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HE WEll-HEELED SAN FRANCISCANS WHO 
venture to dine at the Mission District's La 
Traviata on a cool breezy Saturday night won­
der about the police aaivity as they leave the 
restaurant. 

It is unusually quiet, and the flashing red 
lights reflect off several storefronts. Three po­
lice cars are stopped in a one-block stretch. 

Except for the police cars, a tow truck waiting in the 
distance and two large, highly polished American sedans 
pulled aside by las chotas (cops), few cars are cruising and 
none are parked on Mission Street. 

Quite a contrast from . the scene earlier _in the day. 
Picture San Francisco kissed by bursts of sunshine. It is a 
Mission District weekend at its finest. Preachers at the 
entrance to the 24th Street Bart station warn of evil and 
remind everyone, especially the political pamphleteers 
occupying the opposite corner, that only prayer will end 
the world's problems-political as well as personal. 

Just a few yards away, persons of all ages line up at the 
Latin Freeze for the delicious, thirst-quenching natural 
fruit pa/etas (like Popsicles) in such flavors as coconut, 
watermelon, tamarindo and pineapple. From the sidewalk 
bins, shoppers carefully pick among the large \'arieties of 
fresh tropical fruits and vegetables. and they choose the 
meats and fish that will be served during the weekend 
family dinners. Young parents stroll with their infants and 
children, stopping for a pizza, a taquito, or simply to cau::h 
up with friends who are also enjoying the afternoonpaseo. 

Meanwhile, traffic moves slowly on both Mis. ion and 
24th Streets. Large numbers of pedestrians, some with 
baby carriages and grocery carts, impede the turning 
traffic. Music pulsating from the cars attracL'> the attention 
of the strollers. It's the kind of day that is be t taken 
S-L-O-W-L-Y. 

The cars mo\'e at a temperate pace 111 contrast to the 
rh~1hm of the music. Sal a, oldies and funky sounds create 
waves of excitement. A tingling sensation and the desin:: to 
dance O\'ercomes-bodies sway from the waist ; feet and 
hands mo\'e almost involuntarily. The slow-moving car:, 
arc lowriders, and their proud owners share the same 
name. They ha\'e labored hundreds of hours and spent 
thousands of dollars on these objects of folk art. 

"It's a unique feeling," says lowrider Roberto Her­
nandez, "when you cruise down Mission and everybody e. 

Irma D. Herrera is a San Francisco-basedft-ee/a,,ce writer 
and contributing editor at Pacific News Se,1,;ce. 
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Lowriders complain of police harassment that has brought the 
adivity almost to a halt in the Mission Distrid. 

checking out your car, admiring the work you \ ·e dnne, the 
way you fixed it up." 

Popularized in the late sen .. ·ntie:-- I)\' :,uch mo,·it:, ;h 

Boulel'ardNiP,bts andZoot Suit, l<iwriding b not a m:w fad 
It is very much a part of the culture < if I.a Haz(I ( th< N' 

commonly referred to as Hispanic:, lw bureaucrat:, l It has 
had a strong presence in ~lexican -American l'Ollllnunities 
since the late thirties and fortiL·:,. BccIu,c pf deprL',-..cd 
economic conditions in Chicano h.1rr1<1,. nHht t ·atos 
(guys) tinkered ,vith old junker:,, :ind W>l them runlling 
again. Worn -out suspension:-- cre:11ed the ,unk-dm, n 
closc-10-the-ground look that L'\ 't.'11tually hL·ctmL' tlw Ill'\\ 
'-tyle. To lower them e,·en further. Cl'llll'lll hl11ck, lll. ,,11HI 
bag:, were often placed in the trunk :\ lll<>lL' r.1d1L.il .tp 
proach required culling or meltm).( tht: ,u-,pcn,I1111 1.·1 Hh 
The e car:,, had 10 I~ drin:n ,;lowly 

In aJdttion 10 lowering thl' car,. 11 w:t, 11nport111t 11, 

make the,;e Clln11clxL~ ;t, attrxtI,·c :t, 1x1sMhk 1km tend 
er:, WL'H.' remm·t·d. du:tl p1JX'.'i anJ ruhlJL·r Il.1p-, .1ddnl 
Shiny new p:unt 1oh:, :mJ whllL' walls l·l 1mpkmu11nl rlJL· 
sleek. cb.,,y look that wa., ,o Je,ir,1bk· 

\X'hen cruL,ing hL·ca.me lu~h an fur :111 C.1ltfurn1.111, 111 

the 1950:,, Chicano:. tx-g.111 LTuI,111g lowmlcr-,1,'le. gI,·I11g 
birth to a new in. 1m11ion c:11lel,I !ht' c;ar dub f.nniur.tgl'd 
hy community worker, :L, an ,1ltema11n: tog.mg problem~ 
m Los Angeles. car dubs were n:spt.·ctahk. famil\·-uri ­
t:nted organiz.111ons They arranged Sunda,· picrnc, ;11 lu 
cal parks, amJ all drove there slowly. <.~1ra\'an-,1~·I . The,e 

'Low 'n 'Slow: Lou riding as a Folk Art· Clirs on Cbannel 3.!, 
Friday tbe :!<Jib at 9:00 p.m. 



"It's a unique feeling, when you're cruising and everyone's 
checking out your car and admiring the way you've fixed ii up." 

were excellent opportunities to socialize and display their 
artistic creations. 

The focus on cultural pride in the sixties and se\'entie~ 
renewed the interest in lo\vriding and further refined the 
art. Cars becm1e more elaborate, and technolog,· permit­
ted the lowering and raising uf the c.tr with battery­
powered hydraulic pump~ operated at the !lick l if a .,,ntd1 
Chicano art tlourishL·d in brighth· paintL·d murals in the 
barrios. and cars l1t:came llll 1,·ing mL'tJI lie c.111,·J,e~. loll' 
Nider magazine. tiN publi~hcd 111 Januan· 19--_ re.1chcd 
enthusia~ts worldwide. 

\X 'hcren.:r Raza goe,. lnwriding follu,\~ ~\lld1LT' in 
Germarn· write to/.ou· Hitler aftirming thL·1r Cl11L,IIH> pride 
The F:1yetlL'\·ille. :\orth Carolina. l.owmling Club boast\ 
th:tt their r,,·c,m· t,,·n u 1rr11chas crui,e the hnuk,·:1n! .111t! 
gt·r ,t, 1ppL·d ll\ till' f>l1ll ·,1 I l< '11' l. 11, >t t\l h.1"k l1' hut t, i 

, hl'd, l lU t the d1.1111 ,tl'l ' l'lllg "ht·t·I, , ir t,, .1 d111 1rt· , ,u1 
,.11·, 

I u11· Nu/er repl in, .1t·t1, lllL'' f1\Hll .in iund thL· ,·, ,untn 
Ill ct·khr.tte tht· l''\p.111,11>11 .it tlll'1r duh. tilL' l{uul h·,, 

C.1'.· Cluh h.1d .1 get t, 1gL·tl1er 111 the lw.1u111ul 111, >urn.1111, 
,urn>u 11d111g their hu111etl l\\'ll, 1f '-.ll1d.1. Clllnr.idu :\ 11d. 111 
1.uhhllck. Te:,,..1,. ·i-:1 tir.111 F.md.mgll J.1l.1pe1111 L1r '-hl 1,, 
wi II soon t:lkL' pb(C " 

E\'c1, i-.sue :1d,·L·rti~es lndr:1ultc,. t i re, .111d ,,lll:d-,. 
pearl-lacquer paint jobs .. 1:-. \\di J, fa-.h1rn1.1hle hi,\rt,k-r 
"threads" and shoes. And l'ach 1s-..ue dL·n,tL'' .1 fe,,· page, 11 > 

the hundreds of song Jed1c.n1ons conw\'111g tht.· L'tKmlt'd 
messages of love that are at the soul of Ra:a cultun:. 
<;(, 

0 MANY PEOPLE. LOWRIDEHS. Cl IOI.OS (syn­
onym for 1•atos who dress in a distinctive 
style), padmcos and homeboys an.: one and 
the same-bad news. Lowriders complain of 
this unfair portra\'al. .. , was watching an epi · 
sode of T J Hooker on 1V a \.vhile hack," said 
Fernando Velasco. twenty-two, president of 
the San Francisco LO\\' Creations Cluh. "and 

some guys in cbolo clothes were chasing a dude in their 
lowrider. Then, they used the car to run him down. '.'-/() 
lowrider who has invested thousands of dnllars into his 
machine would e\'er dream of doing something like thi~ ... 

Rick Tejada-Flores, a San Francisco filmmaker who re­
centlv completed Lou· 'n' Sluu•: 17Je Art cf Lou riding for 
PBS. found that lo\\'riders \\'Cre gnissh· stereotyped. '.\!any 
associate the term lourider with gangs, zoot suit riots and 
antisocial beha\·ior. "I don 't ,ense lowriJing is an act of 
defiance. It's a wa,· nf as~erting per:-.011:il worth It ', an 
aesthetic tradition expn.:ssed in what you do ,, ith ,uur 
car. 

Well, if the~ aren ·1 the trouble-making /xicb11cos, drug 
dealing thugs and gang members sht>wn un ·ry ;111d mo,·ie 
screens. wh1 > are these gu~·s1 

Roberto I lcrnandez. twenty-eight. horn and raisL·d m 
San Franci~co's '.\-lission District. got hi~ first " ride " when 
he was eighteen year, old. I ll'rna11de1 h.1, won 11umer1>u, 
trophic, at car ~how, "Some peopk- h:1,·L· 1!1L·1r ,·:1d11~. he 



explains, "and we have our cars." When he isn't working 
on his car, Hernandez directs the Bernal Heights Commu­
nity Center, which provides a Headstart program, GED 
classes, meals for seniors and recreational activities for 
young people. 

Lowriding isn't enjoyed exclusively by the young. Ac­
cording to Hernandez, his parentc; like cruising, too. He 
recently parted with his '53 Chrysler and gave it to his 
father. "Even my mom trips out on it when they drive in 
the Mission on weekends," added Hernandez. 

Lowriding aficionados are well-dispersed among the 
Latino community. Rene Yanez, director oft.a Galeria de la 
Raza, San Francisco's Latino Art Gallery, found that among 
the Galeria's most popular exhibits were two lowrider 
shows that depicted the cars, the people, the style and 
even photos of encounters with the police. 

And, although lowriding tends to be dominated by 
Raza, the passion actually cuts across racial and ethnic 

lines. For example, the Low Creations Car Club, one of 
several in the Bay Area, takes pride in its diversity. Twenty­
six-year-old Tony Cahilig, whose older brother Perfecto 
helped found the club in 1974, explains that the duh "has 
blacks, whites, Filipinos, Chicanos and people from many 
neighborhoods in this city." The, Cahilig brothers were 
born and raised in the Richmond District, and the mantle 
of their parent's home is covered with their trophies. Their 
two young sons will probably continue in the family tradi­
tion of having the "baddest rides in the city." 

Despite the positive aspects of lowriding, many 
lowriders feel that they have incurred unnecessary con­
flicts with the police over the years. In San Francisco, 
controversy and strained relations with local officials 
brought lowriding to an almost complete standstill in the 
city. 

Roberto Hernandez participated in the cruise nights of 
1979 and 1980 that led to numerous arrests, hundreds of 
traffic citations and finally to an ordinance prohibitin~ 

Uto Cnn's 1970 Chewy Impala­
a S2000 Point Joi, 



parking and stopping on Mission Street on weekend eve­
nings. "The Tactical Squad started sweeping people off the 
streets. !twas like martial law right here in San Francisco," 
he says. During that time he received approximately thirty 
to forty traffic citations for charges even judges had never 
heard of. "Every time we went to coun:· recalls Her­
nandez, "all our buddies were there lighting tickets from 
previous weekends. Most citations were thrown out by the 
judges." 

Inspector John Hennessey of the San Francisco Police 
Department notes that the lowriding itself was not the 
problem. According to J lennessey, the ciry was concerned 
that emergency vehicles couldn't get through on :'>lis:-ion 
Street because of bumper to bumper traffic frnm JH1h 
Street to Army. "In order to appreci:.lle all the work that':­
gone into the cars, they must be driven :-low ... say:- I len­
nessey. "Dt.>aling with the traffic and the large number.~ llf 
people drawn tl> the livelv atmosphere un warm sumrrn:r 
night:- was extremely taxing on JX>lice tTSl>urce:-. l'nlike 
Castro and Polk Strt .. ·ets. which are brought to a stamhtill 
hy the gay community ·on J blloween. we had J problem 
two nights each week. The JX>lice gut caught between 
merch:mts' cnmplairw; :md cnmmunitv member.; who kh 
nuI,111g \\,t, ,lll lllllllCCrH L'llUllgh ,ll.0 ll\i(\ 

'i1r111l.1rh. 111 the l'c11111,ul.1 tu\\ n ul I.,,... c.;.11,i-.. . 11 l\\ ndlllg 
\\ .h 111.1dc .1 l 'ntlll.' h\ the l "ll\ niunc1I. .tlthuugh ,111 .1ppd 
l.1tL' niun l.11er ll>und till.' 1irdm.1ncc unnm,111uCHll1.tl 11 
lurh.ttk dn\111g .11111>1\lr \Chide "un .1 l11gll\\.l\ tl>r chc ,.1h.L· 
1>f dnnng \\ 11hou1 1111111L•1..h.11c.: dc.:s11n.11111n ... ur .ll r.111d1 ,rn. 
hut llll thL' looklllll li>r po:-.,1hle dl·,·clupm1..•ni-.. . 1 ir "1th 
the purpo:-e of :-ightsccing rl'pe:11cdl~ 111 the ,.lllll' .1re.1. 
and while dri\·ing w11h- the pu11x1:--c of '<K1.1li1111g \\ nh 
mmonsts <>r pcdl·strians.·· 

Not all citi1..·s. huwe,·cr. have tried lO tun kl\\ n~hng In 
San Jose, lowrider clubs maim.11n harmoniou, rd.111, m, 
with the local police. Uiney Huiz, San Jo:-e\ fllrL·most 
5~ 

promoter of entertainment for l.atino:-, says lowriders .md 
the police work on projects together. Huiz. a ninth-grade 
drop-out and the mother of liw girls. is a lim11er welfare 
recipient who now organizes auto shows, d.mces. con­
certs, benefits and "breaking" contests for the Latino com­
munity. Her auto shows are also among the most pl>pular 
events. "Most of the lowriders are older guys." cummcms 
Ruiz. ··1t 's a $10,000 hobby. Thev·re average people who 
are into community al"tivities; the,.'vc got good jobs. they 
vote. They're the farthest thing from gangs you could 
find.'' And there are lots of 1hern in :-.:urthern California\ 
lowrider hotspot, the imersection of Story and King road:­
in Sanjose. 

N SPITE OF ATIE!\IPTS TO RESTIUCr IT. cruising, no 
matter how defined, continues to bl.' a popular (Xt,­

time. In fact, <liehards :ibound. and among them i\ 
one of Nonhl.'rn California's most colorful 
lowriders: Frank DeHosa. lifry-l.'ight . of l'itt:-buri-:. De­
HosJ, who is of Sicilian ancestrv. h:is had a longs1.1nd 
ing love affair with cars. I le like:- them dose to thl' 
ground, with custom pa111t jobs th:11 attract lot., of 

attention. 
DcRosa cruisl·d in the forties and liftics with otlwr 

Latino, Anglo and Italian car huff, "\'\°c lud a good llll\ -

ture of races," he -;ay ... . " \'fill >ever w;1s intL'rL',tl..'d in car, 111 
into our group. \X 'c u .... nl 111 h;.111g 1>ul .11 driH· 111, .md tl1L· 
parks on weekend:-... But it \\a:-n 1 :ill fll'>e:-. ··1 gut 11rl.'d 11t 

the traffic ticket:-... Dcl{ma explain:-.. ·ur twmg pullnl Ill! 
the ryad numcrow, 1Imt•:,, in 1>nt· da,· .md ol l1.1n11g rm l .1r 
scarched-:,o I gave up crui,111g h>r .1while •• !lut. \\ht'll lu.., 
six-year-old :-on admired .1 h m rrdl·r .ll a n1,1om ,1111\\ ll·ll 
ye-Jrs ago, Dd{o~J Jendcd 1'1.11 thL'\ ,hould hutld ., ")l 
.\lercury wgcther. Ti.><.bv b1>th lkHu:-J .md '>1.\lL'l'll \l·.tr 
old Fr.mk.Jr nu,,l. and .lltL·nd h.1pp1..·1111 ~' 111 '\,n 11 • 

t..tl1t,irr11.1 LllL'h I \l' li1..·t ll \\t·II 1t·"·11v,I ,, , dil ,I•n1, 
.111d lugll\\ ,1\, pf { .tlil, ,, 111,1. '·'" lht· 'l"l11• ll I >d, .. , 1 !. 

IL'\\ \L',tr, .tgu I dL'lltkd hi h,: lih.t· 1'111,l' ).:ll\' Ir , •11 I i< 
k\ .l!ld du 111, o\\ 11 th111g .\11d It lll'l. l'"·11 \ I \\~1, pI l _ ', ·t, 
(\l dfl\L' .lrl)Lllld \\llh .1 l.l\\\l"I 

\u11111H·n111w 1, JLl'>I .1rnu11d till.' tlll"llL't rill.' l11 l.!'1il 
gl,1,..,ed camh .1pple red lrnp;tl.11h.11 1lllCl' ,.11111 till.· g-11.1:-:v 
, >I thl' pnwL·rh1.1I old l.1Lh h.1, gi 111cn ,1,lcL'll n>.lh ,it p.I11tt 
ll\draul1t·, .. 1 plu,h \'cl1 iur 1111ern1r. l111k llmlftL, ( tirL·, 1 .u1d 
1he ·h.1dJL·,1 ..,uund '"tt·rn ..,old Tht· ,erect light c h.111gL'' 
.11 2-Hh .md .\lt.,,H 111 .111d !Ill.· cra11 lcr comL'' ll 1 .1c11111plctL' 
stop A 111cch.1111G1l 111.11mg mu.ii 1.1ke:-- plate .11 the l·orncr 
-people .. milt: appronngh ■ 

:,,f IOCl '> 
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