
“As a teenager, I liked the idea of being a 
Formula One driver…. single, being with 
beautiful women and living in Monaco….” 
In this Special Christmas Feature, we talk to Jonathan Holtzman 
about his passion for Formula 1 cars and how he came to own a 
Tyrrell P34 to race with Masters.

Jonathan Holtzman
Owner of the 1976 Six-Wheeled Tyrrell and driver in the Masters Racing Legends for 
1966 to 1985 F1 cars, across the US and the UK & Europe. During a successful 2022 
Masters Season, Jonathan finished 2nd in the Pre-78 Championship in the UK & EU 
Masters Racing Legends series and was overall Winner in the Post-78 Classes in the 
US Series.  
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He’s been a Masters driver since 2017 and long celebrated for being the innovator behind the continuation of 
the legendary six-wheeled Tyrrell P34 Formula One car.  Although, Jonathan Holtzman’s racing history goes back 
much further than that, and includes illustrious names such as Gilles Villeneuve and Jimmy Vasser. We spoke to 
Jonathan on the test day ahead of the Oldtimer Grand Prix at the Nürburgring.

What got you into motor racing?
“I was born and raised in Detroit, also known for its Motown Music and the motor capital of the world. So, 
Detroit was famous around the world for celebrating cars and music. I wasn’t going to be a musician, and my 
family has had a real estate company for three generations. So, when I was a teenager, I liked the idea of being 
a Formula One driver…. single, being with beautiful women and living in Monaco… that was a plan! So, at 16, I 
first went to Bob Bondurant’s racing school and then to the Jim Russell School series at Mont-Tremblant. We 
all had a Lotus 51, a Formula Ford with hard and grooved tyres, and almost no adjustments – just drive it! They 
had a Formula Ford series and if you won it, they entered you into the Formula Ford Festival, so I raced against 
some talented young Canadians and I was in the top three. Then, Gilles Villeneuve came along, and I saw him go 
sideways in the rain in one of the toughest corners in the world. The way he did that was so much faster than 
I thought was possible… So, I retired right there on the spot! By that time, I was 20 and decided to go into the 
family business. That was my second choice.”

Meet Jonathan Holtzman
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“I’m passionate about F1 cars, driving 
them is like being an astronaut”

That could have been it. But it wasn’t. How come?
“Ten years later, I was going to get married but then decided not to get married. If you’re passionate about 
a sport, it just drives you. I’m passionate about F1 cars, driving them is like being an astronaut! So, I said to 
myself, I’d like to go racing after all. I started at the SCCA Runoffs, which is the highest level of amateur racing 
in America. I finished second in Formula 2000, which is a lower level than Formula 3. Then, I discovered there 
was a series in Canada called the Pro F2000 Canadian Championship that paid $10,000 dollars for first place. 
I wasn’t good enough as a professional driver, so I became a team owner/driver and decided that I wanted to 
support other young USA drivers. This series had Paul Tracy in the Van Diemen and top Canadian drivers like 
Claude Bourbonnais and Patrick Carpentier in Reynards. So, I said, let’s do the All-American team and run 
American Swifts. I teamed up with Paul Decker, who was friends with George Lucas, the Star Wars creator, to 
sponsor us. 

We contracted Jimmy Vasser and Ken Murillo as drivers. Jimmy had won the SCCA Formula Ford Championship 
and Ken was a Barber Saab champion. So, we had the best American drivers, the best American engine builder, 
Jay Ivey, and Carroll Smith, who used to be Shelby’s right-hand man for engineering, the best American race car 
designer in Swift’s David Bruns, and I was the young Roger Penske! I was 35 years old, the owner of the team 
as well as one of the drivers, and we dominated the series. Vasser was so outstanding, Murillo was between 
second and fifth, and I consistently finished between fifth to eighth among over 40 cars. Carpentier went on to 
Indy but I beat him all the time! But it was tough, because I had a full-time job in the family business and was 
also managing two drivers while showing up to drive myself. So, in the end, I didn’t enjoy the managing part. I 
continued to sponsor Vasser and won the Toyota Atlantic Championship before he got into Ganassi’s IndyCar 
team and won the Indy Championship. Alex Zanardi then won the Championship, but I credit Jimmy for getting 
Zanardi to that level.”
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So how did you end up in historic racing?
“In 2007, I saw an ad for a 1989 Ferrari 640 F1 car that was raced by Nigel Mansell and Gerhard Berger. I knew 
what the car was so flew in and bought it!  I did the Ferrari Corse Clienti series in it – the first paddle shift car 
with a 3.5-litre V12 engine which was awesome at 13,000rpm at Spa! But it wasn’t racing… Then I went to 
the Montreal F1 GP where the historic F1 cars were providing a support race. I looked at the cars and I said to 
myself ‘they should go faster!’  So, after the races, I went into the pits and met Bud Moeller, who I now race 
against in Masters USA!  Then in 2017, I saw a magazine ad from Speedmaster selling a Lotus 1981 87B, which 
was owned by Mike Wrigley at the time. I phoned James Hanson at Speedmaster and asked him to tell me about 
this car because next Saturday I’m flying to London and want to see it!  James picked me up and we went to see 
Mike, a great guy, and I bought the car on one condition: take me to England’s best fish-and-chips shop. There 
I got to experience the English vegetable referred to as ‘mushy peas’…”

Your first-ever Masters event?
“James set me up with Alistair Bennett of then CGA – now Front Row Racing – and I started racing in Masters in 
2017. I first went to Barcelona then Mexico and Montreal F1 support races, finishing 4th to 8th, and then I was 
winning my first race in 2019 before getting caught up in an incident with Jamie Constable at the Nürburgring. 
I then went on to finish second overall in Austin, third in both races and took my first podiums. Racing in 2020 
and 2021 was very limited due to Covid and travel restrictions but I raced the P34 Tyrrell and Lotus in the 
top 3, and in 2022 I did the Monaco Historic GP for the first time, finishing the race in 7th. You know, several 
Americans have come overseas to race these European tracks, but we’re always at a disadvantage on racing 
track experience. So, I always like it when there is an American race on a track that I know. The Lotus is now 
very competitive in the US, and we’re racing at COTA again, and I’ve asked Steve Hartley, and Michael Lyons to 
come over. Now it’s their turn to get just 12 laps of practice before they will have to qualify!”

“I bought the car on one condition: take 
me to England’s best fish-and-chip shop.”
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“The profits of my business life go into my 
two passions – Formula One and wildlife.”

In it to win it – or just for fun?
“Desperately trying to win sometimes takes away the fun. So, I try not to take away the fun and the happiness. 
But as I learn the tracks, and the car is getting better, and I’m getting better, I now find that I don’t like to be 
beaten! Although, I thoroughly enjoy the experience when the fans are here. I always look for fathers and sons, 
and ask the son, do you want to sit in my car? If everyone does that, the sport would continue to thrive. 

You know what? In September, I’ll be 68, and I’m a cancer survivor. I always said I wanted to be a Formula One 
driver, and now I kind of am. I’m racing an F1 car on all the famous circuits. Okay, I’m not getting a paycheck, I 
pay the checks… I don’t have children, so the profits of my business life go into my two passions – Formula One 
and wildlife. I’ve set up a charitable foundation called the Holtzman Wildlife Foundation that helps endangered 
wildlife, recent project is a film to educate the world transfer from plastic, oil-based to food-based instead. We 
all have plastic the size of a credit card inside our bodies, and so do all animals. So why not create something 
that’s actually food to animals? While we spend time discussing climate change, we’re not coming up with 
solutions, while some of the solutions are very easy. My real-estate business is about solving problems, and for 
me, F1 is also about solving problems – engineering problems. As an American, I try to think like the astronauts 
in solving problems.”

THE MASTERS TOUR
CHRISTMAS SPECIAL FEATURE

DECEMBER 2022 – ISSUE 26

www.mastershistoricracing.commastershistoricracingMastersHistoricRacing



Your best and worst days in motor racing?
“The best day has to be the first podium that I finally got in Austin for the Masters Support Races to the 
Formula 1 GP. I got so close many times – four times I was fourth or fifth when the car broke. And then at the 
Nürburgring in 2019 I was running second, and first in class, but then got hit – that was my worst moment. F1 
is not a contact sport but I was heading for the guardrail, and instead of winning I ended up in eighth or ninth. 
Motor racing has severe ups and downs. Being first is such a euphoric sensation that you want more of that. 
But you know, this weekend my engine may turn out to be broken, and I won’t even be able to race. You need 
to be mentally stable for that.”

“Being first is such a euphoric sensation 
that you want more of that.”
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Your favourite car?
“All my F1s are clearly all amazing but they are different. Is Jim Clark the best driver ever or Ayrton Senna? 
You’ve got to give them the credit for the decade that they were in. It’s the same with my cars, I like them 
equally. I wanted the F1 cars that set an innovative direction. My Ferrari pioneered the five-valve head, coke-
bottle shape and 7-speed gearbox with paddle shift. My Lotus 87B was the first carbon fibre car along with the 
McLaren MP4/1. So, when it came to the seventies, it could only be one car: the six-wheeler. Derek Gardner 
idea for the STP Turbine IndyCar. They kept the 4WD but Andy Granatelli didn’t want the six wheels. Gardner 
still had that in his head the year before Colin Chapman began ground effects. My first attempt was to buy one 
of the 1976 cars but there are none. The ones that existed were converted to ’77-spec. The original one is in 
the German museum, but that’s the prototype that never raced. Then there is one ’77 that was converted back 
to a ’76. So, I couldn’t buy one. 

Then I asked myself, what is the most innovative car of the seventies not at any of the historic events? Popularity 
has driven up the prices, so the value was going up, and interest was going up, so how come these cars are in 
museums and collections instead of being out on a race track? We could have made a replica, but replicas use 
different materials and designs, not the same, the world doesn’t look at replicas very well. So, our thought was: 
why not make it perfect? No compromise! The only differences are the fuel cell and the roll hoop, these had to 
be to modern safety standards. So, I teamed up with Colin, Alistair and Jay Bennett at Front Row Racing, and 
James Hanson at Speedmaster, and we formed a partnership to build two of them – because in 1976 there were 
two, one for Scheckter, one for Depailler. I wanted to be Scheckter, the other buyer could be Depailler… The 
way we did it, it’s not an original, but a perfect continuation. What’s wrong with that? The fans want to see that 
car, it’s an interesting contribution to historic motor racing. Now we need the world to convince the people at 
McLaren, Williams, Lotus, Ferrari to build continuations of these iconic cars!”

“When it came to the 
seventies, it could 
only be one car: the 
six-wheeler.”
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What’s the worst car you’ve ever driven?
“That was a Formula Atlantic I raced for a while, a Swift. That car just lacked power. The handling, brakes, and 
downforce were all good. I was just frustrated.”

Your favourite circuit?
“I’d say Mont-Tremblant, Canada. That’s where I started my career – a real driver track that is technically 
challenging. A close second for me is Monaco, for its atmosphere and the history, of course, but not just that. 
My first practice lap was easily the most intimidating lap in my entire career. I was driving like a grandma going 
to church! The track was saying to me, if you can’t drive me, you shouldn’t be here…”

Why doesn’t Masters go to…?
“I’ve raced in a lot of series, but what Ron and the team do is fantastic. So, I would be excited if Masters would 
take advantage of the whole world, I look at these events as an opportunity to travel. I’ve been to 60 countries, 
and I would like to get to 70 fast! I would love to go to Suzuka, Singapore, or even to Melbourne…”

“I was driving like a grandma 
going to church!”
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“I have the highest regard for the people 
that take care of my cars.”

Your best mate in the paddock?
“I’ve met the majority of the guys now. I find all of them funny and happy, and they are great to be around. So, 
there is no ‘best mate’ for me. They all have interesting stories. Us Americans are a little outspoken by nature, so 
one of the American things that I do, as the paddock is always quiet – I play rock ’n roll music very loud. We have 
set up some big speakers at Front Row and listen to eighties English music. The Cure, The Clash, Psychedelic 
Furs... The first time I did that, the other drivers – you know, Christophe d’Ansembourg, Mike Cantillon, Katsu 
Kubota, Joaquin Folch – were looking at me like, what is this? But they soon said, that’s great, it energises me 
too! Apart from that, I have the highest regard for the people that take care of my cars. The mechanics don’t get 
enough credit for what they do. We need to get rid of the separation between the drivers and the mechanics. 
That’s why I’ve started a tradition by taking the whole team to a great restaurant every weekend. I’ll buy!”
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