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HIGH ON SPEED

1 BOBLUTZ puts you in the driver's seat—at [B0mph. He hasn't lost a customer yet,
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Robert Lutz at Calffornia Spesdway

in Fantana. Sume of his students are

hitting 180mph on the back-straight.

This is fast track in every sense, Lutz
{no relation 1o the former vice chairman
af Chrysler) has hitched himself to a fast-
growing speclutor sport and a compan-
ionate boom in racing instruction. His
school, CANT Drjving 101, caters not ta
pros but to the hobbyist who wants the
rush of pure speed yet isn't obsessed
with winning. “T'm
more interested in the
looks un the faces of
my students as they
climb out of the car,”
savs Tatz, 31,

Lutz’s father, Clenn,
owns five dirt truacks in
the Northeast. By age 8
Lutz was helping out
sUmmMers stacking con-
cesslon stands. At 12 he
WAS racing go-carls and
i 1987 hecame the
Northeast champion of
International Kart Fed-
eration. But he knew
the toad to glory as a
driver was 1y,

While  studying
matketing at Central
Piedmont Community
College in Charlotte,
N.C., Lutz found hiy
path, He took a job ac
Fast Track Driving (a
schoal ta impreve the
skills of pro racers) and
thought: Why not offer
something similar but
for the fan? De-empha-
size the technology and
driving physics, and
play up the thrills, Be-
gides, he reasnned,
“there ure a lot more
race fans than race car
drivers.”

As at any racing
school, satery  was

key- -espedially since students would be
traveling at the rate of neatly a football
fleld per second. Lutz knew that a fatal-
ity could cost him his business, 5o he de-
vised a novel lead-follow program, Un-
like most schools, where students find
their awn way around the track, his in-
structors would lead by a few car lengths,
thus controlling speed and the all-criti-
cal racing line. To uvoid distractions all
dashboard gauges were taken out.

Now ta gain credibility—and cus-
tomers, Lutz approached a handful of
Nascar drivers who vould give him pull
and the sead capital to lease time ul 2
large superspeedway oval, acquire liabil -
ity insurance and pick up a few used
stk cars. “At first people looked at me
like 1 was erazy,” Lutz recalls. He finally
convinced Richard Petty, winner of a
tecord 200 Winston Cup races, and two
pariners to chip in a tatal of $200,000 in
cash and equipment. Fach took a 2393
stake in what became the Richard Petty
Driving Experience.

Adter three years Lutz was netting $3
millien on revenues of $7 million. He'd
sent 35,000 racing fans speeding through
without serious mishap (mostly brivses
and shattered egos). One of his students
was Leo Hindery, then president of T
{now pert of AT&T) and later chief exec-
utive of Glohal Crossing, wha liked the
spart so much he decided to buy Lut#'s
shares in 1997 for undiscosed millions.

Retirernent lasted less than twa years.
“I thought, “What will I do with the rest
of my life?”” Lutz recalis, Fasy: Start an-
other driving schoal. Only this time
make it the [astest one in the world, re-
lying on modified vpen-wheel cars
{maximum speed: 180mph) instead of
stock cars (165mph). Based em his record
al Petty, Lutz persuaded Championship
Ante Racing Teamns (CART), the sanc-
tioning body for top open-wheel drivers,
te lend its name. To launch CART Driv-
ing 101 Lutz put m §5 milion—43 mil-
lion of his Hindery payout and a $2 mil-
lion bank loan at 9.239%. Why sa much
capital? Formula cars are much mote ex-
pensive than stock cars and must be
muodified for safety,

In June 1999 Lulz upened for buss-
ness at Las Vegas Motor Speedway and
premptly lost $1.2 million on revenues
of $500,000. Reason: Clusses were only
onc-thied [ull, not enough to pay over-
head and marketing expenses, But last
yeat, as the concept caught on through
word-of-mouth and a $300,000 adver-
tising campaign—twa- thirds in print,
the rest on Tv—Lulr carned a re-
spectable $200,000 on 53.3 million.

Clients come [rom corporations like
GlaxodmithKline and Nortel Nelworks,
which use the coursey to reward em-
ployees. Celebrities oceasionally pass
through as well. Country singer LeAnn
Rimes and Adam Firestone, who heads
Firestone Vineyards, have run laps; so
have actors Sylvester Stallone and Party
of Five's Andrew Keegan.

A mmwre typical custoroer is Lawrencc
Yail, owner of a Racine, Wis, garage door
business, whose wife, Angela, gave him
the course for his 40th birthday, “1t was
this ar a party,” she says, Irackside at Tas
Vegas. “I'm glad it was this,” beams Vail,
whorgot his car up to 164mpl in the ad-
vanced course. Lutz limits those classes
{cost: $3,000) to enly 1086 of business,
even thongh thev are more profitable
than Introductory classes (4375 to
$1.50¢), “In advanced programs we sig-
nificanily increase our risk of crashes,”
he says.

Because of safety controls, Driving
10T’s insurance is nut as cxpensive as you
raight think-—uround $10M,000 per year
for $10 million werth of liability cover-
age. (f the 6,000 students who've gone
through the school, only ten have spun
cars, with {five hitting the outside con-
crete wall. ALl but fwo were in advanced
programs. (Average damage to car upon
inipact: $10,000. Most significant injury:
i broken leg. )

This year Luiz hopes to pull in
$750,000 on sales of $4 million. ‘To
widen distribution: he has added classes
in Jllinois and Texas and has kept his ad
budget steady. Where does he go fram
here? "My ultimate goal,” he says, “is to
run classes i the Indianapalis Motor
Speedway.” F
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