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Highflyer lands close to home
Customer service pays off for former flight attendant

BY JANA BAUEROVA
FOR THE POST

Though she works long hours, she looks 10 years younger than her real age and smiles constantly. Her V.I.P Homes real
estate office‘ in a two-story house on a quiet street In Prague 5, Is decorated with English-style furniture.

Not a typical Czech woman, Maria Mihinova is an admittedly happy workaholic, frequently working 12-hour days and
most weekends.

Although she was born in what is now Slovakia, Mihinova has lived most of her life in this country. She studied tourisrn
in a college In Karlovy Vary (Carlsbad) and after her graduation spent a year and a half in England.

Following the events of 1968, Mihinova decided to go back to Czechoslovakia.

“Not many people returned back home, so | was looked upon as suspicious. I could not find a job for a long time,* says
Mihinova. But eventually she did find one: Czechoslovak Airlines (CSA) was looking for flight attendants and she was
hired.

“This was a very good job because even though ordinary people could not travel, I saw the whole world,* she says.

Unfortunately, CSA set a retirement age limit of 40 and she was forced to leave the job after nearly 20 years. Eventually,
she started working for a travel agency that took care of “V.LP.“ tourists.

While working there she met an American-Slovak who had a special request. He was not interested in historical
monuments, hut In houses and living here. He asked if she could find an apartment for him and explained how the real estate
business worked In the United States. And thus V.I.P. Homes was born.

“I understood it was a very well paid job which a lot of American women do. It seemed like a right start to a new life,”
says Mihinova.

The Slovak entrepreneur started with nothing in 1990, and thanks to long hours, excellent customer service and her strong
will, the list of V.1.P. Homes* clients grew. Today she has five employees and her client list includes names like Tel Source,
Peugeot, Deloitte 8~ Touche and Credit Lyonnais.

Her firm deals primarily with renting luxury apartments or residential houses in the center or elite neighborhoods like
Hanspaulka because many of her clients are foreigners with children.

V.I.P. Homes* approach to customers is very much influenced by her work in the airlines: fulfilling the customer‘s needs,
says Mihinova, who speaks German and English.

MARIA MIHINOVA

Job: owner, director of V.I.P. Homes

Age: 52

Hobbies: traveling, yoga, gardening, reading
Marital status: divorced

Born: Dvorniky nad Vahom, Slovakia

“We try to provide maximum comfort to our clients, we pick them up at the airport, drive them around, give them overall
information about living in Prague.*

There‘s only one thing she says she has a hard time with: she can‘t stand losing. “Real estate is like waves, sometimes
things do not work out the way ~you want them to. My mistake Is that I view this as my personal failure“‘ says the 52-year-old
businesswoman.

Mihinova got divorced after setting up the agency, and admits that it was work and no time for her family that killed her
marriage. She says it is difficult to fit In time for regular yoga practice on a quick meeting with her 23-year-old son. But If
her work pace grows unbearable, she has a solution.

[ still do have the advantage of free flights so every time I’m tired from real estate; I jump on an air-plane and travel to the
opposite side of the world. Or at least to Paris for a weekend,“ Mihinova says with a laugh.



Letuska pristala blizko domu

Ackoli pracuje mnoho hodin denn€, vypada o hodné let mladsi nez skute¢né je a stale se
usmiva. Jeji realitni kancelaf V.I.P.Homes v dvoupatrovém domé v tiché ulici na Praze 5 je
zafizen v anglickém stylu.

Nikoliv typicka Ceska, Maria Mihinova je nesporné §tastny workoholik, ktery ¢asto pracuje
12 hodin denné a vétSinou i o vikendech. Ac¢koli se narodila na Slovensku, vét§inu zivota
prozila v Cechach. Vystudovala cestovni ruch v Karlovych Varech a po ukonéeni §koly Zila
rok a pul ve Velké Britanii.

Po udalostech v roce 1968 se rozhodla vratit se do Ceskoslovenska. ,,Nebylo mnoho téch, kdo
se vraceli domi, proto jsem byla podeziela. Dlouho jsem si nemohla najit praci.“ Ale
nakonec préaci nagla — CSA hledala letusky a Maria Mihinova byla pfijata.

,»Byla to velmi dobré prace, protoze ackoli lidé nemohli cestovat, ja vidéla cely svét®, fika.

Nanestésti, CSA mélo vékovy limit do 40 let a tak byla nucena odejit po témét dvaceti letech.
Zacala pracovat pro cestovni kancelaf, ktera se starala o V.L.P. turisty.

Pfi této praci potkala Ameri¢ana slovenského puvodu, ktery mél zvlastni pozadavek.
Nezajimal se o historické pamdatky, ale o domy a zivot tady. Pozadal ji, zda by mu
nepomohla najit byt a vysvétlil ji, jak probiha obchod s nemovitostmi ve Spojenych statech.
A tak vznikla realitni kancelat V.I.LP.Homes. “Pochopila jsem Ze je to vynosnd prace kterou
déla mnoho Americanek. Zdélo se to jako spravny zacatek nového Zivota“ fika Mihinova.
Slovenskd podnikatelka zacala z ni¢eho vroce 1990, a diky tvrdé praci, excelentnimu
zékaznickému servisu a silné viili, pocet klient V.I.P.Homes nariistal. Dnes zaméstnava pét
lidi a mezi jeji klienty patii spolecnosti Tel Source, Peugeot, Deloitte&Touche and Credit
Lyonnais.

Jeji firma se zabyva predevSim prondjmem luxusnich bytl a rodinnych domi v centru a
elitnich ¢tvrtich jako Hanspaulka, protoZe mnoho jejich klientl jsou cizinci s détmi.

V.I.P. Homes® ptistup k zdkaznikovi je ovlivnén jeji praci u aerolinek : splnéni
zékaznikovych potieb a ptani, fika MM, ktera mluvi némecky a anglicky.

“Snazime se poskytnout maximalni komfort klientlim, vyzvedneme je na letisti, a pfi jizde
autem po Praze jim poskytneme obecn¢ informace o zivoté¢ v Praze.*

Je pouze jedna véc se kterou se téZko smifuje : nesnasi prohry. ,,Obchod s nemovitostmi je
jako viny, obcas véci nefunguji jak byste chtéla. Ma chyba je Ze to beru jako osobni selhani‘
fika 52-letd podnikatelka.

Mihinova se rozvedla po zalozeni realitni kancelaie, a pfiznava ze jeji prace a malo ¢asu na
rodinu byly diivody ukonéeni jejiho manzelstvi. Riké Ze je tézké najit si ¢as na pravidelnou
jégu a rychle setkani s 23-letym synem. Ale kdyz tempo prace vzroste netinosn¢, ma feSeni.
,»,Stale mam vyhodu volnych letd, takze vzdy kdyZ jsem unavena z prace, nasko¢im do letadla
a letim na druhy konec svéta. Anebo alespoinl do Patize na vikend* fika pani Mihinova se
smichem.



Bydleni pro V.I.P

Piesné v duchu svého nazvu, srozumitelného pro cizince piijizdgjici do Prahy, zajist'uje spole¢nost V.I.P. Homes bydleni
klientim z fady specifickych oborti — finanénictvi, diplomacie, bankovnictvi — tedy reziden¢ni pronajmy. Na otazku, pro¢
prichazeji zékaznici pravé do této zprostiedkovatelské realitni agentury, je jednoducha a jasna odpovéd: Protoze V.I. P.
Homes nabizi nejlepsi vybér ptilezitosti k bydleni v nejlepsich ¢astech Prahy a ptizpisobuje se viem pozadavkiim klientu.

Vice informaci o této spole¢nosti jsme se dozveédéli od jeji majitelky Marie Mihinové. Realitni agentura vznikla vlastng na-
hodou. Maria Mihinova se ptivodné pohybovala mezi nebem a zemi jako letuska, po roce 1989 se rozhodla zlistat uz pevné
na zemi. Vyuzivala svoje jazykové schopnosti v cestovni kancelati nabizejici exkluzivné sluzby pouze jednotliveim, nebo
partm turisti, ktefi nepfijizdéli za krasami Prahy s hromadnym zéjezdem. Tak se setkala i s byvalym roddkem zijicim léta v
USA, ktery mél zvlastni pfani. Netouzil po turistice, shanél bydleni, takze neobjizdél pamatky, ale domy, v nichZ by se mohl
usadit a zfidit rovnéz sidlo svoji firmy. Zanedlouho se sepsala smlouva a slovensky Ameri¢an nabidl provizi za vyhledani
bytu, v zahrani¢ni naprosto béznou .,,Tak jsem ziskala prvni odménu a motiv pro dalsi praci. Musela jsem se naucit sepisovat
smlouvy a vice si v§imat zajimavych lokalit i objektt, vyhledavat jejich majitele, stejné jako pfipadné zajemce o ubytovani.
Zacatky jesté bez telefonu, nejen mobilniho, nad kterymi se dnes uz jenom usmivam, nebyly vibec jednoduché. BEéhem
deviti let se mnohé zménilo. Smlouvy pisu v pogéita¢i, neudélam krok bez mobilniho telefonu a kdyz objizdim objekty,
obvykle uz sama netidim, abych mohla v klidu zodpovidat ¢etné dotazy klientl.* Maria Mihinova ovlada n¢kolik jazykd, ale
nejéastéji pouziva néméinu, takze nejvice zakaznikd ma z némecky mluvicich zemi. Ziskava je i prostrednictvim némeckého
velvyslanectvi, kde je spole¢nost V. I. P. Home dobfe zavedena -spoluprace trva jiz devét let.

Tti roky uzce spolupracuje s holandskou spolecnosti Tel Source. Pravé dlouhodobé kontakty predurcuji uspéch, protoze
znamenaji dalsi klienty. Jejich pocet je nyni mensi nez pied par lety, nebot’ zahrani¢ni firmy si jiz vySkolily tuzemské pra-
covniky a ti maji bydleni bud vyfesené, nebo nevyzaduji takovy luxus.

‘Dnes tvoti moji klientelu také hodné Francouzi. St¢huji se do patého prazského obvodu, kde bylo ztizeno francouzské lyce-
um. Chté&ji bydlet co nejblize, aby to nemély déti daleko do $koly, ale ani do centra, protoze si béhem dvou ¢&i tfiletého
pobytu Prahu chtéji opravdu uzit.

Zakladem Uspéchu je kvalita

Podobné zaméfenych realitnich kancelari je nékolik, ale nejde hovotit o konkurenci ¢i rivalité. Dokonce se jejich majitelé
spojuji a piedavaji si zkuSenosti. Stejné tendence ma zhruba pétice majitelek-Zen. Jsou presvédcené, Ze spoleény projekt ma
veétsi Sanci na uspéch, nez kdyz budou vse fesit nadale jednotlive. ,, Zatim o tom hovofime, ale vétim, Ze to je blizka budouc-
nost, spojeni povazuji za vyssi stupeni naseho ptisobeni na trhu.*

Pokud M. Mihinova netravi dlouhé hodiny ve spolecnosti klientl, kterym piedstavuje rezidencni objekty, vyhledava nové
z4jemce obydleni, nové domy, jedna s jejich majiteli. Vedle zprostiedkovatelské role se musi stat diplomatkou, vcitit se do
potteb klientu.

Zaklada si na solidnosti, proto ma firma dobré renomé zaloZené na vysledcich dosavadni prace. Potvrzuji to klienti z fady
majitell domt i zajemct o bydleni, kteti se k V.I.P. Home vraceji.

Nejtézsi je uspokojit pozadavky filmovych spolecnosti, které chtéji ubytovani pro znamé hvézdy. Takové naroky, jaké si tyto
hvézdy na byty kladou, tak u nas nékdy ani neexistuji, nebo jsou pronajaté dlouhodobé. Naptiklad nemohli uspokojit
pozadavek Toma Hankse, na extrémné vysoky pocet loznic, ale vyhovéli feditelim zahrani¢nich firem jako je Coca Cola,
Philip Morris, pracovali pro Rolls Roys, Peugeot, Credit Lyonnais a fadu dalSich. Nejéastéji nabizeji pronajmy v prestiznich
lokalitach, jako jsou Staré Mésto, Vinohrady, Hanspaulka a Ofechovka ¢i Hiebenky.

M. Mihinova je zvykla a byla i v dob¢, kdy pracovala v letiStnim provozu, ze kvalitni servis zdkaznici oceni. V tom
pokracuje i dnes, jenom forma sluzby je jind. Dobfe vi, Ze kvalita pfedurCuje uspéch a tomu podfizuje i sviij osobni zivot,
kde nezbyva prostor pro nahradni volno za desitky hodin kazdodenni prace. N&kdy si nevysetfi ani tolik potfebné dvé hodiny
tydné na jogu, s jejiz pomoci se snazi zkvalitnit hekticky zivotni styl.
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Living for V.I.P

More information about her real estate agency we obtained from its owner, Mrs Maria Mihinova. Real estate agency was
settled by a chance. Méria Mihinova has worked as flight attendant, after 1998 decided to stay at land. She has been using
her language knowledge in a travel agency, which was offering exclusive services for individual clients who do not travel to



Prague because of its monuments. She met an American-Slovak who had a special request. He was not interested in
historical monuments, hut In houses to live there and to settle his firm. The contract has been signed and American-Slovak
offer s a provision common in such a business abroad.

,» T hat was my first premium and motive for following work. I had to learn to write contracts and to
notice interesting places and houses, to find out their owners as well as potential customers.
Beginnings without telephone, not only without a mobile, has not been simple at all. During last nine
years a lot of things changed. | write contracts in computer, | do not move without mobile and when |
visit the houses I usually do not drive to answer a numerous questions of clients.‘ Maria Mihinova can
speak several languages, but German is most frequent, so most of the clients are from german-
speaking countries. She obtained the contacts from german embassy she co-operates with for nine
years.

For three years she co-operates with Dutch company Tel Source. Long-term contacts are a big
success, beacuase they mean new cklients. Their number is now lower than in past, because foreign
companies has trained czech employees and they already have their living, or do not require such the
luxury living.

‘Today most of my clients are French. They move to Prague 5, wherethe French lycée has been built.
They want to live as close as possible so that their children do not have to travel a long way, but not in
the centre, beacuse they want to live there for two or three years.

Principle of a success is quality

There are several real estate agencies with the same aim, but there is no rivalry among them. Their
owners contact each other and change their experience. The same approach has five women — owners
of real estate agencies. They are convicned that common project can be more succesful in comparing
with individual work. ,, We are in a state of discussions, but | believe it is a near future, | consider
co-operation the following step in our work®.

Unless M. Mihinova spent long hours with her clients showing them residential houses, she is looking
for new clients as well as deals with the owners of potential new houses for rent. Except
intermediation of the houses she must be diplomat, to feel the needs of clients.

She insists on responsibility, so the company has good reputation based on the results of her work,
confirmed by the clients — owners of the houses as well as tenants who returns repeatedly to V.I.P.
Homes.

The most demanding are film companies, which require accommodation for their stars. Their
demands to the accomodations is sometimes impossible to fulfill, so far there are no such the houses
in Prague or they are long-term rented — eg request of Tom Hanks for numerous bedrooms was not
satisfied, but they met requirements of the managers from foreign companies like Coca Cola, Philip
Morris, Rolls Roys, Peugeot, Credit Lyonnais and another. They offer houses and flats for rent in
most required areas like Old Town, Vinohrady, Hanspaulka a Ofechovka or Hrebenka.
M. Mihinova knows from her previous experience in airport traffic that customers appreciate high
quality services. She knows very well that quality is the condition of success and she has to conform
her private life, so she has no free time after hours of every-day work. Sometimes she hardly can find
two hours a week for yoga, which helps her to make hectic life-style calm down.



