retired film pro-
ducer. “Some people are funny
about sleeping in a stranger’s
bed or having a stranger sleep in
theirs, but I'm not against wear-
ing someone else’s shirt if he’s
my size. Several of the people
we’ve exchanged with have be-
come friends.”

The Internet has made it
easier to find people willing to
swap. Free listings, such as
those on Craigslist, or those
that charge about $50 to sub-
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SWITCH: Jim and Noel Johnston swapped their Venice home for this Coiswold cottage in England.

scribe allow people to post de-
seriptions of their homes and
search a directory for a house to
swap that meets their needs or
dreams. Homeowners then con-
tact each other to hammer out
the details: dates, responsibil-
ities (pet care?), housekeeping
styles (Oscar or Felix?) and a
hands-off list (car?).
Membership in Intervac, an
exchange service with an office
in the Bay Area, has increased
40% in the last two years, says
spokeswoman Jessica Jaffe.
“Home exchanging seems to be
on the rise, probably due to the
price of hotel accommodations,
which are hugely expensive in
Eufope, and the dollar-to-euro
exchange, which is historically
poor.” x
Exchangers reimburse each
other for long-distance tele-
phone charges and other ex-
penses, but there’s no cost to
snooze in someone else’s re-
cliner, have temporary access to
the mailbox, computer and golf
clubs, and even buddy up with

the friendly neighbors.

The Johnstons, who also own
a second home in Telluride,
Colo., have used two of the old-
est exchange services, Intervac
and Homelink, for five years.
“Nothing has ever been broken,
taken or damaged,” says Noel
Johnston, who locks valuable
and sentimental items in a stor-
age closet.

One person spilled a drink on
the rug and offered to pay for
the cleaning when she couldn’t
get the stain out. Says Noel
Johnston with a shrug, “A me-
ticulous person might not he
able to handle this, but it works
forus.” ;

Jim Johnston laughs about
items that have been left behind
by visitors: A Dutch family left
Dutch beer, black bread and
brown eggs. An English couple
stocked the refrigerator with
burrata cheese, yogurt and
champagne. A French family
left behind instant mashed po-
tatoes, frozen dinners and fro-
zen vegetables: “So much for

French cuisine,” he says.

The Johnstons have experi-
enced two drawbacks to ex-
changing: The apartment in
Paris, like so many there, was
900 square feet, a fraction of the
space the traders received on
the boardwalk in Venice. “That
time it was not really equitable”
in terms of living space, he says,
“but other times we have had a
great deal.”

The Johnstons have heard a
few tales about exchanges that
have gone wrong. A couple they
knew arrived in Los Angeles to
find that the family they were to
trade with had changed their
minds. “The exchange service
stepped in to help the out-of-
towners find a place to stay and
they took the reneging family off
their list,” says Noel Johnston.
She also learned of a couple that
wasn’t told about construction
nearby. She has avoided sur-
prises by e-mailing and phoning
the other family until she’s satis-
fied she has all the information
and “knows$ their personality.”
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