FOUNDER STORY
CrowdAvoid — Rolf Magener
How one traveler's frustration — and one friend's effortless walk through Venice — became an app that wants to give every traveler what only locals used to know.

The World He First Fell In Love With
Rolf Magener has visited over 120 countries. He has walked more than 15 Caminos de Santiago, sailed to Antarctica, and spent nearly two decades in near-continuous travel. He is not someone who runs from crowds because he hasn't seen the world. He avoids them because he has — and he remembers what it looked like before.
His first visit to Thailand was in 1998. He returned more than 30 times over the following decades, mostly on stopovers. Each time, something he loved had quietly disappeared — a beach that was empty was now packed, a restaurant that felt local now had a queue. The places that had been hidden gems were becoming postcards of themselves.
"Every time I went back, the places that were paradise got trashed by ever more tourists arriving."
Then the pandemic happened.

The Pandemic Reset
In early 2020, Rolf was at a yoga retreat in India when the world began to close. Fifteen minutes after being told the meditation center was shutting down, he had booked a flight to Bangkok. What he expected to be a brief wait turned into 18 months in Thailand.
And something remarkable happened. With tourists gone, Thailand reset. The beaches were quiet again. Hotels had rooms. Trains ran on time and you could simply show up. The streets breathed. It felt, he says, like the Thailand he had first visited in 1998.
When the world reopened and revenge travel surged, the overcrowding didn't just return — it got worse. The contrast was impossible to ignore. The problem wasn't travel itself. It was the pattern. Everyone, everywhere, at the same time, chasing the same places.
"It wasn't travel that was broken. It was the way people were being funneled into it."

One Walk Through Venice
The idea crystallized during a visit to a friend who lives in Venice. She showed him around the city during peak season — and they never once hit the famous crowds.
She wasn't using a special app. She wasn't following a tourist guide. She simply knew — from years of living there — which streets to avoid, when to move, and where the Instagram-seekers would be gathering. The only moments they brushed past tourists were when they had to cross the main arteries.
One street away from the chaos: silence. A canal. A cafe. The real city.
"She had local knowledge. And I thought: why should only locals have access to this?"
That question became CrowdAvoid.

The Man Who Fixes Things
Rolf is not a trained software engineer. He built CrowdAvoid alone — every line of code, every design decision, every backend endpoint — using AI coding tools that didn't exist five years ago. But the instinct behind it goes back much further.
In 2001, after the 9/11 recession wiped out his web design clients in three months, he listed a nearly-new iPod on eBay to cover his car insurance. When he found it at the bottom of a backpack — badly scratched — he did what he always does: he found a solution nobody else had.
After searching obsessively, he landed on an obscure forum mentioning a plastic polish used by the US Air Force on fighter jet canopies. He spent $9 — roughly 10% of everything in his bank account — on a bottle. It worked. He mixed it with another product, put it in a small bottle, designed a label, called it iCleaner, and listed it on eBay.
He sold his first bottle within an hour. By the next morning, his inbox had fifteen orders from his website. Within days, hundreds of bottles were heading to Australia.
Three years later, iCleaner was selling in Apple Stores. Rolf retired as a millionaire — and spent the next 19 years traveling the world continuously.
"If I see a problem, I immediately think about how to fix it. That hasn't changed since I was taking apart watches as a kid."

The Problem Nobody Is Actually Solving
The travel app market is enormous — and in Rolf's view, almost entirely pointed in the wrong direction. Most apps, he argues, make the crowding problem worse by funneling more and more users toward the same viral destinations at the same times.
Google has a busy times feature — but you have to know to look for it, buried inside a search result. AI travel planners, he has watched friends discover, confidently hallucinate details about places they have never verified.
CrowdAvoid does something none of them do: it notifies you when a location changes crowd status in real time. Not when you search for it. It tells you.
The app uses real-time foot traffic data, crowd prediction algorithms, and a four-level crowd system — Low, Moderate, Busy, Very Crowded — to help travelers make better decisions before they show up. It also integrates cruise ship arrival data, so users in port cities like Dubrovnik or Lisbon can see exactly when 5,000 passengers are about to descend on streets built for horse carts.
"99% of travel apps worsen the problem. They send everyone to the same place at the same time. We do the opposite."

The Bigger Picture
CrowdAvoid is not just about making tourism more comfortable for travelers — though it does that. The larger ambition is systemic.
Rolf envisions working with local governments and tourism boards to actively redistribute crowds across cities and regions. The data that helps a solo traveler find a quiet morning at a temple is the same data that could help a city understand where to invest in infrastructure, signage, or opening hours.
On one side: visitors who experience more, stress less, and discover places they would never have found by following the crowd. On the other: communities, sites, and cities that are no longer crushed by the same repeating wave of tourists hitting the same spots at the same hour.
He calls it traveling smarter. He means something more than a tagline.
"The goal is to make it better for the traveler and better for the place. Those aren't competing things. They're the same thing."

Built By a Traveler, For Travelers
Rolf launched CrowdAvoid solo — building it from scratch with no prior app development experience, shipping it to both the App Store and Google Play. He holds a USPTO intent-to-use trademark on the name. The app supports four languages and is live today.
He is the founder, developer, designer, and chief tester. He is also — still — a traveler who has walked 15 pilgrim routes, slept in Antarctica, and once decided to push through Porto on a Camino rest day because the weekend crowds were simply too much to deal with.
He built the app because he knew exactly what it felt like to need it.

crowdavoid.com
Available on iOS and Android
