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“These portraits of a group of people known as the Low Riders were made in norchern

s

Mexico.

hese Hispanic young men and women are descendants of not only the “cr

of the *S0s but of every culture that has loved and adorned their mode of transportation.
This includes Mexican bus drivers, Spanish conquistadores, and Roman gladiators. For these
vehicles have been not only chariots of festiveness and show but also reliquaries of ancient

pychic messages in which one tests the Fates.

“The Low Riders cut and chop the frames of their brightly painted vintage cars, lowering

them to

hin inches from the ground. They drive through the strects of cast Los Angeles,

o El Paso, and the towns of norchern New Mexico at specds so slow that one cither
loves or hates them. For the person on the move, in a hurry to make it, to arrive in the
world, the Low Riders are a cause of great consternation. On a Saturday night in Santa
Fe, it may take two hours to circumnavigate the plaza, or even longer to get across

town. The cars speak symbolically: Hey man, what's your hurry? Life is an art; time is

eternal. Like ancient gods, we are impervious to change. We arent afaid to face death
head on. We refss to run but rather turn and slowly ride away. Octavio Paz describes

“The Pachuco and Other Extremes,” the first essay of The Labyrinth Of Solieude,

the cool “Pachuco” sensibilicy of the cruisers of cast Los Angeles. He suggests that chis
sensibility evolved from the merger of the Mexican character with American capitalism. The

Mexican cray

ing for adornment and decoration, he believes, comes from a fear of death and

loneliness, and a longing for reunion. The Mexican bus drivers exemplify these traits mag-
nificently. Decorated with Christmas lights year-round, religious altars and painted horizons

on the ourside, these buses suggest a celebration of lfe.

At the same time, these drivers tempt death with their reckless and often fatal driving.
Death for them is not something to fear but to embrace. Fear of solitude and death is

conquered through decoration and celebration. When the Hispanics migrated to Los

Angeles and the Southwest, this special Mexican character met head-on with American

affluence. The low riding obsession is a by-product of this

marriage. Itis a search for a contemporary identity.

These cars are works of art. They are directly descended

from a great tradition of Hispanic crafis. The outside of the
cars must be flamantito or clean. This means they must be
perfectly spotless and waxed, and beauifully painted with
cither metal flake or pearl paint, pin-striped or Iacquered with a mural and often a message.

“The more well-to-do cars have an elaborate multi-battery-powered hydraulic system that

raises and lowers, scparately or together, the front and rear ends of the car. In this way one can

avoid scrapi

ng botcom when navigating difficult bu

ps and curns. Even more important,

hydraulics allow instant respectability and a faster speed should the police get agitated.
Whoever heard of getting ticketed for going t0o slow? In northern New Mexico you can get

stopped for driving too close to Tierma Madre!

Cars with hydraulics are the thoroughbreds of Low Rider cars. The hydraulic *hopping”

contest a car shows is the Steeplechase. Young men get down on hands and knees to measure

the highest (longest) on the measuring stick. IFhopping is a sign of status and virility then

iamond tucked

the elegance of the interiors of these cars s a sign of fertility and grace.
and rolled in plush velvers
and original leathers, these

nteriors exude, at once, a

boudoiresque sensuality and

a funercal dignity. Both vulva

and casker, these cars are more than just gaudy displays of a group that has misunderstood

the American dream. They are reliquarics of ancient and contemporary images that con-

ain keys to sexual and spiritual u




“The Low Rider cruises protected by symbols of church and sexual regeneration (family). The fur rugs, and trophies were packed away. As slowly and decorously as they had arrived, cars

logo of one club, Los Unidos, is the virgin of Guadalupe, through whose neck a procession pulled out and in procession departed. The sun set. The plaza that had been so alive, with the
of Low Rider cars enters. The religious procession is re-enacted in the Low Rider parade with ghosts and saints of so many centuries, now was stilled. All that remained were strange latent
its own set of rules of ctiquerte and decorum. Like their grandfathers' Penitente Brother- images. Where cach car had been parked, now
hood, the Low Rider club reflects the importance of kinship tis that are both familial and on the ground lay a dark rectangular shape, as

religious. When Dave Jaramillo Jr.’s facher was killed in a car accident, his uncles finished the if the cars had been repositories for the ashes of

an ancient collective identity now revealed.

Epilogue:
At the Low Rider Show, people couldn' ake

their eyes or hands off Daves Dream. “Its a

dressing rooms it a casker.” When the phoro-
graph was exhibited ten years later in my Santa
Fe gallery, the assistant director of the Smith-
sonian, who had scen the Low Rider Show in
1980, saww Daves Dream once again. He decided

t buy not the photograph but rather the car,

for the Museum of Transportation. By this time

Irene Maria had remarried and, out of respect

Low Rider car he had begun as testimony to their brother's love for wife and son. They put for her new husband, had repainted the car. So
thousands of dollars and countless hours into creating “Dave’s Dream,” a symbol of fumily the original car club, Los Unidos, reassembled and spent even twice as long repainting. The
and brotherhood. money sent Dave Jr. to college and the State Police Academy, and I made a black-and-white

photograph of the Sanctuario at Chimayo for the backdrop in the Museum installation. Overa

These photographs were exhibited initially in conjunction with the cars year later, New Mexico dignitaries, families, and car clubs assembled at the Sanctuario to bless

on Santa Fe's main plaza on the 19th of October 1980, sponsored by New and send the car off to Washington.
Mexico's Museum of Fine Arts. For one day, cars and photographs inter-

twined with thousands of onlookers participating in the inspection and

admiration of the vehicles. The Low Riders basked in this praise. Art and
i

commingleds myth and realiy joined o create a living image of this cultural art form. A

woman from New York tricd to buy one car. People of different cultures met and talked and

appreciated cach other. As the sun got lowe 1, at an unappointed hour, the cars slowly packed

up. Trunks, hoods, and doors that had been opened to reveal the cars, closed. Velver covers,



