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ABSTRACT 

 

Hittin’ the Switch presents a body of work inspired by a lifetime fascination with 

lowriders and lowrider culture through an amalgamation of processes including printmaking, 

painting, and quilting to illustrate this symbol of ChicanX1 ingenuity, resistance, cultural 

affirmation, and the spirit's’ ability to materialize aspirations. It stitches together layers of reality 

that make up goal-oriented dreams. The avenue toward that destination is often filled with 

potholes, detours and sketchy situations, but smoother roads lie ahead.  

My intensive investigation into the creation, evolution, and history of the lowrider has led 

to the discovery and expressions of the Chicano term rasquachismo. This D.I.Y. sensibility is 

suffused through this project including paintings, prints and an unlikely connection made to the 

art of quilting. This thesis is a culmination of research from the last three years and embodies a 

life of living rasquache.  

These principles are reflected in lowrider creation and culture. They start with a vision 

and evolve over time by salvaging, modifying, repainting, and refinishing to become a new 

iteration from the original. These works are created through rasquachismo sensibility and serve 

both as an homage to lowrider history, the neighborhoods that formed my identity and aesthetics, 

and a personal memorial for those dearly departed.  

There have been countless individuals that have helped me along this journey.  It may 

seem like a stretch but let us all jump into the family car like a Sunday afternoon and go for a 

cruise. 

 
1 Historically speaking the term Chicano was used specifically to refer Mexican’s born in the United States that was 
originally a derogatory term. The term was adopted as a term of strength and identity with the Chicano Movement in 
then 60’s. The updated term ChicanX is used in place of the masculine Chicano and feminine Chicana to be 
inclusive of individuals who do not identify on the gender spectrum. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Fordite is a synthetic gemstone rendered over years of human intervention. Also known 

as Detroit agate or Motor City Agate, it can be found in the trash heaps of Detroit, Michigan; 

byproducts of the auto industry where the overspray from millions of hand-painted vehicles 

coated the walls and floors of paint booths before being scraped up and disposed (Fig.1). This 

brightly colored amalgam is reminiscent of the Americas, where the knowledge, histories and 

cultures of indigenous peoples, enslaved Africans and non-white immigrants lured by dreams of 

a better life, have been melded together and discarded as “other,” in service to capitalist ventures 

of people of European descent. However, when revealed, we see the many colorful layers of 

language, ritual, iconography, gastronomy; every aspect of living formed under the pressure of 

having to survive. Without considering too broad a scope let us home in on Central and North 

America where forced assimilation of indigenous civilizations by European colonizers have 

wrought over the centuries their abilities to make something out of nothing; the necessity of 

adaptation, demonstrated in both substance and style.  

As it pertains to ChicanX culture and relevant to this conversation, a particular D.I.Y. 

sensibility known as rasquachismo has grown from adaption to life in the United States. 

Rasquachismo is a difficult concept to pinpoint an exact definition: 

Very generally, rasquachismo is an underdog perspective – a view from los de abajo, an 

attitude rooted in resourcefulness and adaptability, yet mindful of stance and style…. 

Rasquachismo is a sensibility attuned to mixtures and confluence.2 

2 Tomas Ybarra-Frausto p.60-61 
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Like fordite, lowrider history is layered and complex, also reminiscent of the ingredients 

chopped and gently placed in the caldo at my grandma’s house, swirling together to create a rich 

mixture of flavors. For Mexican Americans, the automobile has always been a part of the family. 

Many turn-of-the-century photographs were taken in front of the shining family car, 

demonstrating this notion of a vehicle’s importance. The evolution of lowrider culture is part of 

this storied history and tracks through events that shaped Modern America, from the Great 

Depression and Dust Bowl, World War II, and the Civil Rights movement, to the emergence of 

Hip-Hop and its export to countries near and far.  

Where exists a lowrider with every detail customized by a craftsman, riding slow down a 

boulevard or local park, or in a head-to-head battle of pumping hydraulics to see who can bounce 

highest,3 there is a spectator in awe of the creation. A lowrider not only showcases an 

individual’s aesthetics, but it is also a mobile performance intended to entertain the imagination 

and spark enthusiasm for the histories often depicted in chrome and gold murals on hoods and 

trunks – stories of social resistance and identity affirmation as Chicanos.  

Since eras when conquistadors and Manifest Destiny stole the very ground from under 

indigenous peoples in what is now the United States and Mexico, to mass deportations of 

migrants throughout the 20th century until today, there are painful scars among descendants of 

those displaced from their rightful lands. Those remaining became outsiders, where English was 

forced from their vocal cords, and native languages choked from public discourse. The stories of 

Mexican descendants in America have always required reconciling feelings of otherness in our 

3 Hop contest are often used to show off hydraulics that make the vehicle higher or lower with the activation of a 
switch inside of the vehicle or remotely.   
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own country. What holds everything together is a voice, a soul, a spirit that weaves together the 

Mexican and the American into stylistic movements that emerged to create unique 

manifestations of identity. 

The exhibition Hittin’ the Switch presents a body of work inspired by a lifetime 

fascination with lowriders and lowrider culture through an amalgamation of processes including 

printmaking, painting, and quilting to illustrate this symbol of ChicanX ingenuity, resistance, 

cultural affirmation, and a materialization of the spirit's’ ability to bring aspirations into reality. 

The works are created through the sensibility of rasquachismo and serve both as an homage to 

lowrider history, the neighborhoods that formed my identity and aesthetics, and a personal 

memorial for those dearly departed.  
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LOWRIDER EVOLUTION 

Events that led to lowrider evolution can be focused on The Great Depression and 

subsequent Dust Bowl of the nineteen-thirties. This caused a large migration of predominantly 

Anglo farmers from the barren Midwest to the West Coast, desperate for work and a new 

beginning.4 This influx created a competitive and hostile environment for the Mexican 

Americans and migrants already living and working there. The Anglo implants soon began 

lobbying local governments to decry they were the true Americans and were entitled to the work 

available – perpetuating the mystique of settlers in the Wild West.5

However, the United States’ entry into World War II in 1941 created a shortage of 

workers in the agriculture sector. In 1942 the US government enacted the Bracero Program 

requesting workers from Mexico to help the war-time effort during a labor shortage. This 

program subjected the braceros (which translates to he who works with his arms) to a minimum 

wage and harsh work environments that led to heatstroke and injuries from inadequate tools, 

many disabled for the rest of their lives. They were not only treated oppressively in the fields but 

prone to racism and discrimination from American citizens suffering from wartime anxiety. 

Later in the decade, the song “Deportee” by Woodie Guthrie written in 1948 tells the story of an 

airplane crash in Los Gatos Canyon killing all 32 people onboard. The Fresno Bee and many 

local papers listed the twenty-eight immigrants solely as “deportees,” dehumanizing them even 

in death. As migrants came to the aid of the country, discrimination, racial profiling, and 

4  95% of those that were relocating to the West coast were white farmers relocating to find land that was fertile for 
crops.
5 Carpio p. 159 
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violence continued pushing Mexican Americans to a crossroads. Police harassment on behalf of 

economic reasons devolved into deeming them a threat to society. 

The Los Angeles Times, who had major influence over public opinion on the West Coast, 

ran a feature on Japanese Americans as enemies of the state during the WWII, but once the 

majority were horrifically moved to internment camps, the focus shifted. Racial tension soon 

grew to a boiling point and violence erupted against young Mexican Americans and Mexican 

immigrants. Two such events are known as the Sleepy Lagoon Murder and the Zoot Suit Riots. 

Juvenile delinquency was on the rise as World War II was raging, but the media surrounding Los 

Angeles focused specifically on young men known as Pachucos who dressed in a particular 

ensemble known as the zoot suit – including baggy pants pegged at the ankle, an oversized coat 

with tails, and a wide brimmed hat (Fig. 2). The exact origin of the zoot suit is debated one 

account from 1943 New York Times article reports:  

“There have been reports that the zoot suit was inspired by authentic Civil War garb 

worn by Clark Gable as Rhett Butler in “Gone with the Wind.” In several scenes he 

appeared in long coat and peg trousers.”6 

Possible originators include musicians like Cab Calloway and Frank Sinatra, with 

accounts also pinpointing the style to Gainesville, Georgia. The trend would sweep across the 

country but became a racial stereotype that marked minority youths, particularly pachucos, as 

delinquents and connected them to unfounded assaults, murder, and gang activities. Anger 

leveled at these fashionistas was due in part to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s establishment 

6 Zoot Suit Originated in Georgia; Busboy Ordered First One in 1940New York Times June 11, 1943 
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of the War Production Board in 1941 to allocate resources toward the war effort. This 

organization set standards and limitations on resources like steel, wool, petroleum, and changed 

how Americans consumed goods and how they were made. It created strict guidelines on 

materials used for clothing including suits fabricated to meet a standard business size. The zoot 

suit was deemed unpatriotic for consuming more material set by these parameters. Newspapers 

led the public to view young Mexican American men as lazy and selfish for having these luxury 

items and deemed them draft dodgers. To the contrary, there were up to 500,000 Latinos 

including Mexican Americans and US citizens representing other nationalities who took up 

arms.7

The anti-Mexican rhetoric was further exasperated by a murder in August 1942 known as 

The Sleepy Lagoon case. The body of José Gallardo Díaz was found after a party made up of 

Mexican Americans. Subsequently, the police arrested 21 in a roundup of over 600 young men 

and women and charged them with murder. Some were held for months and were not allowed to 

change clothes since they were dressed in their zoot suits.  

During the time leading up to the trial and for two weeks into the trial, Henry Leyvas and 

his co-defendants were not allowed to change their clothes by order of the trial judge, 

Charles Fricke. The district attorney reasoned, and Judge Fricke agreed, that the jury 

should see the defendants in the zoot suits, which were obviously only worn by 

"hoodlums."8 

7  “La Noche Triste - Conquest of Mexico.” Cal State LA, November 12, 2013. 

8 “La Noche Triste - Conquest of Mexico.” Cal State LA, November 12, 2013.  
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This event paved the way for the violence to come. In June 1943, Army and Navy 

servicemen stationed in East Los Angeles banded together and patrolled many of the barrios, 

clashing with the Mexican Americans living there, particularly the pachuco zoot suiters. The 

military failed to control the violence and rationalized it through a nationalistic lens. With the 

support of the Los Angeles Times and other community leaders, civilians began to join in in the 

in these mob activities. Hundreds of Mexican Americans were injured in these nights of the 

“Zoot Suit Riots.” But the anti-Mexican American rhetoric at the time was not specific to the 

media, military, judicial system, and Anglo civilians alone. Of the Pachuco, Octavio Paz, one of 

the most critical writers of the twentieth century on the subject, outlines Mexican American 

stereotypes in an otherwise scathing account in an opening chapter from his book of essays The 

Labyrinth of Solitude. Paz writes:  

“They are instinctive rebels, and North American racism has vented its wrath on them 

more than once…. The Pachuco does not want to become a Mexican again; at the same 

time, he does not want blend into the life of North America.”9 

This was written in 1945 after Paz visited border cities in California. Paz’s criticism of 

the pachuco soon became a badge of honor to those who considered themselves part of the 

culture – creating an avenue for resistance or civil unrest – to fight for the agency to be more 

than just American, or just Mexican. They neither felt American because of their Mexican 

heritage nor were considered Mexican when crossing the southern border. This predicament of 

9 Octavio Paz p.14 
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self-actualization forged new expressions of culture – a Mexican/American hybrid. Not fitting in 

became an identity and space they inhabited.  

Soon after many Mexican Americans started to identify as Chicano, which began as a 

derogatory term but was embraced by those who did not assimilate with either side of the 

border.12 This cultural signifier became more widely used and politicized beginning in the 

1960’s. The Chicano movement was working on three main fronts: towards humane treatment of 

farmworkers, educational reform, and anti-war initiatives. This stemmed from oppression 

throughout the 19th and early 20th century, and strove to validate the culture, dignity, and 

humanity of those who consider themselves both Mexican and American. It is statements like 

those of Octavio Paz and the media's scapegoating and criminalization of expressions of Latino 

pride in the Zoot Suit Era that helped spark this movement against racial discrimination and 

fostered the will to love one's culture and identity. Among the myriad of ways artists, writers, 

musicians, and craftsmen found agency to showcase Chicano pride, they can all be portrayed on 

the exteriors and interiors of the lowrider. 

To understand how the lowrider emerged, one must look at American automotive culture 

following World War II. Continued expansion of urban areas on the West Coast and Southwest 

created necessity to travel further for work, food, and leisure. The population of Los Angeles 

County gained more than half a million people between 1930-1940, and California doubled in 

size between 1930-1950, growing from more than 5 million people to over 10 million.10 Cities 

were no longer centralized as they had been in the past, and the spread of metropolitan areas and 

the rising price of property, especially in Los Angeles, required many families to relocate from 

the city to where land was more affordable. Thus, a car became a necessity for traveling to work 

10 Genevieve Carpio p. 163 
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and maximizing income in the farming and agriculture industries; it was inseparable from the 

social, cultural, and economic experience of Mexican American and migrant peoples, especially 

on the West Coast.11 Concurrently, service members returned to civilian life, many with 

advanced skills acquired working in shipyards and airfields. While they would put their expertise 

to use for the personal and financial betterment of themselves and their families, a new 

expression of identity began to emerge – that of custom car culture.  

A lowrider is a highly customized vehicle, as well as the title of its operator, and began as 

a reaction to the well-known Hot-Rod and Gasser styles popular in the nineteen forties and 

fifties. The hot-rod can be traced back to early decades of the twentieth century with drivers 

modifying the body and engines to maximize speed and appearance. These performance-

purposed vehicles were customized for oval track racing but migrated to the roads and highways 

as street rods, driven by the public. They started as a sportster coupe, what we consider a sports 

car today; the aficionados that built them largely made up of white Americans with the income to 

make their vehicles tall and fast. It should be noted that Mexican Americans included themselves 

in hot-rod culture with groups such as the Bean Bandits taking their modified cars to the salt flats 

In California – racing in traditional garb such as sombreros, humorously subverting stereotypes. 

And influence from elements of the hot-rod movement helped create the lowrider aesthetic 

including shaving off door handles, lowering the roof – also known as chopping – adding 

aftermarket chrome, and even pinstriping. Harry Westergard and George Barris were pioneers in 

vehicle customization. Their work can be attributed to many of the common lowrider 

characteristics made later in the 20th century. This included custom paint and lowering and 

adjusting the body panels and frame to change the aesthetic shape and personality of the vehicle. 

11 Genevieve Carpio 154 
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Additionally, they heavily modified the engines, exhaust, and transmissions.12 However, this was 

not necessarily a hobby the majority of Mexican Americans could afford since high-speed 

performance often cost large sums of money and placed more wear on vehicles, thus more repair. 

With automobiles made faster and taller and tires the size of steamroller barrels would 

careen down the road at breakneck speeds, there was simultaneously a growing fascination with 

the cruise – the act of traveling down the boulevard like a lizard after its slumber, slowly 

crawling to the light to emerge energetic and full of color. The lowrider’s development has been 

a rebellious chapter of car evolution. While songs since the inception of the automobile extoll 

virtues of the open road as part of the American Dream, this has differed widely between 

Mexican Americans and other persons of color, and their white counterparts. The male pachuco 

behind the wheel in the 1940’s was seen as a mischievous bandit or prowler for unchaperoned 

teenage girls, yet the fifties and sixties offered songs from The Beach Boys favoring carefree 

trips to the beach or glorifying hot rodding in “Drag City” by Jan and Dean.  

The lowrider was thusly the antithesis of the hot-rod movement, and by comparison, is 

synonymous with the dress and language of the Pachuco, whose bright colored and excessive 

material, paired with ornamentation such as large feathers and necklaces of silver or gold, 

created a moving spectacle. These facets parallel the style and swagger of chrome, shining paint, 

chain-link steering wheels, and luxury fabrics of the car. However, traditional lowriders started 

with very humble beginnings, an early example of rasquachismo, with the favored vehicles being 

a family car or luxury sedan – often second-hand models left in surplus after a booming post-war 

12 Tatum 91 
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economy allowed wealthier individuals to purchase new cars. Some models were acquired for 

$20 at the time.13  

Without concern for precision turning or reaching top speeds, these models, like all cars 

in the 1940’s, were made of steel, making them ideal for chopping down and customizing. 

Although the term was coined in the 1950’s, early lowriders had their suspension modified by 

removing shock absorbers or cutting the suspension coils to drop the body closer to the ground. 

Pushing limits is part of human nature, and just like the hot-rod enthusiast trying to make cars 

faster, lowriders were always trying to make their cars ever lower. Beyond modified suspension 

coils, some would add bags of concrete, bricks, or cinder blocks to the trunks to make them sag 

even further in the back.  

The 1948 Chevrolet Fleetline, known as a Bomb in the lowriding community, was a 

popular early model and continues to be today. The smooth, sweeping body lines that drop in the 

rear give the vehicle is nickname shape. (Fig. 3) The Fleetline was ideal for cruising low and 

slow, as it was severely underpowered – weighing 3,155 from the factory and equipped with a 

90-horsepower engine. To put that into perspective: many compact cars today have more than 

150 horsepower and weigh 2,100 pounds. Moving that mass was not an easy task for such a 

small engine and reaching a top speed of 74 miles an hour proved difficult if not impossible. The 

limitations of this model became perfect for demonstrating form over function, a key aspect of a 

vehicle’s desirability as a lowrider and a work of art.  

Over the course of the first few decades of lowrider customization, fabricators, in line 

with hot-rod culture, modified the fenders and body to give each a distinct look. This included 

changing the grill, accentuating curves, replacing running boards with panels to give the profile a 

 
13 Lowriding: Everything Comes from the Streets documentary 
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lower and more aggressive look, and adding skirts to cover the rear wheels. Custom paint jobs 

followed to accentuate the characteristics of different models. Early applications included simple 

designs such as pinstriping and metallic flake, but in time the painting began to get more 

complex. Enamels were replaced with lacquers because they could be sanded and polished to a 

higher degree. Lacquer was also capable of being layered to give more visual richness and 

complexity. Additional clear coats on top of the metallic flake created a sense of depth 

comparable to the light and inner luminescence of Italian Baroque painters. Later auto-body 

painters began to create distinct designs for each customization. Patterns, abstract forms, and 

sweeping lines were optical tools to make cars appear slammed further to the ground. 

However, yet again this form of cultural expression by Mexican Americans was sure to 

gain detractors. Chicanos harassed in the barrios helped evolve lowriding to what it is today, and 

without persecution from la chota,14 the creation of their most famous feature, hydraulic 

suspension, may have never happened. In an act of cracking down and instilling an additional 

system of institutional racism, the government of California passed ordinance #20048 in 1959. 

VEHICLE CODE - VEH 

DIVISION 12. EQUIPMENT OF VEHICLES [24000 - 28160] 

  (Division 12 enacted by Stats. 1959, Ch. 3.) 

CHAPTER 1. General Provisions [24000 - 24019] 

     (Chapter 1 enacted by Stats. 1959, Ch. 3.) 

24008.  

14 Police 
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It is unlawful to operate any passenger vehicle, or commercial vehicle under 6,000 
pounds, which has been modified from the original design so that any portion of the 
vehicle, other than the wheels, has less clearance from the surface of a level roadway than 
the clearance between the roadway and the lowermost portion of any rim of any wheel in 
contact with the roadway. 
(Amended by Stats. 1984, Ch. 462, Sec. 3.) 

Known colloquially as the Lay Low Law, it required vehicle frames could not touch the 

ground. Many cities began passing “no cruising” ordinances to make the Sunday drive a criminal 

offense. Violations often led to ticketing, arrest, and/or impounding vehicles. These events 

pressed lowrider culture to adapt. Early customizer Ron Aguirre devised a solution from visiting 

a body shop and seeing a dent removed from a vehicle with a Port-A-Power tool, a hydraulic 

hand pump used for automotive applications. This led him to connect hydraulic hoses to the 

frame to lift or lower the car. In an exchange with Layitlow forum about the inception of the first 

concept of the hand pump hydraulic set-up Aguirre remarks:  

"But it wasn't until 1959 that I was able to raise a lot of Hell with the system the way it 

was, and I was going to drive "Sandy" THE COP crazy. We waited for him to ride his 

bike to his spot across the street from the local hangout in Berdo "Ruby's Drive-in". I was 

parked on the lot with my car lowered way down. There were about 100 of my school 

friends at the drive-in waiting to see what would happen. I left the car down and started 

to drive out and the side pipes were scraping the pavement (It was way cool to have your 

car dragging on the pavement). I had my girlfriend get out and my buddy got in with the 

instructions to pump hard on the handle of the pump as soon as I gave him the word. 

Well, knowing "Sandy" was across the street and waiting for me to leave the restaurant 

so he could give me a ticket in front of all my friends and teach them that this punk was 
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not going to get away with breaking the law, again. I pulled out onto the street and 

watched Sandy start his bike, I told my buddy to start pumping. I didn't get twenty feet 

and Sandy had his red lights on me. I got out of the car and everyone from the drive-in 

was standing on the sidewalk. I greeted "Sandy" by name, as no one called him Sandy to 

his face - "Hi, Lester what seems to be the problem"? He stated, "You know your car's 

too low." "But Lester", I said," it isn't too low anymore, I took your advice and raised it 

to legal height". He smiled at me and took his ticket book. Back then, this is how the cops 

checked cars if their ticket book did not pass freely under your car, you would get a 

ticket, and he slid it under my car without hitting anything. Boy, was his face red and 

with all the witnesses yelling and screaming, he didn't say a word, he gave me a confused 

look and got on his bike and left. OH... revenge was so sweet....” 

The hand-pump system was cumbersome and didn't raise the car evenly. Ron's father 

Louie knew about an aircraft surplus south of Los Angeles called Palley’s. They went there and 

spoke to people about the problem and how to solve it. He bought 12-volt and 24-volt pumps and 

different types of cylinder lines and equalizers to regulate the pressure. This was done over a 

period, but Ron and Louie eventually got the system to move the car up and down smoothly and 

easily by just pushing a button. 15 

Since its inception as a cultural icon, limits of lowrider aesthetics (now embracing trucks, 

motorcycles, and bicycles) have been pushed to customize every aspect of the vehicle with 

hydraulics, layers of candy paint, chrome, undersized wheels, engraving and interior decor. The 

15  https://kustomrama.com/wiki/X-Sonic 
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amount of money put into the individual customization of these one-of-a-kind vehicles can reach 

hundreds of thousands of dollars. It’s common to see them cruising down the strip or meeting in 

parks on weekends; even daily driving these mobile works of art is common. However, 

navigating a lowrider through urban terrain can be fraught. These customizations often render 

much of the normal functionality of the automobile difficult or virtually inoperable - to be 

admired rather than driven – emphasizing form over function. As with anything worth a 

considerable amount of money, the lowrider can be at risk of being robbed by criminals or 

impounded by police. City streets can also be difficult navigating potholes, curbs, and other 

drivers. Modifying the suspension and hydraulics also puts a lot of stress on the vehicle, 

changing its performance. In addition to internal and body modifications, many lowriders utilize 

recurring themes in their design, customizations, and embellishments. Significant examples 

include memorials or historical murals, or homages to important people within the culture (fig. 

4). 

However, just like the walls overlooked or moved quickly past in inner city 

neighborhoods, portrayals of lowriding as a gangbanging activity or shrouded in crime and 

violence deters people from wanting to know more about this valuable ChicanX art form. Even 

the first instance in mainstream media, a film titled Boulevard Nights, depicted lowriders as a 

paint-sniffing gangsters terrorizing communities, blocking streets, and fighting. In reality, 

lowriding is a family-oriented lifestyle centered around spending time with loved ones and 

friends. Memorial lowriders are a prime example of kinship within the culture; whether it was a 

family member or a friend who passed, murals and portraits plaster the sides or hoods to 

recognize those who traveled on before us. 
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While capital necessary for customization and reduced functionality often render 

lowriders inaccessible to most people, their origins and ideals are rooted in principles of 

rasquachismo. From the zoot suit to the lowrider, all this style and history came from the 

neighborhoods of ChicanX people, building an entire movement from the scraps and a shared 

knowledge to create the distinctly ChicanX style. The concept of rasquachismo is present 

throughout creativity, strength, and resilience of ChicanX peoples for nearly a century.  

The art being made within the movement of the nineteen sixties and seventies reflected 

where it was coming from, the barrios - working-class neighborhoods. While these expressions 

such as the poster, mural, and cartoon, were looked down on as lowbrow, their messages were 

disseminated in mass. Reflected in the art being produced, the tenacious spirit of the ChicanX 

movement held to the values of banding together and grassroots organizing. This view from the 

bottom mentality is the root of vernacular behavior that rasquachismo reflects. By going against 

societal norms, rasquachismo thrives as an entirely different entity than purposefully kitsch, 

gaudy, or trendy stylization of clothing or homes. 

The rasquache were born from the need to make available resources work for any 

situation. Not only does rasquache sensibility use whatever at hand to overcome a challenge, it 

also stems from a need for design. This pertains to the home, yard, outfit, or car. To be rasquache 

is to fill life with color, pattern, and an aesthetic that too much is not enough. Examples in the 

home pertain to clothing and how different types of mementos are included into a space. 

Commonly this includes mixing and matching objects, patterns and colors to create chaotic 

harmony; yards decorated with commercial lawn ornaments, flowerpots of all colors, bathtub 

Virgins, or other artifacts made of repurposed materials.  
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To understand rasquache mentality requires an understanding of instinctual behaviors and 

adaptation to contemporary society. To be rasquache is to arise from the lower classes, where 

repairing, patching, and repainting are not only necessary but often the only option. However, 

someone who buys a piece of furniture adorned in a rasquache fashion does not make them 

rasquache. Rasquachismo is both mending and amending, like creating a quilted blanket as an 

artwork that a friend also uses for a nap in the studio. The contradiction of rasquachismo is that 

the more it is recognized, the less rasquache it becomes. To be rasquache is to act without 

hesitation beyond societal norms; out of instinct and necessity – one does not need to act 

rasquache, one just is.  

To be rasquache is to posit a bawdy, spunky consciousness to seek to subvert and turn the 

ruling paradigms upside down. It is a witty, irreverent and impertinent posture that recodes 

and moves outside established boundaries…. It is a way of putting yourself together or 

creating an environment replete with color, texture, and pattern; a rampant decorative 

sense whose basic axiom might be “too much is not enough.”  

-Tomás Ybarra-Frausto

This attitude is seen in lowrider culture where older models are adorned with murals, 

patterns, and chrome; railing against the speed of consumerism, making the “slow and low” 

vehicle while society focuses on speed, handling, and sensible decisions. The lowrider refuses 

everyday norms to turn even mundane vehicles into a symbol of culture and pride. 
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LOW LOWS AND THE VOLO 

Seeing the creative potential in something be it neighborhood, vehicle, house, or clothes 

is something I have always witnessed growing up and into adulthood. It was not until I began to 

hear people outside our community refer to us as the “bad neighborhood,” or that I had 

secondhand toys, or hand-me-down clothes that I began to understand how these notions affected 

my developing perception of identity.  

I recall age seven when I was given my sisters old black BMX bike with fourteen-inch 

tires, gum colored side walls, and a small chrome and black emblem on the steering column that 

said HUFFY. Not only was this my first bike without training wheels, but it was also my first 

project of customization. It started with cleaning the wheels and shining them up like I saw in the 

magazines or watching my father on Sunday mornings. Lowrider magazine – a periodical 

extolling lowrider culture since 1977 – began distributing Lowrider Bicycle in 1993. I had the 

desire to have a bicycle like on the cover (fig. 5).16 The brand I enjoyed most was the Aztlan as it 

had the cleanest style. I asked my father if I could paint it, he agreed, and we got a small can of 

automotive spray paint. I chose the “chameleon” paint that was super popular at the time for its 

color-changing properties in different light. One of the stylistic characteristics of lowrider bikes 

is to tilt the handlebars forward to lower the overall profile. This really made it difficult to ride 

but it was the greatest accomplishment to make it my own. That first bike would turn into a 

lifetime of creativity and customization and informs the motivations for this body of work. 

 Reflecting on the neighborhood where I grew up and specific places from my youth laid 

the foundation for Hittin’ the Switch. Inspired a previous project that explored site-specific 

16 (Figure 5) This image is not the first project bike but a later project that I eventually completed. 
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images printed onto quilts, I was able to remember many sights, sounds, and smells that I had no 

idea that I had even forgotten (Fig. 6). I came from the west side of South Bend, Indiana, 

lovingly known as Little Mexico. Many now predominately Latino neighborhoods have 

exchanged inhabitants over the last century, with varying immigrant groups thriving until the 

rotation of the land and community changes hands once more. This cycle occurs in places more 

often than others, with cultural overlap that creates a patchwork of residents. My hometown 

reads like a novel where the people in power dictate where the undesirables reside, each a page 

of history laid on top of the next. It has seen its fair share of demographic change with each 

minority group of inhabitants coinciding with the discrimination du jour.  

Remnants of each of these cultures are noticed in the structures that still stand with their 

innards intact, and others as vacant shells of what they once were. Hand-painted advertisements 

on the sides of buildings read “Kolackz Sausage Best in Town,” with old graffiti obscured by 

light grey-blue swatches, and chips of paint that expose layers of posted advertisements. Across 

the street is a shop specializing in quinceañera dresses and party supplies that has thrived for 

more than two decades. Moving a mile east is Lynch’s Gym, an Irish space across from Jeannie’s 

Mexican Bakery, formerly Sobieski Bank. All these landmarks nestle into this low to lower 

middle-class neighborhood I call home.  

The wear on these buildings shows decades of paint, wood panels and layers of primer like 

patches on a tired blanket, a record of who inhabited and the leased land. These details are tenderly 

adored by the people who live there yet scoffed at by passers-by. These mended buildings are 

cobbled with colors and slight variations creating a sort of urban camouflage. Generally 

overlooked unless the in the way of gentrification, they house a community that already has two 

strikes against them: their skin color and their last name.  



20 

The works included in the Hittin’ the Switch are made from the observations of the inner-

city neighborhood of South Bend where I grew up as well as those in Corpus Christi, Texas. I 

have never lived anywhere else until I moved to Corpus Christi, but I have made it a necessary 

task to explore areas that remind me of my roots. Something I have noticed – there is a ‘hood in 

every city that feels like home. For me this includes a Mexican supermarket with a countertop 

that serves freshly cooked foods, the air smells of barbecue, basketball hoops in the street; the 

presence of graffiti infused underpasses and walls, painted over from time to time by city 

workers, covering tags from the night before.  
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STREET VIEWS 

The selection of 10 paintings in this exhibition are part of a larger series titled Street 

Views. Each are 80”x 60” with one measuring 80”x 130.” These are modeled after the 

appearance of buildings and in alleys of the inner-city neighborhoods where people live and 

grow up; thinking about the stories the walls would tell if they could talk. I interpreted them 

using large flats of color, reminiscent of the layers of graffiti...and paint used to mask 

graffiti...and how that cycle continues in perpetuity. Those mismatched swatches are a blank 

canvas for when night falls and the writers return. The rectangle remains of buffed-out tags stand 

out on the sides of buildings as if Rothko himself worked for the city.  

To create these works I started with donated canvas drop cloth, the same type I used 

when working as an independent contractor painting the interior of homes. To be able to create 

the color flats I reclaimed screenprinting ink that was previously used and mixed into catch-all 

jars. A drywall taping knife was my main tool to control and spread the ink. Influence for this 

application also came from viewing documentaries of twentieth century artists with the Design I 

class I was teaching as I was creating the work. In one I saw Gerhard Richter use a squeegee-like 

device to apply paint to his canvases, seemingly machine made to his specifications upon further 

inspection. I fashioned my own squeegee to texture my areas of paint. It was like a 

screenprinting squeegee, with the blade made of plexiglass previously used for monotypes and a 

scrap of 2”x4” wood. It allowed me to move the pigments across large areas and became the 

main tool in creating the color fields. 

Once the “wall” was painted, I screenprinted elongated lowriders onto the surface. They 

are enlarged reproductions of previously made linocuts; purposely stretched, diffused 
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representations of their real-world forms; an in-between space suggesting enough room to fit all 

the friends and family members that have passed on to their new journey. They are arranged on 

the gallery walls as a procession down a boulevard; like watching a performance against a 

backdrop of the city. Each painting showcases various decades of lowriding history. 

Technological advancements and stylistic changes leave trademark characteristics.; a particularly 

notable one is the rims. In the beginnings of lowriding there was little to no availability of 

aftermarket wheels having a set of shiny hubcaps (Fig. 7). Moving into the sixties Crager and 

Astro Supreme rims were the style of the period. it would not be until the seventies that wheel 

designs began to emulate the intricate paint jobs - redesigned to have more spokes and cleaner 

overall design (Fig.8). Many brands began to surface but the Dayton Wire Wheel Company was 

king, becoming the standard for most lowriders today; the chrome rims with the straightlaced 

design were the smallest available. 

The vehicles included in these paintings are some of the more iconic makes and models 

chosen by customizers throughout the history of lowriding because of their sleek lines, 

availability, and potential to modify and customize with relative ease. These include the Chevy 

Fleetline bomb, the 1964 and ‘68 Chevrolet Impala, and the ‘87 Monte Carlo. These vehicles are 

among my personal favorites; the 1987 Monte Carlo is like the one my father owned when I was 

young. However, these paintings differ from lowrider aesthetics because they are not the pristine 

forms a lowrider tends to be when customization is completed. These represent aspirations for 

what they can be.  Lowriders often take years to finish, and some remain works in progress 

throughout their entire existence.  
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“Rasquachismo is a form of customization,” Franco concludes. “Often you get second-

hand objects and customization is a way to make them your own. In that sense, low rider 

cars are a form of rasquachismo. Unlike rasquachismo in a survival sense (using a 

shoelace to fix something in a car), low riders are an example of rasquachismo beyond 

survival. Something done for the sake of creativity and personalization alone.” 

The paintings are left unstretched with a matte finish and hung from the wall with cleats 

made from reclaimed wood. I leave space for potential – as a reminder to continue forward and 

evolve into a greater self.  

HOMESTYLE 

Using available materials not originally intended for artistic purposes was second nature 

when making these works. Allowing nothing to go to waste is a trait engrained in my personality 

since I was young. When I was born, I was a handed down a quilted blanket I still have today; 

just a piece of shredded fabric now after thirty years. It has always been a beacon of comfort 

nestled on my bed each night. This is one of the few things left from my childhood that the 

passage of time and a house fire hasn’t destroyed. As I write this, I remember the original quilt 

sitting on my bed as I looked at the pages of Lowrider of the Year: Penthouse (fig. 9); the spine 

worn and the centerfold hanging above my bed.  

 I was finishing my Bachelor of Fine Arts when the aunt who gave me that blanket had a 

conversation with my mother and my grandmother, probably over coffee, about how I still had 
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it.17 Soon after she gave me another handmade quilt for life after college. The gift of comfort, 

love, and warmth came as a total surprise, with a note stitched in the bottom right corner reading: 

 

Made with love for: Maclovio  

By: Aunt Skeezy 

 

The tag, a description of the contents of the blanket, is by my best estimate 80% Love and 20% 

cotton. The small quilt, almost for a child, is less a utilitarian object than a symbol of familial 

bonds. 

The empathetic connection we form with garments and fabric is a particularly strange 

occurrence. Everyone has a favorite shirt, pants, hat, or of course, blanket. How bonds are 

formed are often the result of receiving it as a gift or handed down through family. The 

centerpiece Estilo Casera (Homestyle) is a replica of my 1991 Chevrolet S10 pickup truck built 

to scale from sections of quilts fitted to a wooden frame (Fig.10 a,b,c). The quilted truck has 

been lowered from the height of my actual vehicle to symbolize my aspirations for its future.  

While all the works in Hittin’ the Switch are an homage to lowrider culture and ChicanX 

ingenuity, Street Views differ from Estilo Casera as the paintings are vehicles for the past, 

memory, and collective loss – an attempt to preserve people and places that are no longer there – 

and the centerpiece sculpture is a singular memorial. The mural panel on the hood is 

screenprinted on a white shirt, a portrait of my grandmother San Juana Tijerina, the matriarch of 

my mother’s side of the family, who passed away September 4, 2020, from a fight with 

 
17 I am unsure of how this conversation actually happened I was not present, but I like to think of it like this since 
every Sunday my family would go and have breakfast with my Grandmother San Juana Tijerina. They would gather 
at the kitchen table and talk about the week that passed, how family is doing, and old times. Memories like these are 
fleeting as I get older.  
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Alzheimer’s. I spent a lot of time with her growing up as she would watch over my sister and I 

while my parents were at work.  

When I received a phone call from my father telling me that her health took a turn for the 

worst and was given a day at most to live, I immediately traveled to South Bend, Indiana from 

Corpus Christi, Texas – only the second time I was able to return home during graduate school, 

the other was to attend my mother’s college graduation. En route my mother informed me I 

would be a pallbearer and would need a white shirt. I never wear white, so I quickly went to buy 

a pearl-snap wrangler. I put it on at my parent’s home freshly ironed; I would wear I but once 

that day.18 However briefly as a functional garment, I grew a strong attachment to this shirt as I 

wore it the last time I was in the same room as my grandmother (fig. 11). Pulling the stiches 

from the shirt to create a section of the quilt was a surreal extension of a painful memory, but at 

the same time a joyful occasion. Each thread I separate from the garment is one that is lovingly 

replaced; l reinvented a simple shirt to a work of art that honors the great woman that is my 

grandmother.  

Pulling the stiches gained significance as a personal idiom regarding death, a notion that 

happens particularly when a grandmother/grandfather pass. The statement was spoken quite a bit 

at the funeral unfortunately, as it implies that once the elders die, the family separates. There is 

no longer the gathering place to see grandma anymore, we all are grown and live our separate 

lives. My family has decided to be strong and stick together for which I am ever so grateful. 

With this experience, I began to feel as strongly about that white pearl snap as I feel for my 

childhood quilt.  

18 Thanks Ma 
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The remainder of the lowrider is made from found and repurposed materials donated or 

sourced from various locations. I sought fabrics that jogged specific memories of the past. They 

all had a different scent, some familiar and some not so much, and that meant the unfamiliar or 

unknown was intertwined into the nostalgic – representing the past and the future. A substantial 

portion came from a Goodwill clearance warehouse on the West side of Corpus Christi, an 

industry-centered area of the city; home to a more urban setting by contrast to the bayfront 

property and downtown areas. It is lined with large blue bins filled with clothes, shoes, books, 

and toys, items that have served their purpose – transferred to the last stop before being moved to 

wholesale textile merchants to be recycled. The material I sought were comforters, bed sheets, 

couch covers, and pillowcases: all the accessories for sleep, the key to dreams. A good amount of 

brightly colored and patterned material was found at an estate sale; many of these sheets and 

pillowcases were going to be thrown away according to the family. Other material was from the 

bottom of bins in the back of thrift shops and found discarded in the garbage. I wanted to give 

these fabrics a chance to live a new life as a piece of artwork. Exceptions for preowned materials 

include the black fabric and crushed velvet for the windows and rims. The black fabric 

symbolizes mourning, and for that reason I wanted it to be new, rich, and uniform throughout the 

piece.  

All the materials received the same treatment when being assembled, eliminating any 

hierarchy in how they were repurposed. Each quilted panel began as a small scrap from the 

bottom of the bag that I cut to shape before sewing, then additional scraps were added until the 

quilt was large enough to cover the side panels, hood, grill, or bed of the truck. I maintained this 

process to randomize the fabric selection process. Completing sections of the larger quilt began 

to go faster and I eventually started to run out of patterned fabrics. Searching through my studio 
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for scrap material to add into the quilt I found, cut up, and repurposed 36” x 8” misprints of 

linocut lowriders I printed on muslin fabric two years ago (fig. 12).  

All the fabrics have previous relationships and back stories. There are pieces of the quilt 

that were torn, have cigarette burns, or what appears to be a smear of blood. Allowing the tears 

to be mended rather than discarding them and using any stained and holey fabric maintains the 

character that its previous life made for it. Individual and disparate colors and patterns now live 

together as part of a collective whole. 

Daily-driven lowriders are common but there are also cars and trucks that are for show 

only. These are hyper-expensive trophy winners that do not see normal traffic. The Estilo Casera 

is a show truck meant to be admired. I wanted this piece to be a functioning comfort item rather 

than a representation of a mobile vehicle or traditional lowrider styling with chrome and glossy, 

candy-style paint. Its creation has been a cathartic experience to ease much of the stresses from 

the past three years. Since moving to Corpus Christi, I have had many friends and family 

members pass away – some from natural causes, a childhood friend was murdered, and one of 

my best friends died in his sleep at the age of 30. I was not able to hang out with them one last 

time or attend their funerals since I have been unable to return home. And the connection I 

shared with my grandmother was particularly special. Overwhelmed with guilt of not getting to 

see her before she passed, I needed an outlet to give me some layer of comfort.  

I began cutting and learning to stich the fabric together to quilt a blanket from first piece 

to end. This practice gave me time for self-reflection. The act of mending all these smaller 

segments of discarded fabric brought the understanding that all the small moments in my life are 

significant when stitched together; the act of sewing created a physical representation of the 
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healing process, similar to an ofrenda, memorial altars adorned with significant objects and 

materials during Día de los Muertos to honor loved ones who have passed. 

HITTIN’ THE SWITCH 

The work produced for this exhibition was created with rasquache form and sensibility, 

loosely compared to assemblage and found object artistic practices. However, the works in the 

exhibit reject the standards and practices of contemporary Euro-centric galleries and museums. 

Much is made from non-art materials. The canvas paintings are unstretched and left with a 

rough, unfinished edge. At previous stages, Estilo Casera was quite literally a blanket I have 

napped under after a long night in the studio before putting in the next shift of work. Needed 

comfort for a sleepless night. 

I am honored to be living at a time that ChicanX art has become recognized as a valid art 

form. I can recall within the last decade having long tired conversation defending ChicanX art as 

more than folk art because it was not aligned with western fine art traditions. Further 

investigation into ChicanX artistic practice at the terminal degree level has been a previously 

unimaginable honor. Coming from an inner-city neighborhood I was frequently told I wouldn’t 

amount to anything, or even be dead by the age of eighteen.  

Street Views are based on locations where I spent my early life, the same places I spent 

time with friends who I never saw again. There were good times, and there were bad times, all 

important to my development (fig.13). I want to show other ChicanX youth that their 

neighborhood isn’t the end of their journey, it can be a beginning. Just like fordite, the pressures 

of our environment can create a gem. On the boulevard of life, hitting the switches, taking 
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agency of the ups and downs, and continuing down the road is all we can do to keep moving 

forward. 

These factors have been a driving force behind the desire to attend university, pursue my 

MFA, and base my research on ChicanX creative practice in order to be able to become a role 

model for those who have been brought up in the inner city and have seen similar situations. We 

ChicanX have a duty to empower the youth through education. It is up to this generation to 

create a brighter future by enlightening the path with open minds and kind hearts.  
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