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Abstract 

In spite of a 40-year history and their expanding popularity, lowrider bicycles 

have largely remained invisible to academe, perhaps due in part to their 

marginalization as a Chicano/a paradigm, with a consequential subordination of the 

aesthetic.  Although there is a wealth of literature related to greater lowrider car 

culture, chiefly in the works of Brenda Jo Bright, Ben Chappell, Denise Sandoval, 

Paige R. Penland, and Michael Cutler Stone, the absence of material specific to 

lowrider bikes necessitated close inspection as participant observer.  Primarily limiting 

my sample to a 150-mile radius around Lubbock, Texas, I interviewed enthusiasts and 

examined their lowbikes to learn fabrication methods and the canon under which they 

function, as well as nuances of associated lowrider culture.  As keys to my immersion, 

I fabricated my own bicycle, The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse, consecutively 

joined Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos lowrider car clubs, and competed to the national 

level.  Concurrently, I organized seven lowbike exhibitions at the galleries of Texas 

Tech University and the Buddy Holly Center, in Lubbock.  These public shows 

inspired ancillary programs in the School of Art at Texas Tech, including outreach at 

two Lubbock middle schools. 

Filtered through my positional lens, as a White, middle-class male, 

artist/educator, this dissertation records my efforts to understand the reasons that 

lowbikes have previously been dismissed by academe, and the ethno-cultural impetus 

behind the aesthetic.  Starting with discussions about the history, ontology, and 

fabrication of lowrider bicycles, I analyze my findings through the works of 

contemporary Chicano/a authors, including Shifra Goldman, Tomas Ybarra-Frausto, 
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Amalia Mesa-Bains, and Marcos Sanchez-Tranquilino, in reference to Chicanismo, 

pachuquismo, rasquachismo, and issues related to gender and gallery exhibition.  In 

Lubbock, the fabrication and exhibition of lowrider bikes function as a means toward 

self-presentation, increased social mobility, and family unity.  In contrast to academic 

assertions consistently defining lowrider cars and bikes as a Chicano/a aesthetic, 

lowriders themselves typically self-define on the basis of club involvement and 

vehicle ownership, regardless of race or political affiliation.  Ultimately, the aesthetic 

is driven most by the canon imposed by car show rules, governed by Lowrider 

Magazine. 
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Chapter One 
 

 An Introduction to Lowrider Bicycles 
 

 Lowrider1

 Concurrent with the introduction of the 1963 ½ Schwinn Sting-Ray bicycle 

(Figure 1, p. 159), lowrider bicycles made their first appearance in the 1960s as the 

low-slung Latino/a antithesis to the Sting-Ray’s raked, chopper design (Penland, 

2003).  As part of a broader lowrider car phenomenon, lowbikes were embraced by 

younger members of car clubs, affording increased social and spatial mobility to their 

makers.  Mirroring their motorized counterparts, lowbike artists lowered, elongated, 

and customized the Schwinn frame to the degree that many of their creations can no 

longer be ridden, and they exist wholly as aesthetics objects (Figure 2, p. 159).  

 bicycles are a visually rich and dynamic communicative 

phenomenon.    In Lubbock, Texas, across the United States, and abroad, bike 

hobbyists have transformed the simple bicycle into personally expressive objects.  By 

nature auto-referential, these heavily customized artworks contradict the practical 

ergonomics of the bicycle because of their oppositional form and function, and 

consciously defy the conventional, Euro-American aesthetic canon.   

 Yet, lowrider bicycles (and to an extent, the cars as well) have been ignored as 

artworks, perhaps due in part to their marginalization as a Chicano/a paradigm, with a 

consequential subordination of the aesthetic.  Ironically, this strict cultural association 

is not uniformly recognized by lowriders (Brattain, 2004).  As a group, lowriders resist 

                                                 
1 The term “lowrider” is used throughout this dissertation as one word.  However, it is commonly 
encountered within the academic and popular literature in the hyphenated form, “low-rider,” or as two 
words, “low rider.”  This may reflect the Spell Check function in Microsoft Word which seeks to 
correct the first spelling.  Without exception, the lowrider clubs, members, merchandisers, and 
aficionado-based magazines use the one-word form.  It seems any other construct bears the mark of a 
colonialist negation of the primary source, intentional or otherwise, and a dismissal of the subject’s 
voice.   
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such constraints, and transcend ethnic and social class limitations, identifying 

themselves first by a shared appreciation for the hobby:  la familia; immediate, 

extended, and symbolic.  They are united by a shared spirit of non-conformity, and 

symbolic defiance of mainstream hegemony.  This sense of family, manifested in the 

lowrider car club, fosters a vehicle-based identity that is echoed in the term “lowrider” 

itself, used simultaneously to denote both the vehicle, and the hobbyist.2

  In spite of their popularity among America’s young people, lowrider bicycles 

have largely remained invisible to academe.

  As 

declarations of self-representation, their highly gendered vehicles enact a site-specific 

theatre, asserting individual validity, group affinity, and land base attachment.   

3

 Although there is scant academic literature available on lowrider bicycles, they 

have a broad, multi-national, popular appeal, and have been well-represented in the 

popular press, in publications such as Lowrider Magazine (LRM), the now-defunct 

  It seems focused research is limited to a 

few scholars (Bright, 1995, 1997, 1998; Chappell, n.d., 1999, 2000, 2001, 2006; 

Sandoval, 2003a, 2003b; Stone, 1990a, 1990b; Penland, 2003), specific to the broader 

context of lowrider car culture.  However, in the absence of data explicit to lowrider 

bicycles, prior research on lowrider cars becomes a valid point of departure for the 

examination of both the aesthetic and the culture, since the bicycles are typically 

included under the larger umbrella that includes lowrider car clubs and shows. 

                                                 
2 The polysemantic nature of the word “lowrider” is a potential source of confusion for the reader, since 
it refers at once to the hobbyists, the cars, and the bicycles.  For the purposes of clarity, the hobbyists 
will be referred to as lowriders, the hobby as lowriding, the cars as lowrider cars, and the bicycles as 
lowrider bikes, or lowbikes, in this dissertation.   
3 The most accessible text, Paige R. Penland’s Lowrider History, Pride, Culture (2003), written largely 
for popular press, is the only book that I have been able to find that devotes more than a passing 
reference to lowrider bicycles. 
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Lowrider Bicycle Magazine, and the German-Canadian Crank! Magazine.4   Despite 

the mainstream media which often promotes negative, stereotypic, or derisive images 

of lowriders (including Hollywood’s frequent conflation of lowriders with drugs, gang 

activity, and violence),5

Research Questions 

 they have been adopted by rap musicians and hip hop culture, 

in general (Bright, 1997), and credited by Toyota’s Scion Division (Toyota Motor 

Sales, 2006) as the inspiration for this line of highly customized cars for the entry-

level, younger buyer (Figure 3, p. 160).  As such, lowrider bikes offer an excellent 

opportunity for research into an overlooked, and often misunderstood aesthetic. 

 My investigation seeks to address several key research questions stemming 

from my working hypothesis, that lowrider bicycles have largely been ignored by 

academics and the mainstream.  How can it be that these bicycles have been around 

for so many years, and yet nobody has seen them [my italics]?  This question hints at 

nuanced, culturally specific ways of seeing and the power of mainstream validation.  

Although lowbikes have remained largely invisible to the often myopic gaze of the 

status quo, they have been seen and validated as art by their creators and enthusiasts, 

for decades.  It is therefore essential that these individuals are given their own voice to 

define the aesthetic. 
                                                 
4 Lowrider vehicles have become wildly popular outside of the U.S., in Japan, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and across Europe.  Crank! Magazine, published in Germany and Canada, was an apparently 
short-lived publication catering to custom bicycles, including lowrider bikes.  Additionally, there are 
many European Websites that cater to lowrider bike parts and accessories.   
5 Examples include Penland’s (2003) discussion of the closure of Whittier Boulevard in Los Angeles; 
Chappell’s (1999) comments on gang affiliation; Sandoval’s (2003b) notes on the media; Julian Garza’s 
interview with the Lubbock Avalanche Journal (Davis, 2000); respondent interviews; and popular press 
articles such as Martin’s comments in (Bicycling, 35(6):46, 1994) and Budnick (2004).  Notable 
Hollywood movies include American Me (1992), and Cheech and Chong’s Up in Smoke (1978).  An 
interesting irony is illustrated in Napoleon Dynamite (2004), where the lowriders are presented as 
decent and compassionate, yet their a priori reputation as gangsters is enough to defend the title 
character from bullies who act on their prejudices, rather than fact. 
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 Starting with brief discussions about the history of lowrider bicycles and cars, 

an ontology of bikes and bike parts, and the technology associated with their 

fabrication, I expand on the experiences of regional lowriders, through interviews and 

my own participant observation at gallery exhibitions, lowrider car shows, local 

lowrider gatherings, and car club meetings, as a member of Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos 

car clubs.  Through interviews with local lowrider community members, I address 

issues related to 1) the canon governing lowrider bicycle design aesthetics; 2) lowrider 

culture and the common misperception of lowriders as gang members and drug 

dealers; 3) gender, including the prevalent perception of lowriding as male-dominant, 

and a formal examination of the bikes as gendered objects; and 4) ethnicity and social 

class, as well as examples of apparent racism,6

 Finally, I address the art status of lowrider bicycles, including museological 

issues and the general absence of lowrider vehicles in mainstream museum and gallery 

exhibitions and collections.  I uncover overriding cultural and commercial factors 

contributing to both a lowrider design aesthetic and to the general exclusion of 

lowrider vehicles from mainstream venues.  Through the construction and exhibition 

of my own lowrider bicycle, I not only deepen my understanding of the mechanics of 

 and the gulf between lowriders and 

more educated and politicized members of the Chicano/a community, including 

identity issues related to Chicanismo, La Raza, pachuquismo, and the aesthetic 

principles of  rasquachismo.  

                                                 
6 Specifically, I address examples of apparent bigotry, such as Lubbock’s 4th on Broadway Parade’s 
refusal to admit lowriders on the grounds that they (anonymous source, paraphrased from personal 
communication, July 19, 2004) “do not portray the positive image of Lubbock that the parade 
organizers wish to represent,” and that “perhaps Cinco de Mayo would be a more suitable venue.”  This 
is in light of the fact that Lubbock’s (predominantly White, upper-class) Nifty Fifty antique car club was 
allowed to participate in the parade.   
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bicycle fabrication, but also tally visitor reception of lowrider bikes at venues such as 

Lowrider Magazine sponsored car shows, Texas Tech University’s Annual Art Bike 

Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition, and at Lubbock’s Buddy Holly Center.   

Theoretical Frame 

 Lowrider cars first surfaced in southern California, in the late 1930s, as the 

Latino/a antithesis to the emergence of the Anglo-Californian hotrod (Penland, 2003).  

Since then, lowrider vehicle aesthetics and practices have been heavily influenced by 

Lowrider Magazine and hip hop music (Bright, 1997).  First published in 1977, 

Lowrider Magazine largely constrains the aesthetics of the lowrider vehicle canon, by 

controlling the mechanism by which cars and bikes are judged at shows.  Additionally, 

gangster rap of the late 1980s, and programs such as Pimp my Ride (2007), promoted 

by Music Television (MTV), popularized the vehicles, and broadened their appeal 

among the hip hop community.  As Bright points out, “hip hop emphasizes cultural 

style and urban critique” (p. 14), and lowrider cars (and certainly bicycles) are “mobile 

embodiments” of both.   

 Within the larger context of Latino/a art, lowrider vehicles are often considered 

as outsider expressions, partly due to their association with pachuquismo.  

Historically, this has condemned lowriders to subordinate social status, due to negative 

associations within the Latino community and villainization by Mexican writers, such 

as Octavio Paz (1985).  The subordinate class status of lowriders is further 

exacerbated by a historically abrasive relationship with law enforcement.  Lowriders 

seek refuge through association with car clubs, and competition at car shows.  The 

vehicles offer a socially-mobile canvas upon which the artist can declare his/her 
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purposeful insubordination to mainstream hegemony, and solidify a sense of counter-

culture unity and belonging.  This spirit of non-conformity is perhaps that 

undercurrent which inspires the non-Latino lowrider, as well.7

 As an extension of lowrider cars, lowbikes have taken the bicycle beyond 

transportation and made it about transcendence.  As noted by Alvarez (1997), “For 

Mexican-American inner city youth with limited prospects for social mobility, 

lowrider cars and bicycles provided symbolic and practical possibilities for 

unrestricted movement and the allocation of personal space” (p. 4).  They “transform 

the fact of being under surveillance into the pleasure of being watched” (Alvarez, 

1997, p. 4).  The vehicles, and their associated car show exhibition, grant the artist the 

opportunity for travel and recognition, as well as increased self-esteem from perceived 

community admiration.  The self-empowerment and group belonging that are 

connected with lowrider bike production and display are underscored by Stone 

(1990a) who states that, “lowriding is considered as a public enactment of a re-

negotiated sense of Mexican-American identity… it offers a high profile commentary 

on the lived relations of class and ethnicity, and reinforces a sense of collectivity in 

diversity bound up with being Mexican by heritage and American by destiny” (p. 88).  

This ambiguity of negotiated cultural space is resonated by the tension between form 

and function inherent in lowrider cars and bicycles.  Due to their lowered and 

elongated profiles and tremendous ornamentation, lowrider bikes defy the ergonomics 

with which stock bicycles are initially conceived, in antithesis to functional design 

(Stone, 1990b).  

 

                                                 
7 In addition to those in the United States, lowriders in Europe and Japan share analogous propensities 
toward such an “outlaw” mentality, although their cultural influences may be vastly different. 
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 Tomas Ybarra-Frausto (1991) asserts that lowrider vehicles embody the 

Chicano/a aesthetic of rasquachismo.  By which he means that they contradict 

mainstream consumer values by making do with what is at hand; resurrecting older 

bikes in preference to contemporary models, decorating them copiously, and 

ultimately recontextualizing bicycle utility.  While these observations appear to be 

superficially accurate, they ignore practical and aesthetic motivations behind lowrider 

design, and seek to impress a Chicano/a paradigm upon lowrider vehicles as a whole, 

without differentiation, and in dismissal of the voice of the individual.  Moreover, it 

would seem that academics potentially disservice their subjects by constructing jargon 

that may have very different and perhaps offensive meaning for the signified.  In 

common usage, the term “rasquache” is understood as a slanderous derogative, 

meaning “ghetto,” or “lacking refined taste” (“AZ,” personal communication, March 

2, 2004).8

Academe’s Considerations 

 

 My major research question concerns the motivations behind the under-

representation of lowrider bicycles in academic literature and gallery exhibition.  A 

Neo-Marxist9 lens and Feminist Standpoint Theory10

                                                 
8 I learned this the hard way.  Full of new book-knowledge, but lacking in practical experience, and 
eager to demonstrate my understanding of lowbike aesthetics, I exclaimed “Que rasquache!” at first 
sight of a particularly nice bicycle.  Thankfully, my affront was forgiven, and the woman explained that 
I probably shouldn’t use that word to describe lowrider bikes to their owners, anymore.  

 would suggest that an elitist, 

vertical hierarchy of social, racial, class, and aesthetic domination by the mainstream 

9 Neo-Marxism includes feminism, Critical Theory, and other proponents of the Frankfurt School and is 
a reference to Karl Marx’s early writings, prior to the influence of Friedrich Engels.  Neo-Marxism 
embraces the dialectical idealism in Marx’s early writing, and discounts the economic determinism of 
Marx’s late work, thereby enabling a broader understanding of social inequality in developing countries 
and among marginalized populations (Gouldner, 1980). 
10 An excellent overview of Feminist Standpoint Theory can be found in The Feminist Standpoint 
Theory Reader:  Intellectual and Political Controversies, edited by Sandra Harding (2003, New York:  
Taylor and Francis, Inc.).  It contains essays by notable feminist authors, including Chela Sandoval, 
Susan Hekman, Alison Wylie, and Frederic Jameson. 
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media, and the academic and museological communities have constrained the genre of 

lowrider bicycles to subordinate status as low art, and low culture.  Ironically, as Chela 

Sandoval (2000) notes, post-modern appropriative discourses, aimed at validating the 

“other,” have only intensified this neo-colonial canon. 

 In the academic literature, lowriders are consistently linked to the Chicano/a 

movement, although lowriders themselves typically self-define on the basis of club 

involvement and vehicle ownership, regardless of race or political affiliation (N. 

Lopez, personal communication, November 2, 2006).  Furthermore, “culture” itself is 

extremely difficult to define and contain.  In its broadest terms, it is perhaps an open 

concept for which there are no necessary conditions for inclusion, thus defying 

ontology.  Even within more strictly delineated parameters there are subcultures, and 

factions within subsets, and the differences between them become indistinct (Lippard, 

1995; Vila, 1999).  Frustrating the problem are cultural hybrids, those that exist in the 

hyphenated borderlands, belonging to both, and to neither (Gallagher, 2004).  As a 

result, broad declaratives imposing presumptive homogeneity stifle the subject’s 

voice, and reinforce stereotype and prejudice. 

 Similarly, art itself is an open concept that defies ontology, as Morris Weitz 

has shown (Dickie, 1997).  Yet, historically, art has been defined, contained, and 

hierarchically validated.  What, then, is the historical basis for its containment?  I 

submit that the historical basis for hierarchical containment of both culture and art has 

been the institution, predominantly male, Judeo-Christian, and upper-class (hooks, 

1995, 2004; Lippard, 1990, 1995). 
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 Furthermore, I argue that this hierarchy is not based on philosophy.  In other 

words, it has no logical or empirical basis whatsoever, since value is not a necessary 

condition for inclusion within a concept (Dickey, 1997).  Rather, it is based on elitism:  

social, cultural, regional, intellectual; and racist, gendered, economic, and specific to 

sexual orientation.  Therefore, instead of this illogical vertical hierarchy, by simply 

rotating the axis of association, I suggest a horizontal, egalitarian construct where 

subconcepts in art and culture are arranged side by side, each holding equal value to 

its neighbor, rather than unmerited subordination on the vertical plane.11

 That said, it is important to note that the validity of art status for lowrider bikes 

is something that the lowriders have recognized for 40 years.  Therefore, to avoid a 

neo-colonial legitimization for these objects, it is essential to recognize the 

autonomous authority of the progenitive culture (Sandoval, 2000).  As such, my 

egalitarian arrangement of genres is not aimed at bestowing art status to objects for 

which such validation is a priori; rather, it is used here to establish my aesthetic 

position, to undermine binaries such as high and low art, to negate any neo-colonial 

hierarchy, and to confirm all cultural aesthetic expressions. 

  Once art and 

culture are arranged horizontally, and following Weitz’s argument, the concepts 

become infinite; and all manifestations hold equal status. 

Method 

 This project is limited to interviews and participant observation among 

lowrider car clubs within a 150-mile radius of Lubbock, Texas, between February 

2004 and August 2008.  Car clubs are included here as they are often the larger 

                                                 
11 This argument will be revisited in greater detail, in Chapter Two, specific to my aesthetic 
positionality. 
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umbrella under which the bicycles appear.  I concentrate my investigation to lowrider 

bicycles, with specific attention to my membership in both Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos 

car clubs.  Within a larger metropolitan area, it might have been possible to 

concentrate the study within an even more restricted radius.  However, given the 

relative paucity of lowrider bikes in Lubbock, it became necessary to extend to this 

broader geographic profile.  Local data was compared with that from the state and 

national level, as a barometer by which to assess the focus group. 

 Because this research was driven by interview and participant observation 

(Alexander, 2002; Geertz, 1973; Jackson, 1983), my own positionality became an 

important aspect for consideration.  Since I argue that knowledge is specific and 

cultural, I did not wish to posit, or to imply, that my experience as a middle-class, 

Euro-American male was typical for all White males who participate in lowrider 

culture, or for lowriders, in general.   Rather, I sought to investigate and analyze this 

cultural phenomenon within the context of my own lens, given my unique cultural and 

aesthetic background and education.  My immersion into lowrider culture included the 

construction of a lowrider bicycle, membership in two lowrider clubs, and the active 

exhibition of the bike at both traditional art galleries and lowrider car shows, 

culminating in Lowrider Magazine’s 30th Annual Las Vegas Supershow.12

                                                 
12 It is significant to mention that my bicycle placed second in its class, 24-26” bikes, at the Las Vegas 
National Show.   

  Analysis of 

my own positionality is therefore crucial, both for enabling a self-conscious 

interpretation of data, and to facilitate the reader’s ability to connect and critically 

analyze my findings.   
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 In my opinion, the construction of a lowrider bicycle was the most crucial 

ingredient in my research.  This undertaking enabled my membership in Tru Riderz 

and Los Bajitos car clubs, improved my standing within the lowrider community, 

illuminated subtly nuanced intricacies of the lowrider canon, and fostered my 

understanding of fabrication technique and the exhibition experience.  It focused, but 

did not erase my positional lens. 

At 47 years old, I am significantly older than the average lowrider bicyclist, 

and I have no children of my own.  Since the bicycles are predominantly youth-

oriented, functioning to strengthen family bonds and as a means by which to include 

children in the hobby, my experience was likely very different from that which 

motivates fabrication and exhibition of many lowrider bikes.  I recognize that gender 

and class distinctions played a significant role in my interpretation of events, and in 

the design of my lowbike, The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse (Figure 4, p. 160).  It 

is, after all, auto-referential in nature; a male-gendered synthesis of my interest in 

lowbikes, and my professional and educational background in fine art, art history, 

Museum Science, and paleontological preparation; education and experience at a level 

still statistically White and middle-class.  Indeed, the fact that the Fourth Rider is so 

dissimilar to other lowrider bikes is likely initiated by my ethnicity and aesthetic 

paradigm:  even when my template was to produce a target object, I could not step 

outside my own cultural aesthetic and embrace the level of color and ornamentation 

more characteristic of show bikes.   

As a middle school art teacher in south Texas (1989-1996), I first became 

acquainted with lowrider bicycles, and over time, I have developed sincere affection 
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for the people who I know that build them.  Therefore, I must recognize and guard 

against the resulting potential for bias.  The irony is that love simultaneously clarifies 

perception and clouds objectivity.  And the danger is that, no matter how well 

intentioned, the desire to improve the human condition can lead to a neo-colonial 

validation of the “other.”   

Organization of this Document 

 This dissertation is understood to be an introductory conversation, a primer 

that acknowledges at once the expansive nature of the genre of lowrider bikes, the 

limitations of my sample, and the voice of the subject as ultimate authority.  Where 

possible, the document is arranged chronologically, so that the reader chiefly 

encounters information in the same order that I did, during my investigation.  This is, 

after all, a story.  

Beginning with this chapter as introduction, I will continue in Chapter Two 

with my aesthetic and cultural position, and discussions of the history and fabrication 

of lowrider vehicles, including an overview of the canon by which they are classified 

and judged.  In Chapter Three, I discuss the nature of my ethnographic method and 

introduce the reader to my subjects and their artwork.  Chapter Four details the 

fabrication of my own bicycle, The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse, and its subsequent 

exhibition at lowrider car shows on the local, state, and national levels.  In Chapter 

Five, I address the nature of lowrider bicycle exhibition specific to Lubbock, including 

informal cruising and car club rendezvous, the formal gallery exhibition of lowbikes, 

and the ancillary projects they inspired.  In the final chapter, I analyze my data specific 

to Chicanismo, pachuquismo, rasquachismo, and gender, including formal analysis of 
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lowbikes as art objects, the impact of the LRM canon, and museological issues related 

to public exhibition.  

Significance of Research 

 This research represents a groundbreaking investigation into lowrider bicycles.  

As stated, academic discourse on lowrider cars is not plentiful, and that for lowbikes is 

virtually non-existent.  Therefore, my research is unique, not only to West Texas, but 

to academia, as a whole.  By building a lowrider bicycle, organizing and curating 

lowrider bicycle exhibits, and by joining lowrider clubs, I examined first-hand the 

mechanisms and artistic canon of the car show, and the carnalismo13

 

 of the car club.  

This case study ultimately spawned interest from the media, and ancillary projects 

within Texas Tech’s School of Art, including outreach at two Lubbock middle 

schools.  Perhaps most significantly, it facilitated constructive aesthetic and cultural 

dialogue between seemingly disparate segments of the community.   

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
                                                 
13 Carnalismo is brotherhood. 
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Chapter Two 
 

 Backgrounds and Histories 
 

Academic and Ontological Positions 
 

Although the majority of the theoretical frame for this dissertation will be 

imbedded within the context of the arguments,14 it is perhaps helpful to begin with a 

brief but pointed discourse advancing a theory of the nature of art, itself.  This is not 

intended to reduce the art of the lowrider bicycle solely to its artifactual and more 

formal elements.15

However, the construction of an ontology for art is a particularly difficult 

endeavor.  On the one hand, art by nature is ever expanding, continually challenging 

traditional definitions and canons.  As such, it appears to be indefinable.  On the other 

hand, we speak about “art” casually, as if its meaning is uniformly understood to 

reference something concrete and finite.  It is not a schizophrenic neologism.  As per 

the words of Clive Bell (1914), works of art must have some shared qualities, 

  Later, in this document, I will address the notions of artist/maker, 

performance, place-making, and the “work” of art.  Nor is this argument intended to 

validate the art status of lowrider bicycles.  I take this as a priori, since their makers 

have institutionalized their own canon.  But, it is useful for establishing my aesthetic 

positionality, so that the reader understands what I mean when I say the word, “art.”  

This is, by no means, universally defined and implicit. 

                                                 
14 I assume readers may have little prior knowledge about lowrider bicycles, since lowbikes have been 
so poorly represented in academic presses.  At this point in this document, prior to discussion of data 
specific to my subjects, an exhaustive literature review might introduce technical jargon which has not 
yet been defined and offer analysis of facts which are not yet in evidence.  Therefore, I have formatted 
this dissertation in systematic and chronological progression; a standpoint narrative, where literature 
and theory are encountered in context and in practice, over multiple chapters, rather than in one formal, 
standard literature chapter.  In order to assist any readers who may be unfamiliar with theories 
underpinning my research, I provide footnotes, often annotated, with citations and information for 
further reading. 
15 Here, I am referring to the formal elements of design:  line, shape, color, form, value, and texture. 
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otherwise, when we speak of works of art, “we gibber” (p. 17).  This, I think, is the 

impetus and passion behind the continued study of aesthetics as a philosophy; that art 

defies traditional ontology, yet begs for one, due to the apparent cohesiveness of the 

concept. 

In order to establish such an ontology, and to merit inclusion within any 

concept, such as art, an object must meet the necessary and sufficient conditions that 

contain that concept.16  However, Morris Weitz (1956) has shown that art is a concept 

for which there is no necessary condition for inclusion because art is an open 

concept.17  He argues that there is no singular characteristic common to all artworks.18

                                                 
16 A necessary condition is a singular characteristic that an object must have in order to belong to that 
concept.  A sufficient condition is such that if an object has that characteristic, it is a member of that 
concept.  For example, a necessary and sufficient condition for inclusion in the concept “dog” is 
phylogenetic placement within Canis familiaris.  In this example, a necessary condition for inclusion in 
the concept “dog” is that the object must be Canis familiaris.  Likewise, any object that is Canis 
familiaris has met the sufficient condition for placement within the concept “dog.” 

   

As he states, “[T]he very expansive, adventurous character of art, its ever-present 

changes and novel creations, makes it logically impossible to ensure any set of 

defining properties” (p. 27).  This defines a crucial shortcoming in traditional aesthetic 

theory:  there is simply no way to clearly define art.  For Weitz, all attempts at 

17 Weitz further divides the concept (art), into subconcepts (theatre, music, painting, etc.) and maintains 
that within these subconcepts there exists no necessary or sufficient condition for inclusion, although 
members may share features in common.  Weitz refers to these shared features as “family 
resemblance.”  As further evidence of the open nature of art, Weitz posits that inevitably some new 
work will be created that shares a considerate family resemblance, but which lacks some detectable 
feature endemic to the family.  As such, one would still recognize its inclusion within that subconcept 
due to a preponderance of similarity, or the presence of an acutely diagnostic feature, although it may 
simultaneously lack certain shared features, and exhibit characteristics wholly foreign to that family. 
18 There are certainly problems with Weitz’s argument.  Most notably, Weitz gives the impression that 
an object’s resemblance to a previously established work of art is the only way that something can gain 
art status.  This establishes an infinite regress, where each work of art relies on similarities to its 
predecessor, in an infinite regression terminating with the very first work of art for which there is no 
predecessor upon which to base art status.  Although admittedly flawed, Weitz’s argument clearly 
addresses the inherent problems in the ontology of art.   
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defining art are futile, given that such containment is contrary to the notion of art 

itself.   

Yet, historically19 art has been artificially contained as a concept, and as 

mentioned briefly in Chapter One of this document, the basis for this containment has 

been the Institutional canon.20  The stylistic conventions of much Early Christian art 

read like 1300 years of reiteration.  Even during the creative explosion of the 

Renaissance, “good” art was judged by formally established aesthetic principles, as 

proposed by Leon Battista Alberti,21 Leonardo da Vinci,22 Giorgio Vasari,23 and 

others.  Enlightenment introduced notions of superior taste and the connoisseur 

through the writings of Johann Joaquim Winckelmann,24 Immanuel Kant,25 and David 

Hume.26

The academic Institution further contained the concept of art by establishing a 

rigid hierarchy of genres (Figure 5, p. 161).

 

27

                                                 
19 This is likely true for prehistory as well, given modal, thematic, and stylistic similarities in the 
artwork of pre-literate societies. 

  This hierarchy maintained a vertical 

arrangement of art, where studio painting, particularly history painting, dramatic 

20 This is my capitalization here, where Institute refers at once to the academy, the gallery, the museum, 
and the critic. 
21 For more detailed reference, interested readers can access Alberti’s treatises, De Pictura (On 
Painting), 1435, and De Re Aedificatoria (Ten Books on Architecture), 1452. 
22 Leonardo’s Treatise on Painting, originally published in French and Italian, in 1651, is actually a 
selected compilation of his writings, generated by his student, Francesco Melzi.  Although this abridged 
treatise is problematic, holding little value for the understanding of Leonardo’s true thoughts on the 
nature of art, it was disseminated broadly during the Late Renaissance and Baroque, and regarded by 
contemporaries as the original work of Leonardo.  As such, its impact on period aesthetic theory is valid 
to this argument. 
23 See The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, first published in 1550. 
24 See Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst 
(Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Art in Painting and Sculpture), 1755; his Essay on the Beautiful in 
Art, 1763; and Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (History of Ancient Art), 1764. 
25 See Critique of Judgment, 1790. 
26 See “Of the Standard of Taste,” Four Dissertations, 1757. 
27 Formulated by André Félibien in 1667, the hierarchy of genres ranked artwork by the intrinsic value 
of its subject matter.  In descending order, these were history painting, genre painting, portraits, 
landscapes, and still lifes. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andr%C3%A9_F%C3%A9libien�
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theatre, particularly the tragedy, and opera and symphonic music rested on the upper 

rung, above craft, comedy, and folk music.  As George Dickie (1997) has shown,28 it 

is largely the Institution that confers art status upon an object, or genre.  And at the 

same time that the Institution confers art status, it has perpetuated this hierarchy.  It 

has relegated Native American art to the natural history museum, and non-Western art 

to the segregated gallery (hooks, 1995, 2004; Lippard, 1990, 1995).  The Institution 

has largely ignored lowrider bikes and cars, ethnic art, women’s art, and queer art, 

diminishing them to activist art, low art, folk art, or craft.29

Toward a Horizontal Arrangement of Genres 

   

In Chapter One, I argued that this hierarchy has no logical basis whatsoever, 

since value is not a necessary condition for inclusion within a concept (Dickie, 

1997).30

                                                 
28 We can use Arthur Danto’s theory of Visually Indistinguishable pairs as further example (Dickie, 
1997).  Danto asks us to consider two objects that are visually indistinguishable where one is an art 
object and the other is not.  The classic examples include Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain and a urinal; 
Andy Warhol’s Brillo Boxes and Campbell’s Soup cans and their archetypes; and Claus Oldenburg’s 
monuments.  As Duchamp and Warhol have shown, it is often context that differentiates art from non-
art, and this reinforces Dickie’s Institutional theory. 

  Evaluation, including qualitative attributes such as moral, intrinsic, and 

conceptual value, is entirely independent of classification, and therefore has no 

bearing on art status.  I therefore suggest a horizontal, egalitarian arrangement where 

subconcepts are laid side by side (Figure 6, p. 161).  By simply rotating the axis of 

association, we eliminate hierarchy and expand the concept of art, infinitely. 

29 Contrary to R. G. Collingwood’s assertions (1938), functionality and craft should not compromise art 
status for an object.  If we include into the group non-Western traditions, such as those from Native-
America and Africa, then we are met with a plethora of utilitarian objects that have long been classified 
as art, albeit hierarchically lower than Western studio painting.  Collingwood defines craft as “an 
activity in which some raw material is transformed by a learnable skill into a preconceived product” 
(Dickie, 1997, p. 62).  I would argue that the vast majority of studio art also fits with this definition.   
30 As illustration, I have two dogs.  One is very good, the other is very bad.  Yet, they are both dogs.  
However, this begs the question of whether any object can be so bad that is loses its concept status.  
Can a painting be so bad that it ceases to be art?  I would argue that bad art is still art, and that the 
previous statement is logically absurd since by definition, to be a painting is to be art. 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

18 
 

At this point, it is necessary to provide a few working definitions.  First, and in 

disparity with Weitz (1956), I will establish one, simple, necessary condition for 

inclusion into the concept “art.”  That is, art is specifically artifactual, i.e., it is wholly 

the product of human activity.31  Secondly, I will define aesthetic as that which gives 

pleasure to the senses.32  Thirdly, I will characterize “artifact” as not contained by 

notions of permanence so that it includes the ephemeral, such as performance in music 

and theatre.33

If we accept the premises that the concept of art, by its nature, is ever-

expansive and cannot be contained;

   

34 that evaluation is not a necessary condition for 

inclusion within a concept; that Institutions have historically arranged art in a vertical, 

evaluative hierarchy; and that a more parsimonious approach would arrange genres 

horizontally, in infinite two-dimensional expansion, then it is logically conclusive that 

all organized aesthetic endeavors—everything intentionally made35

                                                 
31 This is in opposition to Weitz who denied artifactuality as a condition.  For Weitz, a piece of 
driftwood can be art, although as George Dickie (1997) has shown, this is largely an evaluative 
announcement, rather than a classificatory one.  Furthermore, his assertion opens the concept to the 
random acts of animals, such as ant trails and prairie dog towns.  I argue that it is the institutionalization 
of the drift wood that makes it art, its organization by a human.  Also, I would argue, Weitz’s allowance 
includes the view, such as a particularly sublime and beautiful sunset or landscape.  I contend that 
without human intervention, a landscape view cannot be art until it is organized by a human in the form 
of its capture by camera or canvas.   Furthermore, I do not include those works performed by elephants, 
apes, and birds.  Even here, there is a human hand involved in the art making. 

—qualify, without 

prejudice, for art status.  As such, we have, perhaps, walked backwards into a rather 

liberating definition of art. 

32 Here it is useful to refer to Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, 1790;  and Alexander Nehamas, 
“An Essay on Beauty and Judgment,” Threepenny, Nov. 20, 2003.  For the sake of brevity, I will not 
revisit these arguments in depth. 
33 Under this description, even anti-aesthetic movements, such as conceptual art, are viewed as 
artifactual and aesthetic, because they take aesthetics and their negation as a starting point, and thus 
they are still an aesthetically driven response.  Additionally, the written proclamation that often 
characterizes conceptual art stands as an artifact in and of itself. 
34 Except as artifactual. 
35 Where “made” implies a broad understanding of the “work” of art to include conceptual, ephemeral, 
performative and ready-made expressions. 
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Therefore, the parent concept of visual art would include, without hierarchy, 

easel painting, Renaissance sculpture, architecture, my pen, my glasses, and my 

automobile:  everything intentionally made, following an aesthetic template.  It would 

also include things such as flower arrangement and dog breeding, since they consist of 

an aesthetically driven desire to produce some thing that fits a preconceived mental 

template of the standard.  It would be infinite.  There would no longer be high art or 

low art.  There would just be “art.”  

My Position 

My own aesthetic is driven by this inclusive ontology for art.  I am also, by 

nature, a “world”-traveler (Lugones, 1995).  That is to say, I have a profound interest 

in connecting with the other.  Not in an appropriative way; not to walk in stolen 

moccasins.  Rather, from a place of sincerity, empathy, and curiosity: that which 

Lugones calls “love”, and contrasts with “arrogant perception” (p. 390).  It is perhaps 

only natural that I should come to lowrider bicycles as a topic for research.  They 

offered a new “world” for investigation, culturally and aesthetically. 

 Before I present any data it is essential that I examine my own positionality, 

since it is taken as given that the researcher’s position can bias participation, 

observation, and interpretation,.  Certainly, as my knowledge grew, my ideas evolved, 

shaping the questions asked during interview, and the way the answers were 

perceived.  Therefore, some background information into my cultural, theoretical, and 

aesthetic starting point is likely essential for clear analysis of my findings.  For the 

reader, knowledge of my positionality affords the opportunity for better-informed 

acceptance or opposition to my assertions and conclusions. 
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 At the time of this writing, I am a 47 year old, divorced, White male.36  I have 

no children.  My father was an Army veterinarian, who retired as a Lieutenant 

Colonel; my mother holds an MS in nursing.  As an Army brat, I was exposed to a 

diversity of culture, race, and class, and I grew up recognizing difference, but not 

seeing it as a barrier.  Perhaps this partly drew from a certain pandemic military sense 

of entitled appropriation, but it was also fostered by culturally tolerant parents.37

 As a child, I lived in Germany, and since both parents appreciated the arts, I 

was taken to cathedrals, museums, and cultural events.  As such, my own aesthetic 

was shaped by a Western paradigm; a classic art history text.  I was also exposed to 

the beauty and function of the skeletal systems of plants and animals at a very early 

age,

  I 

was sculpted, from a young age, to be a “world”-traveler. 

38 and I developed a childhood fascination with dinosaurs.39

In San Antonio, I grew up around lowriders and their vehicles, both cars and 

bikes.  Still, my access was at a distance, and my gaze was unfocused and myopic.  I 

simply never really looked at them.  I did not read Lowrider Magazine; it was too far 

  By the time I reached 

sixth grade (circa 1973), we moved to San Antonio, Texas where I was instantly 

submerged in Latino/a culture.   

                                                 
36 My paternal ancestors (McQuilkin) were predominantly poor, Scots-Irish, immigrant farmers.  My 
maternal ancestors (Pennoyer) were French-English Mayflower and Hopewell descendants who deeded 
the first land grant for Harvard University.  A distant aunt and uncle, Martha and Giles Corey, were 
executed at the Salem Witch Trials.  McQuilkin and Pennoyer relatives have served the United States, 
in time of war, from the Revolutionary War, through the Black Hawk and Civil Wars, and most recently 
in Afghanistan. 
37 Add to this a Quaker grandmother, on my paternal side, and maternal grandparents who were foster 
parents to 26 children, including my mother.  All taught tolerance, respect, and validity for all of 
humankind. 
38 My maternal grandparents sparked my interest in skeletons, during hikes into the Arizona desert.  
Visits to the Illinois farm belonging to my paternal grandparents frequently provided the opportunity to 
examine animal remains.  My parents fostered my interest in anatomy by enrolling me in dissection 
classes in fourth grade, and through access to their medical journals. 
39 This interest would later manifest in my graduate studies, and subsequent employ as a fossil 
preparator.  It would also manifest in the design of my lowrider bicycle. 
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outside my own aesthetic paradigm.  In fact, I thought lowrider cars were kind of silly.  

Funny now that I should come to realize that this sense of humor is intentional and 

intrinsic.   

 My aesthetic was shaped further by formal art education, and a BFA in 

painting, from the University of Texas, San Antonio.  I completed the Texas 

Alternative Teacher’s Certification Program, in 1989, and began teaching middle 

school art in Somerset, Texas.  It was there that I came to truly appreciate lowrider 

bicycles for the first time. 

Somerset Independent School District (ISD) is a very poor, working class, 

farming community, just south of San Antonio’s outer loop (1604) in Bexar and 

Atascosa Counties.  At the time, demographics were 70% Latino/a, with many 

Mexican nationals, and migrant farm workers.  Economically, it ranked in the bottom 

15% for the State of Texas, and before Edgewood vs. Kirby,40

My students would ride their lowrider bicycles up to school, in the afternoons, 

after classes had let out.  Since my art room was separate from the main building, and 

adjacent to the basketball courts, students would tend to congregate in that area.  The 

first time I truly looked at a lowrider bike, I was impressed by its manifest ingenuity, 

originality, complexity, and degree of technical skill—and by the kid who had built it.  

He was known on campus as somewhat of a trouble maker; one of those kids who 

doesn’t quite fit in with the Functionalist’s view of education; he was destined to be 

 the disparity in 

accommodations, course selection, and teacher salaries had resulted in a transient 

faculty and subpar opportunity for the students. 

                                                 
40 See Rocha (1992), Politics and Public Education:  Edgewood Vs Kirby and the Reform of Public  
School Financing in Texas.   
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“left behind”41

Somerset ISD had failed to recognize or encourage the boy’s unique talents, 

instead devaluing them in a system that often dismisses vocational endeavors in favor 

of college preparedness.

 by a system that did not validate his talents or interests.  His English 

language skills were poor, he progressed unsatisfactorily in his classes, and he acted 

out. 

42  Shamefully, really, because this young man had built an 

amazing bicycle with the limited resources that he had at hand.  I recollect it now as a 

Street Custom Schwinn,43

The Bicycle as Art 

 richly painted in candy apple red, and with radically bent, 

front spring forks and twisted chrome that he had shaped himself.  It was the first time 

I had ever really looked at a lowrider bicycle, and I was hooked. 

Since it is likely that some of my readers may be unfamiliar with lowrider 

bicycles, it seems prudent to include lowrider histories, a schematic to assist with 

certain terminology (Figure 7, p. 162), and information about lowbike fabrication.  I 

will introduce the Lowrider Magazine (LRM) canon, the universal document by which 

bicycles are categorized and judged.  It is also helpful to begin with a brief discussion 

of lowrider cars since both lowrider bicycles and lowrider culture are grounded in the 

automobile.  

 

 

                                                 
41 My quotes here, as a jab at Bush administration education policy. 
42 In Somerset Middle School, at the time, only special education students (learning and/or physically 
disabled) were permitted to take woodshop class or auto-mechanics.  English as a Second Language 
(ESL) classes were available, but these did not qualify as special education.   
43 Street Custom is a category of bicycle, as described in the official show rules for Lowrider Magazine, 
where there may be custom parts and upholstery, but no modifications to the frame.  This will be 
discussed, in depth, in a following subchapter.   
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A Brief History of Lowriders Cars 

Although the history for lowrider bicycles is not well mapped, lowrider cars 

have been more closely examined in the academic literature, and their genesis is more 

clearly understood.  A review of the literature on lowrider cars and culture reveals a 

wealth of information, from authors such as Denise Sandoval (2003a, 2003b), Michael 

Cutler-Stone (1990a, 1990b), Ben Chappell (n.d., 1999, 2000, 2001, 2006)), Brenda Jo 

Bright (1995, 1997, 1998), and Paige R. Penland (2003).  Since the customization of 

the bicycles sprang from a source shared with the cars, and because these bikes were 

quickly adopted by the lowrider community, an examination of the existing literature 

will spread light on the contemporary aesthetic of the lowrider bicycle. 

 Lowriding began in southern California, in the late 1930s, as part of the 

pachuco, zoot suit aesthetic, and in class-based antithesis to Anglo-American car 

culture (Stone, 1990).  Since the late 1920s, California in general, and Los Angeles 

specifically, had been the hub of American car culture.  For Anglo-Californians, 

customization included enhanced engine performance, and a lowered front suspension 

(the “California rake”) intended to improve aerodynamic efficiency (Penland, 2003).  

However, for Latinos/as, customization often required more frugal means and style-

conscious pachucos/as would modify the family car merely for show, rather than for 

speed.  Initially, these early modifications involved simply cutting the springs or 

adding sand to the trunk to lower the car’s suspension (”Julian,” March 12, 2004, 

personal communication).44

                                                 
44 In order to protect the anonymity of many of my subjects, they will be referred to by a pseudonym.  
In those instances where a subject’s full name is used, a copy of their signed consent form will be 
maintained by the author. 
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 Following World War II, automobile and aerospace industries boomed in many 

urban areas, creating a demand for labor, and bolstering the economy (Sandoval, 

2003a).  The result was that people had money to spend on new cars, and affordable, 

used cars became available to young people and ethnic minorities.  Early car cultures, 

both mainstream and marginalized, were fostered by the combination of mechanical 

and technical skill acquired by service men during the war. 

The Evolution of the Lowrider Car 

 In the 1950s, the word “lowrider” still did not exist, and the cars were simply 

called “pachuco cars” or “lowered cruisers” (Penland, 2003, p. 13).  And although 

early lowriders were typically restrained by economic resources, the 1950s saw a rise 

in both quantity and quality of vehicle.  Customizers began transforming the exteriors 

and interiors of the cars, accenting them with chrome, and “tuck and roll” upholstery.  

Paint jobs also improved from the various colors of primer that were the fad during the 

1940s.  In 1956, the invention of “candy-apple,” the admixture of automotive paint 

with gold powder, was the beginning of the lavish paint jobs seen on lowrider cars 

(Penland, 2003).  

 The inclusion of hydraulics, the defining characteristic of lowrider cars today, 

began in 1958 when Ron Aguirre accommodated the hydraulics from the wing of a B-

52 airplane to fit his car.  This modification was apparently in response to legislation 

that had restricted a vehicle’s height, prohibiting the operation of any car where any 

part was below the rim base of the wheel (Penland, 2003).45

                                                 
45 Although these facts are collaborated by Stone, 1990a, Sandoval, 2003a, and Bright, 1995, Penland is 
given sole voice for these paragraphs since she represents the definitive opinion of Lowrider Magazine.  

  Aguirre’s invention 

allowed the car to be raised and lowered hydraulically, circumventing the new law. 
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 Hydraulic suspensions today have come a long way since Aguirre’s novelty.  

Contemporary lowriders can raise either front or back wheels, drop all four in a 

“pancake,” or lower only one corner.  Trick cars, such as “dancers,” hop and spin 

using remote control, and the best of them can flip completely over on themselves, 

yielding bragging rights to the creator.46

The History of Lowrider Bicycles 

  Contests also involve bouncing the front 

suspension remotely, and measuring the height attained by the car.  The winners of 

such contests regularly manage to bounce their vehicles until they stand upright, on 

their back bumpers. 

 The history of lowrider bicycles has not been well archived; there are decades-

long gaps in the data, prior to the institution of Lowrider Bicycle magazine in 1993, 

and even in the published literature, there is discrepancy.  Although Alvarez (1997) 

reports that there is no definable origin or inventor for low bikes, Lowrider Magazine 

and Penland (2003) maintain that the first lowrider bicycle was the creation of George 

Barris.  In 1964 Barris, a well-known automobile customizer, designed Eddie 

Munster’s bicycle for The Munster’s television show (Figure 8, p. 162).47

                                                 
46 Often these trick cars are owned, maintained, and operated by a car club.  Such cooperation helps to 
decenter the cost of the vehicle, since they are often damaged severely during competition.  The force of 
impact during “hop” and “dance” competitions is hard on the suspension and welded joints.  In 
addition, the strain on hydraulics and their accompanying batteries can cause fire, as witnessed at the 
2007 Lowrider Magazine Tour in Houston, Texas.  There is also an element of danger to bystanders and 
participants, as serious injuries have been reported from broken wheel rims and engine parts expelled as 
projectiles from dancing cars. 

  Starting 

with a 1964 Schwinn Sting-Ray, Barris modified it to include a welded chain frame, 

painted gold, tall sissy bar and handle bars, and an upholstered seat (Penland, 2003). 

47 This bicycle evidently still exists, under the ownership of Butch Patrick (Eddie Munster).  However, 
attempts to contact him were not fruitful. 
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 From 1963 to 1979, Schwinn capitalized on the market for “muscle cars,” and 

produced a series of “muscle bikes,” including the Sting-Ray, Fastback, Run-A-Bout, 

Manta-Ray, and the Krate,48  and models such as the Slik Chik, designed for girls.  

These bikes were noted for their “ape hanger” handlebars,49 “banana” seats,50 “sissy” 

bars,51 and optional 3 or 5 speed gear shifts.52

It is not clear how and when Schwinn bicycles were first adopted for use by the 

lowrider community, although their genesis is credited to lowriders in East Los 

Angeles, in the late 1960s (Penland, 2003).  By modern standards, early modifications 

were simple, generally limited to bent forks and sculpted tanks and skirts.  But by 

1977, the phenomenon had spread to San Jose and El Paso, bikes were becoming more 

sophisticated, and the newly established Lowrider Magazine began to include lowbike 

classes in their car shows.  Through the 1980s and 1990s, lowrider bicycles continued 

  Wheels ranged in size from 16” in the 

Run-A-Bout; 20” in the Sting-Ray and Fastback; 24” in the Manta-Ray; and a 20” 

rear, 16” front wheel in the Krate—“split” tires, giving it a raked stance.  Initially, 

these bikes were available only with coaster brakes, with front and rear caliper brakes 

becoming available in 1966 (Gordon and Hurd, n.d.).  It is the Schwinn bicycle that is 

still favored by lowbike enthusiasts today, due to a desire to maintain the original 

aesthetics of the tradition (Penland, 2003).   

                                                 
48 An excellent source is available in T. A. Gordon and James Hurd (n.d.), Collectable Schwinn Sting-
Ray Bicycles, Ann Arbor:  Antique/Classic Bicycle News.  This comprehensive book lists all models 
from 1963 ½ through 1979, including schematics, parts list, and advertising materials. 
49 So named by the posture exhibited by the rider, whose arms mimic those of an ape, hanging from a 
limb.  The tall, wide handlebars are similar to those seen on chopper motocycles. 
50 These seats are long and slender, similar in appearance to the shape of a banana. 
51 The sissy bar is an adjustable bar, extending from the rear axle up, behind the seat.  Although I cannot 
find an etymology for this term, my childhood recollection is that it is in reference to the fact that a tall 
sissy bar would keep the rider from falling off the bicycle, while “popping a wheelie.” 
52 These were short-lived options, first available in 1966, and becoming obsolete in 1973 due to the 
potential for serious injury and impalement. 
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to incorporate increasingly complicated design, in part driven by a spirit of 

competition, and companies selling after-market accessories began to appear on the 

market.  

It is apparent, though, that bicycles were first modified by lowriders in an 

attempt to include younger members in the hobby (Penland, 2003).  Those too young 

to drive automobiles found opportunity for self-expression in the form of a bicycle.  

However, with today’s tense competition and increasingly complicated technology 

many enthusiasts are older, designing bikes more for “show”53 than for “go.”54

Fabrication 

  What 

started as a fad within the Chicano/a community has spread globally, with clubs in 

Hawaii, Japan, Guam, Philippines, Australia, Germany, and the United Kingdom.  

Magazines, such as Lowrider Bicycle and the German-Canadian Crank! helped to 

boost interest in the hobby.  Now popular with the hip hop community, lowbikes have 

become visible in corporate advertising for such companies as Toyota, McDonalds, 

Candies Shoes, and AT&T.  Companies such as Lovely Lowrider 

(http://www.lovelylowrider.com/) have outlets in both the United States and the 

United Kingdom, and offer parts, accessories, and complete bicycles.  Indeed, bikes 

are even available on eBay, for as little as $150, complete.   

 With the growing interest in lowrider bicycles, there has been a surge in the 

support industries for the hobby.  There are a number of companies that sell lowrider 

bicycle parts, accessories, and complete bicycles, to variable degree of finish.  Due to 

                                                 
53 Built only for the purpose of competition. 
54 Built to be ridden, and perhaps also for competition. 
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demand, the cost of original Schwinn frames,55

Custom bicycle shops offer frame modifications, paint jobs, engraving and 

plating, and fully custom accessories.  Over time, many of these custom design 

elements become status quo with exposure at shows, and companies have begun to 

answer the demand with an increasingly complex selection of parts.  Examples include 

frames with pre-sculpted tanks, upholstered seats, and plated accessories.  Although 

complete bicycles are available commercially, the true enthusiast continues to build 

his/her own bike, and customize it into a unique creation.

 and ultimately, the demise of Schwinn 

bicycles in 2008, companies have begun offering ersatz frames, echoing the design of 

the Sting-Ray.  The most common frame is designed to accommodate a 20” wheel, and 

this is also the most ubiquitous size seen at shows.  Twelve, 16, and 24 inch bikes are 

less common, as are bikes with a raked stance.  With the increasing popularity of 

beach cruisers, 26” frames are more available, but still uncommon at shows.  

56

The fundamental mandate for a lowrider bicycle is that it be lowered.  The 

original Schwinn bicycles were equipped with spring suspension for the front wheel, 

called spring forks (Figure 9, p. 163).  Early designers would bend these forks 

forward, lowering and elongating the bicycle and producing a chopper effect.  Today, 

bent forks are available commercially, but the result is the same.  The front wheel is 

pushed radically forward, significantly affecting the stance and balance of the bicycle.  

The fork spring is held in place by a long bolt, and this, along with the spring, can be 

removed, pushing the crown backwards, and lowering the bike even more.  The crown 

can be flipped behind the head tube, and “down crown” extensions are available 

   

                                                 
55 Complete, restored bicycles can run into the thousands of dollars. 
56 It is interesting to note that bicycles are often the product of a collaborative effort, with certain tasks 
being farmed-out to professional shops. 
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commercially that move the fork coupling back, dropping the bike still further.  Bikes 

lowered thusly typically cannot accommodate a kick stand, and generally rest on a 

pedal.  In fact, they are so low to the ground that they can no longer be ridden since 

the pedals scrape the ground with each revolution.  Additionally, the elongation of the 

bike distorts its natural, ergonomic balance to the point that it becomes quite unstable 

and particularly difficult to turn. 

 Along with the physical lowering of the bicycle, the rider’s position is lowered 

by cutting the seat tube.  Since the most common wheel size is only 20”, the bikes 

become awkward to pedal, and are instead scooted along, if they can be ridden at all.  

As with their senior counterparts, the lowrider cars, the bikes are not intended as 

efficient transportation; rather, they are about being seen and admired. 

 Other common accessories include custom wheels with up to 144 spokes.  

Wheels are often plated and engraved, and spokes can be twisted, plated, grouped in 

custom order, or replaced with intricately designed plate hubs.  White-wall tires 

sporting the Lowrider Magazine logo are available from a number of sources.  

Spinning hub caps, or “spinners,” such as those seen on automobiles, are also 

available for bicycles.  Sissy bars are bent and lowered, resembling tail pipes.  

Handlebars can be replaced with a variety of choices, including over-sized, 

exaggerated ape hangers, or accompanied by a somewhat redundant steering wheel, 

fashioned from welded chain.  Original pedals, fork bars, sissy bars, and handlebars 

can be replaced with twisted equivalents.  Options are limited only by imagination and 

funding. 
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  “Go” bikes normally end with the above-mentioned accoutrements, although 

many boast air-brushed graphics, and sculpted ornamentation.  However, due to the 

increasing value of the bikes, and their attractiveness to thieves, “go” bikes are 

typically kept modestly embellished.  On the other hand, “show” bikes can be 

elaborately ornamented, and customized with hydraulics, sound systems, and 

expensive paint jobs, plating, and engraving, running into the tens of thousands of 

dollars.  Since points are awarded at shows for creative embellishment the bikes are 

often intricately decorated from front to back, brightly colored, and profoundly 

unique.  These bikes often carry a theme of personal significance to their creators. 

 Painting technique for these bikes can be tricky.  Due to the narrow steel tube 

construction of the frame, over spray is likely unless the bike is painted in thin, 

successive coats (“Julian,” personal communication, March 12, 2004).  Additionally, a 

painter must be careful that all ingredients and layers are chemically compatible with 

each other.  Typical paint themes include metal flake finish, pearl finish, and candy 

finish (Berumen, 2004).  High quality metal flake paint jobs involve five or more coats 

of colored lacquer, followed by three or more coats of a clear lacquer mixed with 

colored metal flakes, and finished with up to eight coats of clear lacquer.  Pearl 

finishes are accomplished by mixing “mother of pearl” powder into the base coat, and 

following it with several coats of a clear lacquer.  Finally, candy finishes are achieved 

with several coats of a gold or silver lacquer, followed by a color layer, and several 

coats of clear lacquer (Berumen, 2004).  Costs for high quality paint jobs, particularly 

candy finishes, can be over $1000.  In addition to the base paint, show bikes are often 

decorated with airbrushed murals and graphics.   
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 Body alterations are typically produced by cutting and altering the frame, 

welding in steel plates and/or tubing, and building the mass up with an automotive 

fiberglass, such as Bondo.57

 In addition to the bicycle itself, a display that carries the theme is often 

incorporated at shows.  These can be modest, composed of a simple floor covering and 

a few related objects; moderate, including an electric turntable; or complex, involving 

pedestals, enclosures, lights, and mirrors.  Since displays are also awarded points at 

competition, they can be quite elaborate. 

  Since the additions are largely for visual effect rather 

than for significant structural support, the plates are tacked lightly into place in order 

to avoid excessive buildup around the weld, and to avoid distortion of the frame 

(“Julian,” personal communication, March 12, 2004).  The Bondo is then shaped with 

small electric drills, or by hand with knives and sand paper (“David,” personal 

communication, March 14, 2004).  This use of Bondo significantly increases the 

weight of the bicycle, further impeding its vehicular utility. 

The Lowrider Canon 

 The canon for lowrider bicycle aesthetics has been institutionalized by 

Lowrider Magazine (Figure 10, p. 163).58

                                                 
57 Bondo is a two-part, polyester resin putty, used as an automotive filler in body repair.  Although the 
name is a registered trademark for 3M Corporation, the term “bondo” has become a genericized term, 
referring to all such body fillers. 

  Their show rules have become the guiding 

force behind many design considerations, and they have been almost universally 

adopted by independent car and bike shows.  These guidelines apparently developed 

over time, by trial and error as technology became more sophisticated, and they can be 

58 A copy of the rule book is available online, at lowridermagazine.com. 
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altered at the judge’s discretion, to accommodate the range of entrants for a given 

show (“Rios,” personal communication, May 20, 2007).   

 Bicycles are divided into categories at the judge’s discretion, based on frame 

size, and the number of frame modifications.  They are awarded points for 

craftsmanship, creativity, and originality, and they must be fully operable.59

 As per Lowrider Magazine’s 2009 Lowrider Car Show Regulations (p. 9):

  Size 

categories include 12, 16, 20, 24, and 26 inch frames.  There is also a category for 

tricycles.  Within these size categories, the bikes are further divided by modifications, 

and grouped accordingly as Original, Street Custom, Mild Custom, Semi Custom, Full 

Custom, and Radical Custom.  The bikes are then evaluated in four key areas:  frame, 

upholstery, parts, and accessories. 

60

1)  “FRAME: defined to cover all body modifications, paint, murals, striping, 

creativity and craftsmanship;”  2) “UPHOLSTERY:  defined to cover all seat, detail, 

creativity and craftsmanship;” 3) “PARTS: defined to cover all part modifications, 

engraving, wheels, plating (chrome, gold, etc.) original parts will also be awarded 

extra points due to the scarceness of parts;” and 4) “ACCESSORIES: defined to cover 

use of mirrors, lights, etc., and any operable audio, operable hydraulics, or equipment, 

display, overall detail and quality (Must be operable.)  All operable accessories must 

be mounted on Bike/Trike.”   

   

                                                 
59 This is admittedly a relative term, since most show bikes cannot be ridden.  In fact, those attached to 
turntables cannot be easily tested, and rarely are.  It appears that the judgment of operability is a visual 
one, unless the bike is challenged by a competitor. 
60 These rules are included here as direct quotes, due in part to their complicated nature, but largely to 
the fact that the rule book stands as a written canon.  As such, there seems to be value in its verbatim 
reproduction. 
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Modifications are tiered as follows:  1) “Minor Bike/Trike Modifications:  

Examples: capping area behind seat, capping frame near crank, removal of center pipe 

[seat post], 2 stage paint, bolt-on seat, etc. Two minor frame modifications equal one 

major modification;” and 2) “Major Bike/Trike Modifications: Examples: tanks, 

replacing center pipe, welded or molded skirts, custom paint (3 stage), custom 

upholstered seat, etc” (p. 10). 

Bicycles are classed according to the number of modifications, as follows:   

1) “ORIGINAL: Completely original or restored bicycle with no modifications;” 2)  

“STREET CUSTOM: A bicycle with no frame modification. (This includes store-

bought bikes with no bondo or modifications on frame);” 3) “MILD CUSTOM: A 

bicycle with one major modification or less on the frame, custom upholstery, custom 

paint, aftermarket parts and a few custom parts. (Custom handlebars, forks, pedals, 

etc.);” 4) “SEMI CUSTOM: A bicycle or trike with two (2) major modifications on 

the frame and custom upholstery, etc.;” 5) “FULL CUSTOM: A bicycle or trike with 

at least three (3) major modifications on the frame and custom upholstery, custom 

paint, etc.;” and 6) RADICAL CUSTOM: A bicycle or trike with at least five (5) 

modifications on the frame with custom upholstery, custom paint and handcrafted 

custom parts” (p. 10). 
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Chapter Three 
 

Ethnographic Investigation 
 

 Given the scarcity of available literature on lowrider bicycles, my primary 

research method necessarily involved first-person interviews with local lowriders.  

Initially, my method was relatively simple, since the project existed only to fulfill the 

requirements of a general research paper.61

The horizontal, egalitarian arrangement previously discussed validates the 

aesthetic product of modes of expression that sit outside the established, mainstream 

canon.  Taken by logical reduction to the level of the individual artist/maker,  his/her 

story is recognized as significant to the critical assessment of the aesthetic, and 

  I interviewed lowriders, photographed 

them with their cars and bikes, and filled questionnaires at lowrider car shows.  As the 

project grew into my dissertation research, my method became more sophisticated, to 

include University required Human Subjects release forms (Figure 11, p. 164), and 

ultimately the design, construction, and exhibition of my own bicycle with 

membership in two car clubs.  Much of this materialized under the supposition that 

immersion within lowrider culture would elucidate nuanced subtleties that might be 

otherwise hidden from observation.  Among these were the complicated process by 

which aesthetic judgments are made at car shows; technical considerations for the 

construction of lowrider bicycles; the demographic character of specific car clubs; and 

the exhibition experience at lowrider car shows, art galleries, and informally, on the 

street. 

                                                 
61 This dissertation initially began as a paper (Lowrider Bicycles:  Transcendence Through Style, 
4/16/2004) for Dr. Constance Cortez’s Chicano Art History class at Texas Tech University, ART 3313.   
As a result of this class project, and conversations with Dr. Cortez and Dr. Brian Steele, I realized that 
lowrider bicycles warranted a closer inspection, as my dissertation research. 
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qualitative research methods take value precedence over quantitative methods that rely 

on statistical and therefore more generalized data.62

According to Alexander (1982, p. 64), ethnographic analysis can be defined as 

having the following characteristics:  1) it is initially an open-ended and exploratory 

approach; 2) intensive research involvement by the researcher as observer, and to a 

variable degree, as participant; 3) the utilization of multiple data gathering techniques, 

including participant observation and interview; 4) the endeavor to understand key 

concepts and motivations as they are relevant to the subject paradigm; 5) the 

recognition of the importance of context in interpreting behavior and events within a 

social setting; and 6) a written ethnography, shaped by the concepts above, that lets 

the reader know what it is like to be there.

  For the individual--in order to 

understand what he/she is uniquely doing--quantitative data have limited value.  The 

notion of lowrider bicycles as site-specific contestations of urban space further 

validates focused, qualitative methods, including extensive interview within restricted 

geographic parameters.  Additionally, the tenets of constructivist epistemology 

validate the participant observer, since knowledge is said to be constructed [my italics] 

between the observer and the observed (Guba & Lincoln, 2004). Therefore, I suggest 

an ethnographic analysis, driven by informant interview and participant observation, 

and reinforced by quantitative data, as the most efficacious method for the study of 

regional lowrider culture and bicycle aesthetics. 

63

                                                 
62 This is not to entirely negate the value of quantitative data. 

  Jackson (1983, p. 39) defines participant 

observation as “a conscious and systematic sharing” in the life-activities of a group of 

people.  He concurs that this process cannot be used in isolation from other research 

63 I would add to Alexander’s assertion the precaution that this is specific to the writer’s experience:  
what it was like for him/her to be there. 
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techniques; rather, it is commonly employed in concert with informant interviews and 

quantitative sampling. 

The advantages of such investigation include increased depth of understanding 

and interpretation, and in the range of data available to the researcher (Jackson, 1983).  

There is a huge difference between the quality of information gleaned through 

interview after a fact, and that gleaned during an act.  Participant observation also 

offers a degree of reconciliation for the epistemological chasm between the “insider” 

and “outsider” and between folk idiom and academic interpretation by creating for the 

observer a means of relating his/her data to the symbols and experiences that have 

meaning to the respondents (Jackson, 1983). 

Disadvantages include the likelihood of introduced distortion of the natural 

scene, due to the observer’s presence and legal and ethical responsibilities associated 

with such immersive study (Hoepfl, 1997), including problems associated with 

informed consent (Thorne, 2004).  There is the likelihood that “over-rapport,” or 

“going native” will compromise observational acuity as will a certain time lapse 

between the observation of an event and its recording as data (Jackson, 1983, p. 44).  

Additionally, the researcher’s lens or paradigm may taint both perception and analysis 

of an event (Gupa & Lincoln, 2004).  As Clifford Geertz has shown, the study of 

culture is the act of analyzing how people understand themselves (Rosaldo, 1997).  

However, no matter how well intentioned, or how well constructed the field technique, 

such analysis is ultimately the researcher’s own notion of “other people’s 

constructions of what they and their compatriots are up to” (Geertz, 1973, p. 9).   
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The realization that the researcher’s paradigm can both inhibit access and taint 

analysis is not a recent event.  Kluckhohn (1940) noted that gender, age, class 

position, and race can effect participant observation negatively.  Not only can these 

considerations cloud interpretation, but they potentially limit the investigator’s ability 

to fully participate if the target group does not perceive him/her to be compatible with 

their organized set of conditions for inclusion within that group.  For the study of 

lowrider bicycles in Lubbock, Texas, race becomes a central issue.  And although area 

hobbyists have openly embraced me and accepted my presence as a club member, 

there is the possibility that they are telling me what I want to hear, in light of the fact 

that they know they are being researched.  Conversely, there is the danger of assuming 

that race doesn’t matter, and that a White middle-class male can tell the “other’s” story 

without the risk of reintroducing traditional models of colonial domination (hooks, 

2004).  However, this research represents a groundbreaking, academic investigation 

into lowrider bicycles and there are few other methodological options.   

The Sample 

 The sample for this project was largely constrained within a 150 mile radius 

around Lubbock, between February 2004 and August 2008.  Comparative data was 

gleaned from outside this region, in Houston, Texas, and Las Vegas, Nevada.  During 

that time, a total of 69 formal, lowrider interviews were conducted, including 49 

written questionnaires (representing 42 individuals) and less-scripted interviews with 

one police officer, two lowrider judges, one European lowbike enthusiast, and the 

Vice-President of American G.I. Forum, Lubbock Chapter.  In addition, approximately 

70 children, grades 6-8, were interviewed in conjunction with bike projects at O.L. 
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Slaton and Atkins middle schools in Lubbock.  Hundreds of other, less formal 

interviews were conducted at lowrider club meetings, car shows, art galleries, and 

informal gatherings.  These interviews included lowriders, show and gallery 

spectators, event organizers, school teachers, and business owners. 

 My immersion included membership in Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos lowrider 

car clubs, respectively.64  Pursuant to club membership, I built my own lowrider 

bicycle, and exhibited it on eight occasions, between October 2006 and October 2008, 

locally, regionally, and nationally.  I also participated in Texas Tech University (TTU) 

sponsored collaborations with the public schools mentioned, and organized seven 

bicycle exhibits at TTU and the Buddy Holly Center (BHC).65

The Questionnaires 

 

 During the early stages of this investigation, formal questionnaires were 

utilized (see Figures 12 and 13, pp. 165-166).  Two versions of the questionnaire were 

disseminated, predominantly at Local Lows Magazine’s 1st

                                                 
64 Car clubs are included as they often constitute the parent community for bicycles.   

 Annual Texas Style Car 

Show and Hop, on July 19, 2004, and at the Texas Tours Entertainment, Tejano Super 

Car Show in Odessa, Texas on November 11, 2004.  Open-ended questions asked for 

demographic information, including age, self-identified ethnicity and gender; car club 

membership and the extent of the respondent’s experience with lowriders; community 

and media perception; and the importance of family.  These questionnaires were 

eventually abandoned, in favor of less-scripted interviews and participant observation 

with note taking.  In addition, once the topic was formally declared as dissertation 

65The Buddy Holly Center is Lubbock’s only city-funded fine arts gallery.  It showcases revolving 
exhibitions of local, regional, and national artwork, as well as material related to the musician, Buddy 
Holly. 
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research, TTU Human Subjects consent forms were maintained for more in-depth 

interviews (see Figure 14, p. 167).  

The Data 

A total of 30 examples of Questionnaire One and 19 examples of 

Questionnaire Two were completed, representing 42 individuals.66  Subjects ranged in 

age from 6 to 50, with a median age of 23.04 years.67

For respondents, ethnicity was apparently not a factor associated with 

lowriding, and 81% of those who answered the question believed that the hobby was 

open to “anybody,” and not strictly a “Chicano thing.”  Many were emphatic about 

this belief.  All subjects (100%) recognized the importance of family, crediting 

familial association with skill building and with instilling a positive sense of direction 

in younger children.  Their relationship with lowrider vehicles ranged in span from 6 

months to 27 years, with a mean of 8.3 years.  Incentives ranged from family and club 

  There were 32 male and 10 

female respondents; 23% did not declare a home city—of those who did, most (60%) 

were from Lubbock, and 73% lived within a 150-mile radius of Lubbock.  All 

respondents were linked with lowrider bicycles, either through direct ownership, 

familial association, or club affiliation, and 85% were members of lowrider clubs.  Of 

those who elected to provide data, 7% were Caucasian, and 85% were of Latin-

American descent.  Significantly, of those, 57% self-identified as Hispanic, only 14% 

self-identified as Chicano/a, and 21% selected Hispanic, Latino/a, and Chicano/a, 

combined.  One proud hold-out (7% of the total sample) self-identified simply as 

“American.” 

                                                 
66 The discrepancy is due to some respondents having filled out both questionnaires. 
67 Questionnaires for minors were completed by an attending guardian. 
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unity, perceived community admiration and respect, an interest in the cars and 

bicycles, and the desire to make art.  Many reported an urge to maintain tradition, and 

a sense of pride associated with hard, honest work, dedication, and increased visibility 

within the community.  Significantly, 100% of the subjects recognized lowrider 

vehicles as art, without caveat. 

All of the respondents (100%) perceived a favorable reaction from their 

friends, in relation to the subject’s vehicle, but 42% who answered the question 

believed that the media had unfairly stigmatized lowriders as gang members and drug 

dealers.  There was the perception of significant differences in attitudes between the 

Anglo and Latino communities, and this will be discussed in more detail, later in this 

document.  Perhaps accordingly, 100% favored participation in charity drives and car 

shows as a means of improving community perceptions.   

The Interviews 

 In addition to the questionnaires, 20 more-involved lowrider interviews were 

conducted, and hundreds more informal exchanges took place.  In some instances 

recordings were made.  In others, notes were taken during the interview; for many, 

notes were written as soon after the occurrence as possible.  These observations not 

only contain quotes and paraphrased remarks made by the subjects, but also my 

interpretations of the events.  There are also comments and photographs preserving the 

physical description of the subject’s bike or automobile.  Often, these objects speak for 

themselves. 

 For the sake of clarity, influential and/or preliminary interviews will be 

examined in depth first, on an individual basis, and in chronological order.  Some will 
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be discussed specific to the owner’s bicycle.  Other interviews will be approached 

later, in the context of the lowrider car club, the lowrider car show, or the art gallery.   

A number of these sessions lasted only moments; some lasted for several 

hours.  A few were pieced together over a span of years, through continued and 

frequent contact with the subject.  These took place at show venues, parking lots, club 

meetings, and people’s homes, over barbeque, beer, laughter, and the din of hip hop 

music.   

 I have attempted to remain loyal to the voices of the subjects, and to relate 

their comments accurately.  However, there is certainly room for bias, since the 

interview events were filtered through my own cultural lens.  Additionally, I have 

perhaps unconsciously tainted the data, affected by that which I chose to include, or 

omit; what I saw and didn’t see; what I heard, or did not hear.  Just as there is 

influence through affirmation, there is power in negation.  

The Zapata Family 

Early in my investigation, after a simple vehicular reconnaissance of 

Lubbock’s neighborhoods failed to yield any lowbikes, I contacted James “Guero”68,69

                                                 
68 Guero or Huero (pronounced w• -d• ) is Caló for “Whiteboy,” or a light-skinned Latino (guera, 
gendered feminine).  It is generally a neutral term:  its use as either a derogative or endearment is 
largely a product of inflection and circumstance; interpretation is often, and intentionally, left to the 
signified. 

 

Bilbrey, owner of Local Lows, a shop dedicated to lowrider apparel and accessories.  

Mr. Bilbrey was quite helpful, and told he me about a few, local car clubs, although he 

had no contact information for them.  He also told me to watch for a purple lowrider 

69 Caló is Mexican-Spanish slang, typically associated with pachuco/a culture.  For further reading, 
excellent resources can be found in Ricardo Aguilar Melantzón’s, Glosaris del caló de Cd. Juárez 
(1989); José Antonio Burciaga’s, Drink Cultura:  Chicanismo (1993); Dagoberto Fuentes’ Barrio 
Language Dictionary:  First Dictionary of Caló (1974); and D. Letticia Galindo’s Dispelling the Male-
Only Myth:  Chicanas and Caló (1992). 
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car because he believed that family owned bicycles.  By happenstance, I encountered 

this car and its driver, Amy Zapata, at a local flea market, and I approached her in the 

parking lot (Sally League Post, 2005; Mary Lance, 2006).70  The Zapata family’s 

friendliness and eagerness to help cannot be overstated, and they became my entry 

point into local lowrider culture.  Without the Zapata’s kind assistance, my research 

would likely have died prenatally; I might never have built a bike, nor joined a car 

club.  The generous exhibition of their bicycle at TTU in April 200471

In February 2004, Amy and husband, Abraham Zapata, were Vice President 

and President, respectively, of Tru Riderz Car Club, in Lubbock.

 spawned 

interest from Lubbock’s arts community as a whole, resulting in many exciting 

projects at Texas Tech, local public middle schools, and the Buddy Holly Center. 

72

The first bicycle exhibited

  They drove a 

purple, 1978 Chevrolet Malibu, with a custom interior and murals, hydraulic 

suspension, and DVD player.  Two of the three Zapata children, ages 9, 10, and 13, 

had complete lowrider bicycles.  The Zapatas were exceedingly hospitable, agreed 

readily to an interview with audio recording, provided countless, patient hours for 

photography, and participated twice in bicycle exhibits, in 2004 and 2005.   

73

                                                 
70 These publications were generated by interest in my research on lowrider bikes, and they are used 
here as primary sources for the Zapata family interviews.   

 belonged to the oldest Zapata son, Chris Cothran, 

age 13.  It is a fully chrome, Schwinn 20” Street Custom, with 144 spoke rims, and 

twisted handlebars, forks, sissy bar, and steering wheel (Figure 15, p. 168).  All of the 

parts for this bicycle were available, commercially.  Therefore, it was assembled rather 

71 Texas Tech University, School of Art, Landmark Arts Galleries (Landmark Arts). 
72 My correspondence with the Zapata family predated my formal Human Subjects contract.  Therefore, 
these passages are supported by the publications authored by Sally League Post (2005) and Mary Lance 
(2006), and exhibit text at TTU.  Since the bicycles were exhibited publicly at Texas Tech University’s 
Landmark Arts Galleries, that information is also public domain.  
73 Further discussion will follow in the Chapter Five. 
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than fabricated.  The second bike, CJ’s Dream, belonged to daughter, CJ, age 9, and it 

was a 16” Semi Custom Schwinn, with the tank and skirts filled, custom paint, 

pinstripe graphics, and a third wheel (See Figures 16 and 17, pp. 169-170).74

It was through the Zapatas that I learned the basics of lowbike construction and 

the car show rules by which bikes were categorized and judged.  Amy and Abraham 

directed me to Roger’s Park on Auburn Street, and Tommy’s Burgers on North 

University—both were local gathering places for lowriders, and Tru Riderz were 

frequent participants.  The Zapatas were quick to invite me to their homie’s

  A third 

bike was dismantled.  Vehicle maintenance, design, and fabrication were shared by 

both Zapata adults (Sally League Post, 2005).  In contrast to many of the lowbikes 

encountered, the Zapata children regularly rode their bikes, in their neighborhood and 

at events. 

75

The Lopez Family 

 house, 

the Lopez family, to see additional lowrider bikes.  Ultimately, it would be with Tru 

Riderz, that I first joined a lowrider car club. 

 When I first met them, Tony and Nelda Lopez,76

                                                 
74 Wheels for 16” bikes are limited to 72 spoke rims, unless they are custom made.   

 and family, were part of Tru 

Riderz, and they owned two cars; a 1969 Chevrolet Impala, with custom mural 

depicting Emiliano Zapata; and a 1986 GMC Jimmy, blue lacquer with gold flake, 

gold plated running boards, pleated interior with chandelier, custom sound system 

75 “Homie,” “homes,” or “homeboy” are taken to be Caló derivations of the Spanish word, hombre, 
meaning “man.”  This is a term of endearment, often used interchangeably with carnal, meaning, 
“blood brother.”  Although apparently informal, the use of these terms within this dissertation retains 
the flavor of the original conversations, and efficiently identifies the signified as a fellow lowrider. 
76 Human subjects forms are on file for Tony and Nelda Lopez.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in their interviews, unless using a direct quote.  Since the bicycles were 
exhibited publicly at Texas Tech University’s Landmark Arts Galleries, that information is also public 
domain.   
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with multiple DVD screens, and hydraulic suspension.  They also had three lowrider 

bicycles (See Figures 18-20, pp. 171-173); Keeping it Simple, a purple 20” Street 

Custom Schwinn, with custom upholstery and dummy light for daughter, Amanda, age 

12; Lil’ Player, a green 20” Mild Custom Schwinn, with filled tank, and custom 

upholstery, for daughter, Cortney, age 11; and a custom tricycle, for grandson, Jordon 

Brown, age 1.  Nelda had executed the custom upholstery, and Tony painted all three, 

manipulating the frame of the tricycle by inverting it, to lower and elongate the 

profile.  As with the Zapatas, the Lopez children regularly rode their bicycles, around 

their neighborhood. 

 In late 2004, the Lopez’s left Tru Riderz due to ailing membership and 

declining club-oriented activities, and they joined Los Bajitos Lowrider Car Club.  

Later, Tony would become president of Los Bajitos, and Nelda, treasurer.  Tony had 

been lowriding most of his life, and he rarely missed a car show.  As a result, the 

family’s living room was proudly bedecked with scores of trophies. 

 For the Lopez’s and the Zapatas, ethnicity is not a necessary condition for 

inclusion within the concept, “lowrider,” and Amy is herself, Anglo-American.  The 

Lopez’s also welcomed my research, and they participated in three bicycle exhibits at 

TTU and the BHC.  Later, when I joined Los Bajitos, I would come to understand 

more fully the lowrider concept of puro carnalismo, pure brotherhood, as signified by 

the club motto.  My association with Los Bajitos and the importance of the Lopez’s 

gracious assistance cannot be overstated.  They figure prominently throughout this 

dissertation, including a detailed discussion of Los Bajitos Car Club, later, in this 

chapter. 
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Santana Morin 

 On July 19, 2004, James “Guero” Bilbrey organized Local Lows Magazine’s 

1st

 I filled eight questionnaires, and encountered nine lowrider bicycles, but 

Santana Morin’s 20” Radical Custom, Hyptonized (2004), stood out from the 

competition (See Figures 21-25, pp. 174-176).

 Annual Texas Style Car Show and Hop, at the Lubbock Civic Center.  It was my 

first opportunity to attend a major lowrider show, and to gather interview material.  In 

addition to the lowrider cars and bikes on display, there were exhibitions of hoppers 

and dancers; cars that bounced and jumped on their hydraulic suspensions.  There was 

also live hip hop and Tejano music, food, and vendors.  

77  Heavily engraved, gold plated, 

adorned with custom parts, and bearing little resemblance to the Schwinn frame from 

whence it sprang, Morin’s creation was Lubbock’s most successful show bike.  Since 

it was first “busted out”78 while Santana was a student at Lubbock High School, his 

bike consistently placed Best in Show at lowrider events across the U.S., including the 

coveted Lowrider Magazine Tours.  At the time of the first interview, he was 23 years 

old and single, and a proud member of Rollerz Only Car Club.79

 As with most lowrider bikes, Morin’s was a collaborative achievement.  

Custom parts, including pedals, handlebars, front forks, and sissy bar, were fabricated 

with assistance from his father, Tony Morin; fenders, wheels, seat, and pedals were 

  He would go on to 

star in three lowrider bicycle exhibitions at TTU and the BHC, between 2005 and 

2008.  

                                                 
77 Human Subjects forms are on file for Santana and Tony Morin.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in their interviews, unless using a direct quote.   
78 Shown for the first time. 
79 One of the nation’s largest and most competitive car clubs. 
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engraved in Austin; sprocket, pedals, spokes, fenders, handlebar tips, “bird cages”,80 

and dummy lights81

 The bicycle had been modified by cutting, re-welding, and sculpting the top 

and down tubes, the seat tube, and both seat and chain stays.  Thereby, the otherwise 

tubular and geometric bike frame was transformed into a more biomorphic fluidity.  

To a degree, this reshaping was constrained by show rules dictating that bikes must be 

functional, the general linearity of the bicycle frame, and certain practical 

considerations.  At times, passages become merely decorative of these existing 

structural imperatives, and certain, attractive modifications become the convention for 

hobbyists.  Although these precepts naturally limit the form of the object, Morin’s 

more sculptural treatment of the frame captures both positive and negative spaces, and 

moves beyond the strict linearity typically inherent in bicycle design. 

 were gilded in Dallas; and Mike Flores, from San Angelo, was 

commissioned to paint the murals.  Santana presented the bike on a home-made 

electric turntable that spun within a pleated, eight-foot square frame of blue velvet, 

above a lighted and mirrored floor.   

 The detail is layered, and gilded fenders are also delicately engraved.  Fork 

bars are twisted and gilded, and spear-headed handlebars echo the custom pedals.  As 

it spins under the lights of the showroom, the bicycle flashes and sparkles in brilliant 

gold and chrome.  The paint and murals are similarly loud in color; intense, pure hues 

often juxtaposed in complementary opposition.  The painted graphics exist as both 

figurative renderings of a wizard, and more graphic decoration.  Since judging points 

                                                 
80 “Birdcages” are filigree openings in more linear components of a lowrider bicycle, most typically the 
handlebars and seat tube. 
81 Dummy lights are decorative, but non-functional lights. 
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are awarded cumulatively in competition, the canon promotes this layered horror 

vacui of industrial “bling.”82

Michael Prieto 

 

 I met Michael Prieto83

(Figure 26-27, pp. 176-177) at TTU.  Born in Lubbock, Michael Prieto graduated from 

Lubbock High School in 2000.  A twenty-seven year old laborer, at the time of this 

writing, he and wife, Joann, have two children.  Prieto was initially inspired by his 

uncle, a member of Los Amigos Bajitos Car Club, and a friend in Straight Clownin’ 

Car Club.  For Prieto, lowriding is primarily about family; the vehicles are built with 

family assistance and they foster family unity.  This notion of family extends beyond 

the nuclear to include the other members of the car or bike club.  A member of Low 

Intenzity since 2006, he is a former member of Tru Riderz, Reality Bike Club, Straight 

Clownin’ Car Club, Jealous One’s Envy, and Lords of Illusion.  Prieto explains that 

finding a simpatico

 through Tru Riderz Car Club, in 2004.  In 2006, he 

agreed to exhibit his bike, Wicked Creation (2005), a 20” Full Custom lowbike  

84

A lowrider bike is as much a process as it is an object, and Prieto’s bicycle has 

undergone many manifestations since he first received it as a birthday gift from his 

mother, when he was fifteen years old.  It is a perpetual work in progress, manipulated 

as time and resources allow, in pursuit of an amorphous dream that reveals itself in 

bits and pieces.  Figure 28 (p. 177) shows how the bicycle looked as an unmodified 

 car club meant looking for a “good fit;” a family of people that 

shared his interest in the sport and in competition. 

                                                 
82 “Bling” is hip hop slang for bright, eye-catching, and typically expensive embellishment. 
83 Human Subjects forms are on file for Michael Prieto.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.  Since the bicycle was exhibited 
publicly at Texas Tech University’s Landmark Arts Galleries, that information is also public domain.   
84 Meaning, agreeable, or like-minded. 
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street lowrider, twelve years ago.  While still in high school, Prieto added twisted 

forks to the bike, a custom seat, and fan wheels, custom designed by Warren Wong of 

Phoenix, Arizona.85  It was at this time that he had the wheels and spokes plated in 

sterling silver.86

(Figure 29, p. 177).  After graduating from high school in 2000, Prieto modified the 

body by welding plate steel into the voids of the frame, cutting the seat tube, and 

building up the form with automotive fiberglass.  The bike was painted burgundy 

candy, mirrors were added to the seat, and the sissy bar and pedals were dipped in 

sterling silver (Figure 30, p. 178).  In its most recent manifestation, completed in 2005, 

it is studded with cubic zirconia,  and painted in multiple layers of Aztec gold and 

tangerine lacquer, with murals added by Chris Machado, of Lubbock (Figure 31, p. 

178 ). 

  This process requires that all of the spokes be removed and dipped 

individually before they are reconnected to the wheels.  Prieto added twisted pedals 

and handle bars, and removed the fork spring to lower and elongate the bicycle  

Plans for future additions and modifications include fenders, seat, and wheel 

rims engraved with skulls.  These would thematically echo the screaming skull 

bursting through a series of human brains that course through the existing murals, in 

continuous narrative.  Prieto also plans to splice plated metal skulls into the handle 

bars, and to replace the pedals and handle bar grips with engraved knife blades. 

 

 

 

                                                 
85 Original designer for Baby Dalton rims. 
86 Although sterling silver is virtually indistinguishable from the chrome it replaces, points are awarded 
for plating, hence this popular modification.   
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Freddy Cortez 

Freddy Cortez87 is an enterprising young man, and an avid lowrider.  A 2007 graduate 

of Lubbock High School, Freddy has assumed leadership of his father’s tire shop.    

Formerly of Los Unicos Car Club, he currently is a member of Uce.  In addition to 

actively participating in regional lowrider car shows, Cortez has shown his bikes at 

TTU in 2007, twice at BHC in 2007 and 2008, and assisted with the 2008 Dream Bike 

Project at Atkins Middle School.88  His two lowbikes reflect his desire to succeed, and 

the often restless nature of youth:  they both changed dramatically between 2007 and 

2009.89

 Freddy’s first bike is a 20” Mild Custom Schwinn, with a sculpted tank, chain 

steering wheel, and twisted forks.  When first encountered in 2006, it was purple with 

heart graphics (Figure 31, p. 179).  In 2008, Cortez re-worked the bike, painting it 

with a two-tone red lacquer, adding faux snakeskin upholstery, and pinstriping by 

“Wizard” Aguilar, of Lubbock (Figure 32, p. 179).

 

90

 In 2007, while a senior in high school, Cortez enrolled in an autobody repair 

class at Lubbock Independent School District’s (LISD) Byron Martin Advanced 

Technology Center.  As a class project, Cortez built his second lowbike, a 20” Full 

Custom Schwinn (Figure 33, p. 180).  The frame was cut and modified with plate steel 

shaped with a plasma cutter, and filled with automotive fiberglass.  The seat was fitted 

 

                                                 
87 Human Subjects forms are on file for Freddy Cortez.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.  Since the bicycle was exhibited 
publicly at Texas Tech University’s Landmark Arts Galleries and the Buddy Holly Center, that 
information is also public domain.   
88 This joint venture between TTU’s Visual Studies Department, the T-STEM center, and Atkins 
Middle School will be discussed in detail, in Chapter Five.   
89 Although formal research for this dissertation ended in August, 2008, alterations to Freddy’s bike, 
encountered at a car show in November, 2008 are compelling enough to warrant inclusion here, as they 
repeat the undercurrent of art-as-process.   
90 Freddy undertook this transformation expressly for the second bike show at BHC. 
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with custom, faux alligator skin upholstery, and Cortez added tape pinstriping.  In 

district competition at LISD, Freddy scored a perfect 100 points with this bike, 

winning first place.  He went on to compete at the state level, and took second place at 

the 2007 Skills USA State Contest for Auto Collision Repair, in Corpus Christi, 

Texas.  In 2009, Freddy added murals to his bike, painted by Chris Machado, of 

Lubbock (Figure 34, p. 180).  Visually, these help to break up the solidity of the bike’s 

body 

Saul Davalos 

Saul Davalos91 is president of the West Texas Chapter of Uce Car Club.   

“Uce,” taken from the word “uso,”92 which means “blood brother” in the Samoan 

language, was originated in California by Samoan, Kito Lealao, in 1992.  Today, it is 

the world’s largest lowrider club, and the first to sponsor family-oriented chapters 

across the continental U.S., and in Hawaii, Guam, and Sweden.  The club website93

Davalos wanted to involve his children in club activities, to expose them to 

different cultures, and to give them the opportunity to participate in car shows.  To that 

end, he constructed 20” Street Custom lowbikes for all three of his children.  Saul 

Jr.’s

 

specifically addresses the importance of cultural and racial diversity, emphasizing the 

strong bond between members, regardless of ethnicity. 

94

                                                 
91 Human Subjects forms are on file for Saul Davalos.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.  Since the bicycles were exhibited 
publicly at Texas Tech University’s Landmark Arts Galleries and the Buddy Holly Center, that 
information is also public domain.   

 bike (Figure 35, p. 181) sports black paint with rainbow flake, custom 

upholstery, and expertly crafted body work, produced by Saul Sr.  For all three bikes, 

92 The name was reported changed due to trademark confliction with the USO, United Services 
Organization. 
93 http://ucefamily.com/     
94 Age 13 at the time of this writing. 
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custom gold and chrome plating and engraving was done by Hernan Custom 

Engraving, Whittier, California; accessories are from Shorty’s Hydraulics, Houston, 

Texas; and upholstery by Fisher Upholstery, Lubbock, Texas. 

Designed strictly as a show bike for Davalos’ daughter, Kelly,95

(Figure 36, p. 181).  The juicy paint job is purple with candy flake, and all bodywork 

was executed by Davalos.  Although also intended strictly as a show bike, Chris

 this bike 

reflects the attention to detail and exquisite craftsmanship, typical of his work  

96

Sam Salazar 

 

occasionally sneaks a ride on his bike when his father isn’t looking.  As with the other 

Davalos bikes, Saul executed the baby blue paint with black veins and body 

modifications, himself (Figure 37, p. 182).  This bike also yields an embossed, suede 

seat and spinners on its wheels. 

A member of Thee Artistics Bicycle Club, and an entrepreneur, Sam Salazar is 

the proprietor of Lone Star Brands, a Lubbock company dedicated to lowrider bike 

customization, car show production, and the sale of related memorabilia.  Salazar97 

built The Power Ranger Bike, a.k.a. the SPD Project, a 20” Semi Custom lowrider 

bicycle as a birthday present for his son, Skyler, in 2005 (Figure 38, p. 182).  It has 

been upgraded with each subsequent birthday; the most recent addition being the 144 

spoke wheels in 2007, and custom engraving in 2008.98

                                                 
95 Age 11 at the time of this writing. 

  The bike reflects Skyler’s 

affection for The Power Rangers television show, specifically Space Patrol Delta 

96 Age 12 at the time of this writing. 
97 Human Subjects forms are on file for Sam Salazar.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.  Since the bicycle was exhibited 
publicly at the Buddy Holly Center, that information is also public domain.   
98 Excited about his headline exhibition at the BHC, Sam executed this engraving only days before the 
show. 
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(SPD).  Contrary to most other lowbikes, this one started life as a BMX frame, and 

reflects the angularity of that original design.  It was entirely home-grown, not shop 

built, with Salazar fabricating all of the body work, murals, engraving, sissy bars, 

pedals, handle bars, and aluminum forks. 

The component of family is very important to the Salazars, and this bike was 

designed with the intention of involving Skyler in the car club, and offering the 

opportunity for him to experience the competition of lowrider shows.  To quote Mr. 

Salazar, “the outlaw nature of lowriding makes it cool.”  But working with his son 

makes it family, and beautiful. 

Leroy Gonzalez 

Within the genre of lowrider bicycles are “Original” bikes, held by the show 

rules as either completely original, or restored, without modification.  In Lubbock, 

Leroy Gonzalez99 owns several excellent examples, including a 1969 Schwinn Apple 

Krate (Figure 39, p. 183).  His bike sports a 20” rear wheel, 16” front wheel, a giant, 

phallic sissy bar, and original, slick tires.100

                                                 
99 Human Subjects forms are on file for Leroy Gonzalez.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.  Since the bicycle was exhibited 
publicly at the Buddy Holly Center, that information is also public domain.   

  Bikes such as this became the traditional 

platform upon which lowriders built their heavily customized creations.  Mr. Gonzalez 

represents the other end of the spectrum:  the purist, intent on restoration, much like 

the classic car aficionado.  As a hobby, Gonzalez collects and restores old bicycles, 

intended neither for sale nor show.  This bike has been in his possession for 30 years, 

since he received it new, when he was 15 years old. 

100 “Slicks” are tires with a smooth tread.   
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Gonzalez’s collection includes a rare, 1971 Schwinn Slik Chik (Figure 40, p. 

183).  Intended as a girls’ bike, it displays a profound gender bias, in frame design, 

color, subdued sissy bar, and seat decoration.  The stylized daisies on the seat and the 

somewhat derogatory name reflect a stereotypical notion of “girls’ bike,” echoed by 

the archaic frame design that recalls the past, when ladies pedaled bikes in dresses and 

skirts (Oddy, 1996).  It is interesting to note that lowrider bikes built for girls rarely 

use frames like this, favoring instead the traditional boys’ design.101

The Car Clubs 

  Side by side, 

Gonzalez’s bicycles nicely illustrate the before and after stages of restoration.  “Barn 

finds,” such as the Slik Chik, are often in rough shape when discovered, but decals, 

tires, and parts are still available, facilitating restoration. 

Through the course of my research, I looked at Lubbock’s lowrider car clubs 

including Low Intenzity, Rollerz102

 

 Only, Straight Clownin’, Estilo, Los Unicos, Uce, 

Los Bajitos, Dukes, Thee Artistics, and Tru Riderz.  Over the years, members changed, 

and several clubs are no longer active.  I interviewed members of all of these clubs, 

and of those listed, members from Tru Riderz, Los Bajitos, Rollerz Only, Los Unicos, 

Uce, Dukes, Low Intenzity, and Thee Artistics participated in lowrider bicycle exhibits 

at TTU and BHC.  However, my participant observation was primarily limited to Tru 

Riderz and Los Bajitos¸ and I will concentrate this section on those two clubs. 

 

                                                 
101 Admittedly, this may also be artifact of the scarcity of original Slik Chik frames. 
102 Intentional misspelling of words is common for lowrider clubs.  At the same time that it expresses 
open defiance to the status quo, it reflects a prominent convention amongst lowriders, and perhaps 
therein a certain camaraderie.   
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Tru Riderz 

When I first encountered Tru Riderz Car Club, there were approximately eight 

members.103

To “represent” is taken both at the more immediate level, indicating a person’s 

physical association with a particular club, and at a more impassioned level, indicating 

club pride, mutual respect, and conformity.  Since at all times in which a member 

displays his/her plaque they are representing the greater whole of the club, the 

character of their actions is evaluated, with scrutiny.  Gross misbehavior resulting in a 

poor reflection upon the club is grounds for dismissal.  This is viewed as a very 

sacrosanct event, and of chief concern is the repossession of the club plaque.  An 

individual member may be required to pay for his/her plaque, but ultimately it is the 

property of the car club.  A club president “going to take [his] plaque back” (T. Lopez, 

personal communication, October 20, 2007) is the ultimate, most shameful form of 

punishment meted out for public displays of errant behavior.

  Among these were Tony and Nelda Lopez, “Kelly,” and Michael Pieto.  

It was an active club, with frequent barbeque get-togethers, and Sunday night cruises 

emanating from Tommy’s Burgers, on north University Avenue.  There was a strong 

sense of unity and cooperation; Amy was always quick with a wrench, and Nelda had 

acquired the skills of a remarkable upholstery seamstress.  Members “represented” Tru 

Riderz by wearing club-sanctioned tee shirts emblazoned with the logo, adorning car 

windows with club logo decals, and by displaying a metal plaque, or placa, in Caló 

(Figure 41, p. 184). 

104

                                                 
103 Members are counted by vehicles, usually cars, and not by individuals.  In many instances, 
“member” includes an entire family, immediate and extended. 

  Conversely, a 

104 Major infractions include failure to regularly attend meetings and pay club dues, failure to exhibit, 
and on one occasion, fighting in public.  Lesser infractions may incur monetary fines. 
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member who has become disenchanted with the club may return his/her plaque, often 

with ceremony, as a solemn demonstration of their sensed betrayal (M. Prieto, 

personal communication, April 15, 2006). 

These plaques are typically chromed steel versions of the club logo.  They vary 

in size and quality, from machine cut steel to cast steel or aluminum.  The long legs of 

the plaque are intended to be inserted in the car door, between the window glass and 

the outer door skin.  With older, American-built cars, there is sufficient space within 

the door panel to accommodate the plaque.  However, with newer cars and foreign-

built cars, the space is often too tight within the door frame for the plaque to fit.  For 

older “bombs” (cars built before 1950) and expensive show cars, the owner often is 

remiss to damage the window mechanism.  In these cases, the owner will generally 

affix the plaque to some other, less damaging, surface of the car.  Lowrider bikes are 

typically displayed with the plaque laying or standing in proximity to the bicycle, at 

car shows.  In some cases, the plaque will be integrated within the formal structure of 

the bike itself, often encased within the sissy bar (Figure 42, p. 184).  Such permanent 

display symbolizes the strength of conviction that the owner feels for the car club. 

In early summer, 2006, when I first undertook the construction of my own 

lowrider bicycle, it was Tru Riderz that I approached for membership, out of respect to 

Amy and Abraham, since they had figured so importantly in my research, to date.  

Initiation was simple:  the issuance of a club t-shirt and plaque.  However, the club 

was already beginning to unravel at that time, and there were no regular meetings after 

I joined.  Tru Riderz was a rather modest, local club, in comparison to larger, more 
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affluent clubs with nationally dispersed chapters, and its existence was tied directly to 

the Zapatas.  When they moved from Lubbock, in 2006, Tru Riderz disbanded. 

Los Bajitos 

In October, 2006, when I finished my bicycle, I showed a picture to Nelda 

Lopez (Figure 43, p. 185), who happened to be my audiologist’s office manager.  That 

evening, I received a call from Tony Lopez, as president of Los Bajitos,105 informing 

me that I was the only Tru Rider left in Lubbock, and inviting me to join his club.106

Initiation into Los Bajitos was more involved than that for Tru Riderz, and 

included signing a code of conduct form,

  I 

was quite honored by the invitation, since it was a compliment, both to the quality of 

my finished bicycle, and to my reputation among Lubbock’s lowriders.   

107 the purchase of club t-shirts, and a club 

plaque.  Since membership to car clubs is usually counted by vehicle, rather than 

individual, my girlfriend, Debra Raines,108 was also welcome to join,109 as she had put 

forth immeasurable effort toward the construction of my bike.  At that time, the 

Lubbock Chapter of Los Bajitos110

                                                 
105 Literally, “the low ones.” 

 had thirteen members, including “Kelly”, formerly 

of Tru Riderz, as Vice-President.   

106 It is considered disrespectful for a car club to attempt to lure members from other clubs.  However, 
since Tru Riderz no longer existed, Tony was justified in his actions.  As he put it to me, another club 
president was present when Nelda showed the photograph of my lowbike, and Tony was quick to snatch 
me up before the other club.  I had, by this point, gained an honorable reputation among Lubbock’s 
lowrider community and several clubs were interested in my membership.  However, due to my 
longstanding relationship with the Lopez’s, I did not consider membership elsewhere. 
107 For Los Bajitos, this stipulates regular attendance at meetings and car show, the paying of club dues, 
and abstinence from drugs and gang affiliation. 
108 Human Subjects forms are on file for Debra Raines.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in her interviews, unless using a direct quote.   
109 She was also designated as official club “bouncer” by Tony Lopez, a tongue-in-cheek nod to her 
generally feisty disposition and petite, physical frame. 
110 The parent chapter for Los Bajitos is in Dallas, and there was also a chapter in Lamesa, a small town, 
south of Lubbock.  The Lamesa chapter has since disbanded. 
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Compared to Tru Riderz, Los Bajitos was an active club, with monthly 

meetings, cookouts, and parties.  Club dues were modest, at $10 per month,111

With membership comes certain expectations, beyond personal conduct.

 and this 

money was used for food, club banners, and other shared interests.  Meetings were 

generally festive affairs, with ample food, beer, and beverages, and the presence of 

many children.  Since most members were Latino/a, Spanish was frequently spoken at 

meetings, although Nelda often would translate for Debra and me.  Never once did I 

feel out of place, and the club motto, “puro carnalismo” was aptly designated.  When 

Debra was absent from meetings, Nelda was quick to invite me to “take a plate” to 

her.  Members were swift to help each other out, with advice, car repairs, 

transportation needs, and packing, at car shows, and at each other’s homes, and they 

assisted with packing my own bicycle on more than one occasion.  The speed with 

which lowriders can empty a packed facility of cars is an astounding observation.  

Within an hour, hundreds of cars, packed bumper to bumper, can be removed from an 

indoor venue.  This is, in large part, due to club, and inter-club, cooperation. This 

ubiquitous spirit of cooperation also included willing participation in lowbike shows at 

TTU and BHC, largely on my behalf.  

112  

These include regular attendance at club meetings, paying club dues, and frequent 

participation at lowrider shows, in order to represent the club.  On occasion, this meant 

mandatory attendance at meetings, and parties, such as Los Bajitos club anniversaries, 

member birthday parties, and in one instance, “Kelly” and “Annette’s” 25th

                                                 
111 This varies from club to club, and with special events.  In Los Bajitos, dues might be increased to 
cover the cost of a special party, or community event.  For large, national clubs such as Rollerz Only, 
dues can be as high as $100 per month, with funds allocated for club oriented events, such as the cost of 
travel to distant car shows. 

 wedding 

112 These expectations vary from club to club, and the examples here are specific to Los Bajitos, only. 
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anniversary.  Additionally, many clubs are conscious of their often poor community 

reputation, errantly affiliated with drugs and gangs, and Los Bajitos sought to assuage 

those misperceptions through participation at annual Diez y Seis113

For Diez y Seis, in 2007, I had the opportunity to ride with “Palacios,” a feisty 

older member, in his late seventies, who owned an immaculately restored 1956 

Chevrolet Bellaire.  Several other club members drove their lowrider vehicles, and 

Tony Lopez’s pickup truck pulled a trailer from which club children tossed candy to 

the waiting crowd.  I was impressed by the generally impoverished appearance of 

many of the waiting parade attendees,

 parades, and 

assistance with the annual Pancho Clos Christmas toy drive. 

114

This spirit of community activism was echoed at Christmas, 2007 and 2008, 

during the annual Pancho Clos toy drive, celebrated each year at the Maggie Trejo 

center at Rogers Park, in Lubbock.

 and by the eager generosity of my own club 

members, most of whom were working-class people, of modest means, themselves. 

115  Initiated in 1972 by the American GI Forum, an 

organization for Latino/a military veterans, and co-sponsored by LULAC, the League 

of United Latin American Citizens, Pancho Clos is Santa’s Latino cousin, responsible 

for toy distribution in southern states, and Mexico.  Members of Los Bajitos collected 

or purchased 200-300 toys for distribution to disadvantaged children, and served 

cookies, soda, and punch.116

                                                 
113 Literally, “sixteen”, in reference to September 16, 1810, when Mexico formally declared 
independence from Spain. 

  Each club member was responsible for supplying at least 

114 This was a rather humble parade, sans floats and marching bands, composed instead by lowrider 
cars, a few trailers, and a winning baseball team.  It was not well-advertised in the media, nor well-
attended. 
115 Pancho Clos events are also found in other cities, across Texas and in Mexico. 
116 Refreshments were donated by area businesses, each year. 
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20 toys,117 and extra funds were collected for the purchase of bicycles, to be raffled as 

additional prizes (Figure 44, p. 185).118  According to Robert Narvaiz,119

 

 Vice-

President of American GI Forum, prior to the cooperation of Los Bajitos, Pancho Clos 

only handed out fruit and candy to the children.  The generosity of the car club often 

meant a wrapped toy for children who might otherwise go without, and increased 

attendance, lured by the spectacle of the lowrider cars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
117 A toy collection barrel was also set out at TTU School of Art, and faculty and students donated 36 
toys, in 2007. 
118 In 2007, 2 bicycles were purchased; 4 were purchased in 2008. 
119 Human Subjects forms are on file for Robert Narvaiz.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.   
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Chapter Four 

The Fabrication and Exhibition of a Lowrider Bicycle 

In early spring, 2006, I realized that for my research to progress, I would need 

to explore the nature of lowrider clubs, the mechanics of the car show, and the 

fabrication of bicycles with a more focused lens.  The key to these endeavors was the 

construction of my own lowrider vehicle.  That act alone is the essential distinction 

between “insider” and “outsider” with respect to the lowrider community.  Specific 

ethnicity, social class, age, and gender are not necessary conditions for inclusion or 

exclusion.  That which separates lowriders, as a group, from the rest of a population is 

simply the ownership of a lowrider car or bike.120

However, I had not ridden a bike in 30 years, and I understood very little about 

its mechanics and design.  I also lacked the traditional skills by which the bicycles are 

turned into art.

  Without such a vehicle, an 

interested person is measurably limited in his/her ability to join a lowrider club, or 

understand the subtleties of the lowrider canon and the depth of commitment 

necessary for the fabrication and exhibition of a lowrider car or bike.  

121  Additionally, I had a very limited budget, and only three months 

time available for construction,122

                                                 
120 However, there is much cross-over with broader car culture, such that Lowrider Magazine 
recognizes categories for classic cars and bicycles, restored to OEM (Original Equipment 
Manufacturer) specifications, and for newer luxury cars and sportscars, modified or not.  Similarly, 
many classic car and hot rod shows include a category for lowrider vehicles.  As such, there is also 
cross-over in lowrider car club membership, where members may own a car or bike that is not 
essentially a lowrider.  Given this addendum to the defined critical difference between 
“insider”/”outsider” and lowrider/non-lowrider, it is important to remember that these are nuanced 
things, and not rigidly discreet entities.   

 so I could not farm-out the work to custom shops, 

121 Generally, these are co-opted from auto-body repair, including modification through welding, 
automotive fiberglass, custom painting, engraving, plating, and air-brush technique. 
122 Initially, I had envisioned building the bike during the summer of 2006, June through August, having 
established the design and purchased parts and materials earlier, that spring.  However, due to other 
obligations, the bicycle was not started until July 1 and not completed until October 23, 2006, with 
additional modifications being produced in spring and summer, 2007. 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

61 
 

nor learn new skills to any degree of competency; I would need to do most everything 

myself, with the knowledge and skills that I already possessed.  Ultimately, my 

circumstances were both constrained, and influenced by my status as a student, past 

and present.  My budget was restricted by my limited income, and my time was 

restricted by the need to complete the bike during the summer semesters, when classes 

were largely unavailable.  And both my aesthetic judgment and technical skills were 

influenced by my background in fine art and museum science, and my professional 

experience in fossil preparation.123

As a fossil preparator, my native interest in skeletal morphology and my fine 

arts education found union.  The planned addition of a new, permanent dinosaur 

exhibit at the museum of my employ

 

124

For the reader, there is, perhaps, the deceptive illusion of discontinuity 

between my work as a fossil preparator, and my interest in lowrider bicycles.  

However, I maintain that the unifying factors were my developing awareness of the 

 created the need and the opportunity for the 

fabrication of several, free-standing, dinosaur skeletons.  Due to their fragile nature, 

tremendous weight, inherent rarity, and the logistics of maintaining accessibility for 

scientific study, real fossils are infrequently exhibited.  More often, accurate 

reproductions are cast in plastic, and exhibited in their stead, and it was this endeavor 

for which I was chiefly employed (Figure 45, p. 186). 

                                                 
123 Fossil preparation involves field excavation, the freeing of the specimen from its encasing matrix of 
stone, and its eventual exhibition, coupled with a highly developed understanding of skeletal 
morphology.  It frequently involves the fabrication of missing skeletal elements and the replication of 
fossils, cast in plastic. 
124 I graduated with a Masters degree in Museum Science, from Texas Tech University, in December, 
1998, following internships in fossil preparation at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science (August-
September, 1997), and the Smithsonian Institution’s American Museum of Natural History (October-
November, 1998).  I worked in the Paleontology Division of the Museum of Texas Tech, from 1996-
2002, both as a student, and as a full-time employee, following graduation. 
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broad and inclusive nature of art, and my overarching desire to make art.  Still, a more 

tangible connection eluded me, and I continued to puzzle over a design for my 

lowrider bicycle, given my lack of technical knowledge in this area, and the inherent 

limitations therein. 

My epiphany came in a dream, in April, 2006.  I awoke with a sense of 

urgency, and quickly produced an image of my vision, on my computer (Figure 46, p. 

186).  In my dream, I saw my bike as a human skeleton, articulated to a bicycle frame 

armature, and grasping the front wheel in its hands, the hind wheel with its feet; its 

eyes, headlights, aglow from light-emitting diode (LED) bulbs.  The plastic skeleton 

would not merely adorn the bike, it would be the bike; the frame would be entirely 

encased within the bones.  Using Photoshop to produce the initial rendering, I 

manipulated Web images of lowrider bicycle parts and a digital reproduction of 

Andreas Vesalius’s famous engraving of a skeleton standing at a podium (Folio 9v), 

from his Renaissance publication, De Humani Corporis Fabrica Librorum Epitome 

(1543).  The design seemed to be the logical synthesis of my previous museum 

experience and my interest in lowrider bikes.  I had the necessary tools and knowledge 

to build such a bike, and it would be relatively inexpensive to construct.  And given 

the prevalence of skulls and skeletons in lowrider imagery, I knew it would be a hit 

with the crowd. 

The Forth Rider of the Apocalypse 

 The afternoon following my dream, my girlfriend, Debra Raines, came to visit, 

and saw the design plan.  From that moment, the bike became a collaborative venture, 

in the deepest sense.  Therefore, Debra deserves mention, beyond a footnote and the 
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acknowledgements page of this dissertation; I cannot accept singular credit for the 

design, construction, or exhibition of the bike.  She also became an important research 

assistant, offering a female perspective at car shows and club meetings.  Without her 

indefatigable assistance, I would likely still have a pile of bones in my living room, 

and a less fully realized document.    

Upon discussion of the design plan, Debra suggested that the clumsy ape 

hangers, banana seat, fenders, and fork bars needlessly corrupted the intrinsic elegance 

of the human skeleton.  It was decided that the human sacrum sufficiently referenced 

the shape of a saddle seat so that the banana seat was pointlessly redundant, and that 

the fork bars served only to clutter the composition on a bicycle for which their 

structural significance was irrelevant.125  Initial concerns that the design might be 

perceived by some as Satanic (since the bike was intended for public consumption in 

religiously-conservative West Texas) were assuaged by Christianizing the theme as 

the Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse, from the Book of Revelation (Chapter 6:8).126

Thereby, we felt free to fully embrace the theme, and following Debra’s 

suggestions, the rear fender was exchanged for a tail, curving up and over the tire, and 

  

Not only did this avoid alienating a portion of the population, potentially significant if 

the bike was to win in competition at lowrider shows, but it also solidified the theme 

of the bike, and made an eloquent reference to the calaveras imagery of José 

Guadalupe Posada and Dia de los Muertos, as the personification of death, and as a 

memento mori.   

                                                 
125 The fork bars function as a buttress to improve the angle of force upon the front wheel, otherwise 
suspended on a radically bent fork, predisposed to stress failure.  Since my design was for a show bike, 
rather than a “go” bike, it would not require this additional brace. 
126 Arguably, this introduced a Euro-centric validation of the design, given the history of Biblical art 
within the Western experience. 
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the front fender was replaced by Death’s truncated sickle, held in hand, and arching 

over the wheel (Figure 47, p. 187).  Skeletal wings, abstracted from the morphology of 

pterosaurs,127

In order to ensure that the human skeleton would fit a bicycle frame, we 

compared measurements from bikes at a sporting goods store with rough 

measurements from my own body.

 were substituted for the ape hangers, and the small fingers, mid-wing, 

were to hold coffin-shaped mirrors.  Eventually, the teeth were elongated into fangs, 

and a crown made from finger bones was envisioned to mask the hinged calvarium, 

typical on plastic human skeletons for examining the brain cavity, an accessible void 

we intended to maintain for the batteries and wiring that powered the LED eyes 

(Figure 48, p. 187).  The femur was shortened so that the sprocket and the shaft of the 

bicycle crank passed through the knee, and a blood-red chain was to pass through the 

bone.  Initially, a section of the fibula was to contain a hinged kickstand, but this idea 

was later discarded when the lowered stance of the bicycle proved to negate the 

possibility.  Other details, such as pedals, valve stem covers, the crank, tires, and 

wheels were left for selection from commercially available bike parts. 

128

                                                 
127 Having mounted a skeleton of the Brazilian pterosaur, Anhanguera, I was intimately familiar with 
the morphology of the wing.  Additionally, wings patterned after bats or birds were stylistically more 
awkward to integrate.  The graceful, attenuated nature of the pterosaur wing more directly mimicked the 
curve and proportion of the traditional ape hanger handlebar.     

  Bone for bone, my dimensions matched that of 

a 26” (adult) bicycle frame, an observation supported by the self-evident fact that the 

ergonomics of the bicycle require compliance with human proportion.  Since lowrider 

bikes are most commonly made from 20” (children’s) frames, the skeleton would have 

to be modified.  However, in a 20” frame, the largest dimensional difference from a 

128 Since most commercially available plastic skeletons are male, and approximately 5’6” in height, my 
5’10” frame served as adequate confirmation that a skeleton would fit a bike frame, with limited 
modification. 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

65 
 

26” frame is seen in the length of the seat tube (the distance from the seat to the 

pedal), analogous with the length of the leg.  Proportionally, the top tube of the bike, 

which would support the vertebral column in our design, was not much different in the 

two frame sizes, owing to the disproportionate size of the trunk, relative to the arms 

and legs, in children.  The length of the arm could be accommodated through the use 

of 26” forks, since these can be purchased independently of the frame.  Therefore, in 

order to fit an adult skeleton to a child’s bike frame, specific to the posture described 

in our design, the only bone that would have to be drastically altered would be the 

femur. 

Slim 

In May and June, parts were purchased from Internet lowrider bike 

companies129 including 26” bent spring forks, a twisted crank, a red chain, crank 

bearings, headset,130 spearhead pedals, and valve stem covers and sprocket, both 

incorporating the Greek, or Central cross.  From a desire to maintain the raked stance 

of the bike, illustrated in the initial rendering, an aesthetic preference for 144 spoked 

rims, and constrained by the fact that 16” rims were not commercially available with 

144 spokes,131

                                                 
129 Chiefly, Aztlan Bicycles (aztlanbicycle.com) and bicycledesigner.com. 

 we were forced to adopt a 24” stretch lowrider frame in order to 

incorporate staggered wheel sizes.  The stretch frame is identical in design to a 

standard 20” Schwinn frame, but sports elongated seat and chain stays to 

accommodate a larger wheel.  Thus, we were able to use a 24” rear wheel and a 20” 

front wheel.  The only disappointing ramification was that tires emblazoned with the 

Lowrider Magazine logo were unavailable in 24” size.   

130 The headset includes upper and lower bearing assemblies. 
131 Additionally, I had neither the budget nor the time for custom made wheels. 
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The purchase of a tail proved to be a complicated exercise.  Plastic casts of 

appropriately sized tails from dinosaurs and other prehistoric animals proved to be 

dauntingly expensive.  Tails for extant animals, readily available in real bone, such as 

those from cows, dogs, and cats, were either too large, or too small.   Thankfully, my 

lifelong interest in bones had manifested in a helpful network of like-minded 

collectors.  As a result, I was able to obtain the tail of a mountain lion from an 

acquaintance, for only the cost of shipping.  However, the tail arrived unfleshed, 

having been removed from a rather putrid mountain lion carcass.  Since the tissue had 

dried to the bone, like rawhide, it could only be loosened through the disconcerting 

process of boiling the tail.132

 For the coffin-shaped mirrors, a sickle, and plastic human skeleton, I turned to 

eBay, where all were readily available.  Since quality skeletons

  Given my notoriously weak stomach, and Debra’s 

professional career in a pathology laboratory, her assistance defleshing the tail was 

invaluable. 

133 can be quite 

expensive, I purchased a used one.134

Wherever possible, traditional lowrider parts were used, including OEM 

(Original Equipment Manufacturer) Schwinn parts, and after-market duplicates.  The 

  Upon arrival, and while awaiting the fabrication 

phase, the skeleton occupied a chair, in my living room (Figure 49, p. 188).  It was this 

presence that prompted reference to the skeleton as “Slim,” an affectionate 

abbreviation for the more formal moniker, The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse.   

                                                 
132 Less disgusting, lengthier processes for defleshing bone were unavailable, due to time constraints. 
133 The quality of a cast is measured by the quality of the resin used, the amount of surface detail 
reproduced, and the degree of finishing, i.e., amount of flashing, number of air bubbles, etc.  The 
quality of the resin is most noticeable in its shore hardness, where high ratings can render a brittle 
product, and low ratings can compromise the plastic’s resistance to deformity.  Ideally, a resin should 
be hard enough to resist deformity, but soft enough to maintain some flexibility, and resistance to 
chipping and cracking. 
134 For the plastic skeleton, the model known as “Stan” was utilized.   
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one exception was the BMX gooseneck, selected for its increased width and the more 

acute angle by which it gripped the handlebars, as compared to the traditional OEM 

gooseneck.  Since the width of the gooseneck would determine the lateral distance 

between the skeleton’s wing humeri, and the more acute angle improved the vertical 

distance between the wings and the torso, the dimensions of the BMX gooseneck more 

adequately preserved the believable mechanics for a winged human.  This notion of 

plausibility was conceived as maintaining an orchestrated illusion through careful 

manipulation of the skeleton and painstaking attention to “museum quality” detail.   

As used here, the idea of “museum quality” engenders a two-fold concern.  

First, is that reproductions made for museum exhibition should display fidelity to their 

originals, with intense detail.135

Fabrication of the Bicycle 

  The second is that objects exhibited in museums 

invite careful scrutiny by the viewing public.  A flashing seam, an air bubble, a 

scratch; in short, any discernable flaw, destroys the illusion.  For The Fourth Rider of 

the Apocalypse, it would break the audience’s willing suspension of disbelief. 

 Since the bike frame could not be painted after the skeleton was attached, it 

was the necessary first step in the process of fabrication.  A custom, pearlescent purple 

was selected for the bike frame and sickle blade, and to replace the black Greek cross 

on the sprocket that had already been purchased.  Since I lacked the skill and tools to 

complete this task, both were painted by Nick Gonzalez at American Autobody, in 

                                                 
135 This is not intended to trick the guest into thinking they are viewing the original object.  Ethical 
museum signage typically includes mention that the object displayed is a cast reproduction of an 
original specimen.  However, even an informed audience likely prefers a certain theatrical suspension 
of disbelief.  Otherwise, there is not much magic in the aura exuded by a plastic copy. 
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Lubbock.136  Following that came the irreversible disarticulation of Slim,137

 In order to ease into the project, and given the fact that Debra had no 

background in art, or experience working with the requisite materials, we elected to 

begin Slim’s evolution into the Fourth Rider by first modifying the skull, and 

fabricating the crown.  By means of a two-part epoxy putty commonly used in 

taxidermy,

 and the 

frightening acceptance of the fact that there was no turning back.  

138 we were able to fabricate subtle modifications, fill air bubbles, and 

secure skeletal elements to the bike frame, since this epoxy bonds strongly to a 

painted, steel surface.  While the material is soft, it can be blended and smoothed with 

water,139 and worked with clay and dental tools.  Once cured, the material is easily 

reduced with a grinder140

                                                 
136 Notably, and in deference to many bicycles encountered at car shows, there were only three elements 
of the Fourth Rider that were farmed out to shops; the painting of the frame, the bending of the 
aluminum blank for the handlebars, and later, the construction of the aluminum shield blank. 

 and shaped to a high level of detail.  Using this putty, the 

canine teeth were extruded into fangs, ridges were amplified, exaggerating the 

angularity of the skull, and the brows were modified into a frown.  A battery pack was 

fitted into the brain case, LED bulbs were inserted through the optic nerve fenestrae, 

137 Where possible, the skeleton was left articulated, most notably the hands, feet, pelvic girdle, and 
ribcage.  
138 Although similar epoxy putties are available from a number of vendors, my preference is for Apoxie 
Sculpt, sold by Aves Studios (avesstudio.com).  Available in 12 pre-mixed colors, “neutral” most 
closely approximates the color of bone.  This is a water-soluble, two-part putty, that when mixed in 
equal proportion yields a material with a consistency similar to oil-based clay.  Once mixed, it has a pot 
life of approximately one hour, and this can be extended, if necessary, by freezing the product.  Full 
cure requires 24 hours.  Although relatively non-toxic, care should be exercised in the use of epoxy 
resins, since they can cause significant skin sensitization, over time. 
139 Saliva actually is the preferred medium, since its more viscous nature makes it less likely to bead on 
a smooth surface.   
140 Most commonly, these include small drills, such as those manufactured by Dremel and Foredom.  
Both are available in variable speed, and accommodate a plethora of bit styles.  For work in tight 
spaces, and improved grip, both include long, flexible shafts that allow the heavier motor to be 
suspended at a distance from the work, resulting in a lighter, smaller, more comfortable hand piece.  
Dremel is suitable for light duty work, but for heavier application, the Foredom is preferred, given its 
larger motor, variable-speed foot pedal, and interchangeable chucks which allow for more substantial 
bits. 
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and a toggle switch was attached through the occiput (Figure 50, p. 189).  A crown 

was constructed to hide the hinged calvarium that permitted access to the battery pack, 

and was fabricated by sculpting a ring of generic finger bones over a stiff, wire 

armature.  To ensure a precise fit, the skull was covered with plastic kitchen wrap, and 

the crown was sculpted from epoxy putty, in situ.  In this way, the shape of the bones 

would mold to the shape of the skull, and once dry, could be removed without sticking 

to the skull (Figure 51, p. 189). 

 Articulation of bone to an armature requires that the bone be hollowed out, to 

allow passage of the armature through the precise center of the bone, generally along 

its longitudinal axis.  If the armature is off-center, it will compromise the accurate 

point of rotation and articulation for the adjacent skeletal elements.  Short bones, such 

as vertebrae, caudals,141

                                                 
141 This is in reference to the caudals, or tail bones, of the mountain lion used in the design, since 
humans (and apes) lack this appendage, except in the vestigial form of the coccyx. 

 and phalanges, can be drilled.  However, long bones, such as 

those of the arms and legs, exceed the effective length of conventional drill bits, and 

require that a trough be cut longitudinally in the bone, to a depth sufficient to permit 

the armature to pass precisely through the center of the bone.  In places where the 

diameter of the armature exceeded the diameter of the bone, such as the radius and 

ulna, the bones were shaved down to a thin, encasing façade, applied to the surface of 

the frame element with a cyanoacrylate adhesive (i.e., Superglue), and sculpted flush 

with epoxy putty (Figure 52, p. 190).  In other elements, such as the vertebrae, the 

elasticity of the plastic allowed for the bones to be stretched over the frame, and the 

void on the ventral surface sculpted in epoxy putty.  The chain stay was to pass 

through the tibia which is dramatically attenuated mid-shaft, but broad across both 
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proximal and distal surfaces.  To accommodate this, the frame was allowed to peep 

out of the bone, mid-shaft, on its ventral surface (Figure 53, p. 190).142

 With the seat tube cut nearly flush with the top tube, the pelvis and sacrum 

were attached to the frame, in line with the top tube of the bike.  Upon further 

discussion, it was decided that the sacrum formed an inadequate seat, and so it was 

raised flush with the crest of the illium by sculpting epoxy putty over a particleboard 

blank (Figure 54, p. 191).  The four, distal lumbar vertebrae were articulated, 

individually, to the top tube, but the first lumbar vertebra was left attached to the 

thoracic series and ribcage, in its original, factory configuration.  This allowed for 

retention of the complex series of braided wires that anchored the individual ribs to the 

vertebrae, and maintained the spacing between the ribs.  Because of the somewhat 

poor quality of the plastic used to cast Slim, the bones had a considerable elasticity.  

Therefore, the thoracic series and ribcage could be stretched over the front of the bike, 

as a unit, around both top and down tubes, and slid back over the head tube, into place.  

The first thoracic vertebra was removed from the rest of the series, and fixed to the 

front of the head tube.  Since the girth of the head tube exceeded the dimensions of the 

vertebrae, an extra thoracic vertebra was sculpted directly onto the head tube, to span 

the void between the first and second vertebrae (Figure 55, p. 191). 

  The tarsals 

were altered to permit exaggerated extension of the ankle, allowing the toes to reach 

the wheel axle.  

The passage of the chain and sprocket through the right knee, and the need to 

shorten both femura posed a complicated problem.  Six inches of material was 

                                                 
142 For simplicity’s sake, the given orientation is specific to the skeleton’s position on the bicycle, and 
not relative to a bipedal stance, as is typical in nomenclature for the human skeleton. 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

71 
 

removed, mid-shaft, the bisected femura were rejoined with pins, and the transition 

was sculpted with epoxy putty and a Foredom drill.  The right knee was grooved to 

accommodate the passage of the chain and sprocket, and the lateral epicondyle was 

shaved to allow rotation of the crank.  Pedal assembly, sprocket, and chain were then 

attached to the bike, since they would be irreversibly locked in place, once the right 

femur was permanently secured.  The femura were held proximally with pins through 

the acetabulum, strengthened with epoxy putty; distally they were hollowed to receive 

the curve of the seat post, and adhered with epoxy putty (Figure 56, p. 192 ).  

 Cervical vertebrae were articulated to the skull, and suspended from the fork 

crown, as a unit.  This allowed the head and neck to turn with the handlebars, pivoting 

against the stationary head tube and first thoracic vertebra, and prevented them from 

binding with the forks.143

 Finally, the tail was attached to the bike by first cutting Slim’s sacrum and 

coccyx so that they met flush with the natural bone sacrum of the mountain lion 

(Figure 57, p. 192).  The caudal vertebrae were drilled through, and strung along a 

  For similar reasons, the clavicles were mounted to the forks, 

rather than directly to the skeleton.  Spatially, this gave the illusion of anatomically 

correct articulation, and it produced a void, allowing the forks to turn against the 

ribcage, which had retained enough flexibility that it would collapse slightly, when the 

bike was turned.  To further accommodate a reasonable turning radius, the humeri 

were left free standing, attached only to the forks, at the elbows.  Therefore, the wings, 

skull, neck, clavicles, forks, and arms turned as a single unit, distinct from the rest of 

the skeleton.  

                                                 
143 Show rules mandate that a bicycle be functional, but this is taken loosely, and rarely tested.  
Although the turning radius is compromised by the skeletal elements of the design, the Fourth Rider 
does turn, in acknowledgment of show rules. 
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heavy (3/32”) steel rod that had been carefully bent to echo the curve of the wheel 

(Figure 58, p. 193).  The bones were held in place with epoxy putty, and the tail 

pinned into the sacrum for easy removal during transportation of the bike. 

Painting the Bicycle 

The intended paint scheme for the Fourth Rider was to antique the skeleton, in 

a yellow-grey, to approximate the color of archeological bone, and as a complement to 

the pearlescent purple color of the bike frame.  Although automotive lacquers would 

have given the most durable finish, application would have been severely hampered, 

due to the spatial complexity of the skeleton.  Additionally, it would have been very 

difficult to approximate a wash/dry brush technique to highlight skeletal textures, even 

with a fine air brush.144

 Where possible, the bones were painted before they were applied to the bike.  

In order to unify the background color, since the hue of the bone differed from that of 

the epoxy putty used for modification and adhesion, the bones were painted with an 

acrylic base coat consisting of titanium white, Naples yellow, raw sienna, and medium 

  Due to the flexibility of the plastic used to cast the skeleton, 

and the inherent fact that acrylic paint adheres poorly to epoxy resin, oil paint would 

have been the best alternative to lacquer.  However, because of excessive drying time 

for oils, and increased cost of materials, it was decided to paint the bike with acrylics.  

The skeletal elements were first coated with enamel spray paint, improving the 

adhesive surface for an acrylic base coat, then painted with a series of thin, acrylic 

washes, and a top coat of clear enamel spray paint.  This process yielded a satisfying 

degree of resistance to scratches and chips, given the fact that the Fourth Rider was 

intended as an art object, and not as a functioning vehicle. 

                                                 
144 Given constraints of time and money, this was not really a feasible option, anyway. 
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violet.  The resulting yellow-grey was mixed in quantity, and stored in 35mm film 

canisters, insuring continuity in the color, across the skeleton.145

Fabricating the Handlebars 

  A thin, dark wash of 

ultramarine blue and burnt umber was applied next, to accent the rugosity of the bone 

surface.  Next, the bones were highlighted, in places, with a dry brush technique, using 

a lighter value of the base coat color.  A second, dark wash was selectively applied, 

adding chromium oxide green to the mixture of ultramarine blue and burnt umber.  A 

final, Spartan, dry brush application of medium violet gave a warm complement to the 

oxide green, and a subtle analogy to the purple bike frame.  The bones were then 

sprayed with clear, satin enamel, and then kissed with an acrylic gloss medium to add 

interest to the textural highlights. 

 Initially, I had conceived of fabricating the handlebar-wings by building up the 

surface of a steel armature rod with epoxy putty,146 since this is the convention for 

paleontological preparation.  However, Debra pointed out that this would result in a 

very heavy product, and suggested that I use aluminum.  This proved to be a beautiful 

solution to the problem, since an aluminum rod could be worked easily, in both 

additive and subtractive techniques.  A one-inch diameter, aluminum rod was 

purchased and bent to shape following a simple, paper template.  Since thick 

aluminum stock will not bend readily, without cracking, I sought the assistance of an 

aluminum welding shop,147

                                                 
145 These stores of paint also proved invaluable on the road, as touch-up paint for the occasional and 
inevitable scratch. 

 and we managed to bend the rod to within ¼” tolerances 

for symmetry.   

146 Similar to the process used to construct the Fourth Rider’s crown. 
147 Jack’s Welding, Lubbock, Texas. 
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 The bends in the rod mimicked abstractly the morphology of the pterosaur 

wing, where the animal flies on an elongated fifth phalange.  The dimensions of the 

phalanges were truncated and thickened, to shorten the wing commensurate to the 

proportions of traditional ape hangers, and to strengthen the otherwise delicately 

tapered wing tips.148

Final Touches 

  Clamped into a vice, the wings could then be shaped with a 

common angle grinder.  Although this was a slow process, the grinder was capable of 

rendering a remarkable degree of detail, and left a texture that nicely mimicked bone.  

The radius and ulna were simplified, for strength, and the epicondyles and tuberosity 

of the humeri were built up with epoxy putty in places where their necessary diameter 

exceeded that of the aluminum rod.  The three vestigial fingers, phalanges 2-4, were 

fabricated by securing stiff wire to the wing shaft, and then building the mass with 

epoxy putty; the mirrors, held within their grasp (Figure 59, p. 193).  The pteroid 

bones were omitted.  The wings (except for the distal elements, which were left 

unpainted) were first coated with a primer formulated for improved adhesion to 

aluminum, and then painted following the description above. 

 The sickle purchased on eBay was altered by bending the shaft and 

lengthening the handle with epoxy putty so that it arched from the skeleton’s right 

hand, up and over the front wheel.  The handle was embellished with costume jewelry 

and crystal gemstones, and painted with acrylic paint (Figure 60, p. 194).  A simple 

bicycle stand was purchased and altered to fit, to be replaced later with an electric 

                                                 
148 The animal used as a template for the wings, Anhanguera, had a wingspan of approximately 16 feet.  
Although the proximal elements of the wing are quite robust, the distal elements taper to pencil-thin 
elegance. 
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turntable.  In its first incarnation, The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse was complete 

(Figure 61, p. 194). 

 Between July 1 and October 23, 2006, Debra and I contributed approximately 

1500 hours worth of labor towards the bike’s construction.  Although it was a tedious 

and complicated endeavor, incorporating untried technique, the fabrication of the 

Fourth Rider was smoothly executed, without setback.  This surprising reality gave 

rise between us of the adjective, “Slimly,” to describe such fortuitous events.  As 

testament to the intensely considered plan, and fluid production, the finished bike 

varies little from its initial concept.   

Later Additions to the Composition 

 Slim was subsequently “busted out” for the 2006 Dia de los Muertos exhibit at 

the Landmark Arts Galleries of Texas Tech.  Later in November of that year, the bike 

was shown at its first lowrider show, in Odessa, Texas.  Due to overwhelmingly 

positive crowd response at both venues, we decided to attempt to show the bike in 

national competition, at Lowrider Magazine’s annual Super Show, in Las Vegas, 

Nevada.  A prerequisite to exhibition at the national level is to have previously placed 

at a regional Lowrider Magazine (LRM) sponsored show.  In Texas, for 2007, this 

meant the LRM show in Houston.  Following suggestions from viewers, homies, and 

show judges, we decided to cater to the LRM canon,149

                                                 
149 See Chapter Two, page 32. 

 and to embellish certain 

aspects of our design.  Since points are cumulative within specified categories, we 

sought to increase our chances of winning by integrating compositional elements that 

might boost our score.  These included the addition of an upholstered seat, gold 
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plating, murals, engraving, and an improved display.  Once again, limitations of time 

and expense led to the acquisition of new techniques. 

 A frequent critique of the bicycle had been in reference to its apparently 

uncomfortable seat.  In order to preserve the aesthetics of the original design, we 

decided to make a small, upholstered saddle seat that would lie atop the existing seat, 

without permanent attachment.  A blank was constructed from particleboard and 

padded with cotton batting.  For upholstery, I tanned the skin from an albino 

rattlesnake.  Its rhythmic scale pattern was an attractive texture juxtaposed against the 

skeleton, and the subtly varied hues of yellow and white played nicely against the 

colors of the bike.  The hide was wrapped around the seat, sewed underneath, and then 

framed with a lip of epoxy putty (Figure 62, p. 195). 

 Commensurate with the desire to preserve the aesthetics of the original design, 

and given the fact that Slim had no suitable surface upon which to render murals or 

graphics, we elected to construct an aluminum shield, designed to be held in the 

skeleton’s left hand, and adorned with air brushed murals, engraving, and gold plating.  

This was designed such that it could be easily removed from the bike, returning it to 

its original condition.  A shield blank was commissioned and built, following our 

plans, by Josh Chaney at Target Sheetmetal, in Lubbock.150

 Instead, for the mural, an image was designed in Photoshop by manipulating 

digital photographs of Slim, and Web images of a horse and graveyard.  These were 

  However, we were unable 

to find any craftspeople in Lubbock who could execute the desired decorations in a 

timely, affordable fashion. 

                                                 
150 Mr. Chaney deserves credit for his careful attention to detail, resulting in the fabrication of a 
beautifully crafted shield. 
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altered sufficiently to avoid copyright infringement by “painting” over the images in 

semi-translucent layers, with the aid of a Wacom tablet and pen.151

 Engraving was replaced by etching when I learned that aluminum could be 

safely etched, in the home, with simple household ingredients (Semenoff and Bader, 

1998).  Using common table salt, water, and copper sulfate crystals, sold as drain 

cleaner, a rather inexpensive, highly reactive, yet relatively non-toxic etch can be 

produced, releasing only copper and hydrogen as byproducts.  A dry mix of 2/3 cup 

pickling salt (approximately 225 grams by volume) and 900 grams copper sulfate (one 

bottle) was added to 9 liters of water.

  The effect is that 

of a rather painterly, yet photo-real image that nicely imitates an air brushed mural.  

The file was sized to scale, and the image was printed as a vinyl vehicle wrap, similar 

to those seen in modern advertising on cars and buses.  This decal was applied to the 

surface of the shield, and trimmed to fit. 

152

                                                 
151 These are amazing devices, that work as a touch-sensitive mouse when allied with paint and draw 
computer programs.  The handpiece is similar in dimension to a standard writing pen, responds to 
pressure with variance in line weight and value, and functions as an eraser on the opposite end. 

  This produced a strong alkaline solution, 

rather than an acid, capable of etching aluminum in a slow bath, or by more aggressive 

spit biting, depending on the strength of etch used.  Initially, common paste floor wax 

was used as a ground, and although effective, it proved unsatisfactory for detailed 

etching.  Therefore, a commercial hard ground was purchased instead, to paint out 

non-image areas.  A small aluminum cross was cut by band saw, and etched by this 

technique, along with the rim of the shield.  The results were deeply and cleanly 

etched designs, attractively oxidized within the etched recesses. 

152 Instructions for the recipe listed in the article were unclear as to whether the given measurements 
were listed by weight, or volume.  Apparently, the recipe is flexible enough that ultimately this did not 
matter. 
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Gold leaf was substituted for gold plate to embellish the etched aluminum 

cross for the shield, the small crosses on Slim’s crown, elements of the sickle, and the 

Greek cross valve stem covers (Figure 63, p. 195).  Attempts to leaf the BMX 

gooseneck in silver proved unattractive, and this was removed.  Although the gold was 

used sparingly, in contrast to show bikes with gold plated fenders, wheels, seats, and 

handlebars, it allowed us to receive at least a few, modest points in a category 

previously denied. 

Finally, our display was improved by fabricating a pedestal and enclosure for 

the bike.  A cherry wood stand was constructed to subtly reference a coffin, and the 

electric turntable was encased within.  A crude graveyard fence was fashioned from 

plastic garden fencing, and supported on drilled, wooden blocks.  This formed a 

simple barrier, keeping viewers at a distance, safely away from the fragile bicycle, 

rotating upon the turntable (Figure 64, p. 196).  Lastly, a large sign was printed, 

delineating the bike’s modifications for show judges.  The aforementioned additions 

were completed by July 22, 2007.153

Exhibition of 

   

 In this section, I will discuss the art gallery and lowrider car show experience, 

specific to the Fourth Rider, at selected venues.  In Chapter Five, I will revisit the 

subject, extended to include additional bicycles encountered at car shows, those 

included in gallery exhibits that I curated at TTU and the BHC, and ancillary projects 

spawned by my research.  Chapter Six will include detailed analysis of this material. 

The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse 

                                                 
153 These latter additions to the composition pushed the aggregate time spent building the bike close to 
2000 total hours. 
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 As mentioned, Slim’s first public appearance was at the annual Day of the 

Dead Celebration, at TTU, October 23 through November 5, 2006.  The bike received 

favorable review from faculty, students, and the general public.154

Our first experience exhibiting the bicycle at a lowrider show, and representing 

Los Bajitos, was at the 35

  It was during this 

same time frame that Tony Lopez invited us to join Los Bajitos, as Tru Riderz had 

recently disbanded.  However, since the Fourth Rider had begun the exhibition 

representing Tru Riderz, the bike was displayed along with our Tru Riderz plaque, in 

honor of the Zapata family, for the entire run of the show. 

th Annual Tejano Supershow, in Odessa, Texas, November 

19, 2006.  This is typically Texas’s largest lowrider show, with hundreds of cars, 

dozens of bicycles, and thousands of spectators in attendance.  Our homies met us at 

the entry gate, assisted in locating a suitable spot for the bike, and in setting up our 

display.  We were impressed by the level of camaraderie and flattered by the interest 

Slim generated from the owners of neighboring lowrider vehicles, and passersby.155  

Having previously participated only as spectators at lowrider shows, we were 

uncertain about how we would be perceived, now that we were competitors, affiliated 

with a lowrider club.  One Latino man asked, “Isn’t this a Chicano thing?” and was 

quickly shushed by his partner.  Other than that single comment,156

                                                 
154 One woman remarked that the Fourth Rider was “the coolest bike ever.”  It should be noted here that 
comments from viewers are included, not as self-congratulatory boasts, but rather as documentation of 
the apparent truth that art, and the appreciation thereof, has the possibility to transcend ethnic and class 
boundaries.  Unequivocally, a “cool bike” is a “cool bike,” regardless of venue, or the viewer’s 
background. 

 ethnicity was 

decidedly not a factor, given our minority status at a venue that was easily 95% 

155 A memorable comment was made by one of the show’s disc jockeys, who remarked that the Fourth 
Rider was the most original lowrider vehicle, car or bike, that he had ever seen, in the dozens of shows 
that he had attended. 
156 This only happened on one other occasion, at Tommy’s Burgers, in Lubbock, when I heard a young 
boy refer to me as “bolillo,” a traditional Mexican white bread roll, and Caló slang for “white boy.” 
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Latino/a in its ethnic make-up.  Debra and I were left feeling like rock stars by a 

crowd that apparently adored the Fourth Rider, and by our homies from Los Bajitos, 

proud to have Slim associated with the club.  When the members of Los Bajitos 

gathered for a group photo, it was next to Slim (Figure 65, p. 196).157  We answered 

scores of questions, posed for countless photos, were interviewed and filmed by a 

production company that marketed documentary DVDs of lowrider shows, and Slim 

was professionally photographed with several models (Figure 66, p. 197), and for an 

upcoming issue of Streetlow Magazine (Issue 49, p. 27, 2007).158

At the awards ceremony, the Fourth Rider placed second in 24”-26” bikes.  

Later, Debra had the opportunity to speak to a judge who admitted that they had quite 

a debate over how to classify the Fourth Rider.  To paraphrase, the judge indicated 

that Slim was “so far outside the box” that they didn’t know what to do with him.  

After careful consideration, it was decided that the skeleton counted only as one 

modification to the frame, placing Slim in the Mild Custom category, and not Radical 

  It was a humbling 

experience, and one of the most profound confirmations yet that lowriding was truly 

about vehicle ownership and club membership, and not, as the man had suggested, a 

“Chicano thing.”  We had the sense that the quality of our bike, and the apparent time 

and energy that it embodied, stood as silent testament to the sincerity of our homage to 

the hobby of lowriding. 

                                                 
157 It is interesting to note, in this photo, that I am the only club member who is smiling.  The others 
sport a stoic lack of emotion, an affect of pride, defiance, and machismo; the expression of a “badass.”  
Try as I might, I have not perfected this look. 
158 Entry forms specify the right to photograph any vehicle.  As such, their exhibition is public domain, 
and these commercial entities are free to film without additional release forms, except for personal 
interviews. 
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Custom, as we had anticipated.159  The bicycle that beat us, a Radical Custom (Figure 

67, p. 197), had done so simply by amassing more points.160

On May 20, 2007, the Fourth Rider made its second appearance at a lowrider 

show, to a hometown crowd at Texas Tours Entertainment’s, Lubbock Memorial Civic 

Center Car Show.  A fraction of the size of the Odessa show, there was no category 

for 24”-26” bicycles, and Slim was put into the 20” Mild Custom category, where he 

earned a first place trophy.  At this venue, I was able to speak to the bicycle judge, 

Robert Rios, who explained that at smaller shows, he arranged the categories in such a 

way as to give all entries a chance to win a trophy.  Since he could not decide whether 

the Fourth Rider should be classified as Semi or Mild Custom, he chose the latter, 

simply to even out the competition within these categories.

   

161  According to the 

Lubbock judge, Slim scored well on craftsmanship, creativity, originality, parts162, and 

accessories163, but lost points for the non-traditional BMX gooseneck and the lack of 

upholstery, murals, plating, and engraving.164

It was at this point that we decided to undertake the additional bike 

modifications previously described.  We realized that Slim would provide unparalleled 

access to my targeted interview subjects.  And if the bike could continue to show 

    

                                                 
159 We had wrongfully assumed that the complexity of the skeleton would count as multiple 
modifications, given the number of bones, and their integration with the frame.  However, 
modifications are counted solely by cuts made to the frame, or pieces otherwise removed.  As such, it 
was the bicycle’s truncated seat tube that garnered our one, credited frame modification.  Illustrating the 
judge’s uncertainties is the fact that at subsequent shows, Slim waffled between Mild and Semi Custom 
classification. 
160 In the 24”-26” category, all bikes are grouped together for judging, due to the limited number of 
entries in this category, and regardless of the disparity in complexity between the entrants.   
161 It should be noted that a subsequent judge, in Las Vegas, scorned this method of categorizing bikes.  
He maintained that bikes should be classed strictly by LRM rules, regardless of the number of entries 
per category, or his desire to reward everyone with a trophy. 
162 Specifically, the custom handlebars, tail, and sickle. 
163 Specifically, the LED eyes/headlights. 
164 See LRM show rules, Chapter Two, page 32 of this document. 
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successfully, it could open the doors to state and national competition, for valuable 

comparative data to my control group, in Lubbock.   

Commercial Sponsorship 

In April, 2007, I presented a paper entitled, An Experiential Investigation into 

the Art and Culture of Lowrider Bicycles, for the Texas Association of Schools of Art, 

39th

Of his own volition, George Garza,

 Annual Conference, in Odessa, Texas.  Following my talk, I was approached by 

Brian Row, an art professor from Texas State University, in San Marcos.  He indicated 

that he was quite taken by the Fourth Rider, and interested in sponsoring posters, t-

shirts, and postcards featuring images of the bike.  In late May, we traveled to San 

Marcos for a photo shoot with Slim, and by July, we had merchandise for sale.   

165

This commercial interest in the Fourth Rider led us to seek the advice of an 

attorney for information regarding copyright protection.

 a homie from Los Bajitos, approached 

the O’Reilly Autoparts store in his hometown of Lamesa, Texas, requesting financial 

sponsorship for the Fourth Rider.  In exchange for displaying an O’Reilly banner next 

to our bicycle, they donated $150 to help cover travel expenses for our planned trip to 

the LRM regional show, in Houston.  The check was presented, with some fanfare, 

during a Los Bajitos club meeting. 

166

                                                 
165 Human Subjects forms are on file for George Garza.  Therefore, I will not make redundant 
parenthetical references in his interviews, unless using a direct quote.   

  Although original works 

of art are considered to be automatically copyrighted as soon as they take distinct, 

recognizable form (Phelan, 1994), our attorney suggested that we consider a design 

166 As this is a rather complicated area of law, I shall not explore it here, in detail, for fear of 
disseminating erroneous information. 
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patent167 to further protect our work.  However, design patents offer very narrow 

protection under the law, and as such, we could not justify the additional expense.  

Instead, we elected to officially register the bike with the United States Copyright 

Office,168 since registry offers increased protection, under the law (United States 

Copyright Office, 2009).169

Lowrider Magazine Sponsored Shows 

  In the instance of sculpture, it is the work that is 

copyrighted, and not images of that work.  The posters and t-shirts sponsored by Brian 

Row are considered to be discreet works of art, independent of the actual bicycle.  As 

such, Mr. Row retains the copyright for these images, by licensing the rights to use the 

Fourth Rider in this manner.  

July, 22, 2007, we rented a van and drove to Houston for Lowrider Magazine’s 

30th

The logistics of a car show are complicated affairs, where hundreds of vehicles 

stampede the gates in order to set up their displays.

 Annual Tour car show.  Winning there was essential, if we were to compete at the 

national level, in Las Vegas.  Posters, t-shirts, and postcards of the Fourth Rider were 

ready for sale, and Brian Row joined us, as a registered vendor.   

170

                                                 
167 The Fourth Rider does not qualify for a utility patent, since it appropriates existing bicycle 
technology.  A design patent only protects the unique, visual appearance of the design. 

  At major venues, this lengthy 

process may require that exhibitors arrive on Friday or Saturday, in preparation for a 

Sunday show.  At the Houston show, this was complicated by conflict with the fire 

168 Although Debra is considered co-owner of the Fourth Rider due to her substantial contribution, the 
attorney advised that I register the copyright as sole author, since technically Debra is considered “work 
for hire.”  The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse is registration number VAu952-714, effective date, July 
27, 2007, with the U.S. Copyright Office. 
169 Where the simple copyright of artwork requires proof of actual loss for liable, a registered copyright 
increases an artist’s protection by enforcing statutory penalties for copyright infringement, including 
attorney’s fees, without proof of loss.  The cost of copyright registration is negligible.   
170 This is exacerbated by trailered vehicles, and extensive displays that often feature the car raised on 
chrome jack stands, above a mirrored floor, to reflect a chrome (or gilded), and often engraved 
undercarriage.  Once installed, vehicles are meticulously cleaned and polished.  The process may take 
many hours. 
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marshall,171 resulting in a lengthy wait, in sweltering heat.172  Fears that the Fourth 

Rider’s plastic skeleton might warp in the sun’s heat have prompted us to insist upon 

indoor exhibit space at car shows, exacerbating the complexity of the check-in 

protocol, since the traffic is funneled into buildings through limited entryways.  In 

Houston, and at many lowrider shows, this includes inspection of the vehicle for 

weapons and flammables,173 similar to that at military and police checkpoints.  Driver 

and passengers are also frisked for contraband, each time they enter the building.174

Once inside the building, ushers direct traffic, and exhibitors are led to their 

appointed display space.

   

175  Typically, car club members attempt to secure adjacent 

spots, although bicycles are usually segregated to a specific area.  The ushers 

accommodated our request for a space neighboring our sponsor, Mr. Row, and against 

a wall (Figure 68, p. 198).  We had learned previously that wall spaces are preferred, 

since they limit the direction of flow for visitor traffic.  Wall spaces also offer 

improved visibility for a bicycle, creating an opaque background for a rather linear 

vehicle.  Given the perforated nature of the bike frame, and the dazzling color and 

sparkle of neighboring lowrider vehicles, bicycles positioned in the center of a space, 

and lacking a backdrop, suffer a certain visual ambiguity, their slender elements lost in 

a sea of bling.176

                                                 
171 He was concerned about building capacity and enforcing show rules which stipulate that a car may 
have no more than ¼ tank of gasoline. 

 

172 Having driven in a mad dash, from Lubbock, and arriving just 20 minutes before the gate closed, we 
were exhausted and famished.  However, we were stuck in line, and forced to wait for many hours, with 
the vehicle.  A compassionate couple ahead of us offered to bring food from a local restaurant.  This act 
of kindness deserves mention, since it typifies the ubiquitous spirit of cooperation at lowrider shows. 
173 Due to fire code. 
174 At some shows, even spectators are frisked for alcohol, drugs, and weapons. 
175 The square footage available is defined on the registration form for the show.   
176 This is easily seen in the difficulties posed when photographing individual bikes. 
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 Show rules generally dictate that a vehicle be ready for judging, several hours 

before the doors open for public admission.  Once a display is complete, the exhibitor 

places an identification card next to the vehicle, signaling that they are ready to be 

judged.  This card is used by the judges and marked thusly when judging is complete.  

Judging results are announced at an award ceremony after the show closes to the 

public. 

 Crowd response was very similar to that in Odessa, and overwhelmingly 

positive.  A consistent collection of admirers would gather around the Fourth Rider, 

sometimes four people deep, and the bike was the subject of thousands of 

photographs.  Entire car clubs would arrive, as a group, as if they had been encouraged 

to come see the bike.  Responses ranged from that of a small boy, afraid to turn his 

back on Slim, for a photograph, to the subtle nod of approval from tough, tattooed 

lowriders, their arms crossed over their chests.  A woman from Los Angeles declared 

that Slim was “the treat of the entire show.”  Again, we were made to feel like rock 

stars, and again, our ethnicity was apparently not a factor.  At the awards ceremony, 

we were joined by our club president, Oscar Calderon, from the parent chapter of Los 

Bajitos, in Dallas, who was overtly proud to have us as members.  In Houston, the 

Fourth Rider placed first in 24”-26” bikes, opening the door to national competition. 

 Notable entries in Houston include Freddy’s Revenge (Figures 69-70, pp. 198-

199), a 20” Radical Custom with mind-boggling elaboration.177

                                                 
177 Freddy’s Revenge is owned by Pedro, of Houston, and was built by John “Mr. 3D” Alamanza, Mike 
Linville, Gilbert Cortez, Ricardo Nava, and Jose Luis Maldonado. 

  An extensive display, 

including life-size figures of the movie character, Freddy Krueger, provide backdrop 

for the bike.  Weighing several hundred pounds, fitted with a hydraulic hind wheel, 
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encrusted with gold, accoutered entirely with custom parts, and engraved extensively 

over the surface of the bike, it embodies the very essence of horror vacui.  Nearby was 

Jason Benavides’ The Crow, a beautifully organic 20” Radical Custom trike (Figure 

71, p. 199) whose flowing lines uniquely deny the angular linearity of its OEM bike 

frame.  Also in attendance was Rudy and Mark Castro’s Wizard Style 2, a particularly 

elegant bike that would go on to be featured in the April 2008 issue of Lowrider 

Magazine.178  The design of the lighted tank is credited to Carlos Quienteros, of 

Houston.  It incorporates a layer of heat-treated plexiglass179

The Las Vegas Super Show 

 beneath filigree steel 

(Figure 72, p. 200).   

 Competition at the Super Show seemed like the logical climax to this aspect of 

my research.  The desire was heightened by the compulsion to see America’s finest 

bicycles, as a barometer to those encountered at local and regional shows, in Texas.  

Showing the Fourth Rider had proven to be the most efficacious method of 

deciphering the LRM canon, and we were anxious to test Slim’s design in national 

competition.  We were also curious to gauge crowd response outside of Texas, and to 

honor Los Bajitos by representing the club at the national level; the dazzling show in 

Las Vegas did not disappoint, in any detail.   

 Lowrider Magazine’s 30th

                                                 
178 This bike would be featured in the 2008 lowrider bicycle exhibition at the BHC, in Lubbock. 

 Annual Supershow, was held on October 7, 2007.  

The number of exhibitors was comparable to that in Houston, but there was easily 

twice the crowd.  Aficionados from all over the world, including a notable contingent 

179 The plexiglass was heat-treated in order to produce a gentle curve.  In so doing, the material acquired 
an attractive, crystalline opacity. 
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of Japanese enthusiasts,180 had flocked to this Mecca for ranflas.181

 The Fourth Rider’s reception was identical to that of previous shows.  In Las 

Vegas, the bike’s considerable admirers blocked the aisle, such that event security had 

to ask them to move along.  Promotions companies using Slim as backdrop caused 

frequent traffic jams (Figure 74, p. 201).  Memorable crowd reactions include a young 

boy who cried and wailed because he wanted Slim for a Christmas present, and his 

parents told him “no.”  One lowrider, Luis, from California, with an elegant car 

exhibited nearby, remarked that the Fourth Rider had given him goose bumps, and he 

returned several times to examine the bike.

  With its lights, 

colors, and frenzy, Las Vegas seemed to be the perfect setting for the world’s 

preeminent lowrider car show (Figure 73, p. 201). 

182

 Bicycles of note included Michael Linville‘s Pinnacle, a Radical Custom 20” 

bike that would win 2007 Bike of the Year (Figures 75-76, p. 202).  Modifications 

include hydraulics, a DVD player and sound system, neon lighting, an extravagant 

paint job, and extensive gold plating and engraving.  In close competition was the 

Superman bike, designed by father and son team, Sal and Sebastian Paz (Figure 77, p. 

203).  Both of these bikes had been planned, from conception, to compete for Bike of 

the Year.  At this level of competition, an elaborate display, wide-spread use of 

  By this point, as veteran exhibitors, we 

had become accustomed to the crowd’s response, and the friendly, welcoming 

demeanor of the lowriders.  On the national level, our experience was no different than 

it had been at home.   

                                                 
180 Lowrider cars and bikes, as well as general car customization, are extremely popular in Japan.  There 
is even a Japanese-language version of Lowrider Magazine. 
181 Ranfla is Caló slang for a nice car, a “smooth ride”, typically a lowrider. 
182 Again, these anecdotes are not intended as boastful self-flattery.  Instead, they are included to 
illustrate the Fourth Rider’s consistently positive reception at the local, regional, and national levels.   
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custom parts, intricate murals and graphics, and full exploitation of all judging 

categories are prerequisites for winning.  As such, only Radical Custom bikes can be 

serious contenders.   

 In Las Vegas, the Fourth Rider placed second in 24”-26” bikes, behind 

Lamarck Harper’s183

Design Reconsiderations 

 Playboy bike (Figure 78, p. 203).  Harper’s Semi Custom bike 

outscored Slim with its increased frame modifications, more elaborate display, and 

richly painted surface.  Ironically, Harper, a native of Austin, Texas, had also been at 

the Houston show.  Due to a clerical foul-up, his bike was miscategorized as a 20” 

bike.  Had it been properly judged, it would have beaten the Fourth Rider there, as 

well. 

 Having never built a lowrider bicycle before, I found that there were aspects of 

good design which were not foreseeable.  Chief among these proved to be the 

difficulty inherent in transporting such a complicated and fragile bicycle.  The Fourth 

Rider could not be laid down, and had to be transported in an upright position.  This 

meant tying the bike in spider web fashion within an enclosed space.  For local shows, 

I was forced to ride in the bed of my pickup truck, while holding Slim in place.  For 

intermediate trips, such as the Odessa show,184

                                                 
183 As a member of Knights of Pleasure Car Club, in Austin, Harper was a research subject for Ben 
Chappell’s research on lowrider cars. 

  I constructed a crude and cumbersome 

plywood camper shell to protect the bike.  Longer trips, such as those to San Marcos, 

Houston, and Las Vegas, required rental of an expensive cargo van within which the 

Fourth Rider could be tied.  This also compounded the time necessary to load and 

unload the bicycle, and inhibited the number of shows that we could attend.  Had 

184 Odessa is approximately 125 miles from Lubbock. 
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durability and weather resistance been bigger design considerations, it would have 

greatly simplified transportation and exhibition, and cut down on associated expenses. 

 A second problem was due to the mediocre quality of the plastic skeleton used 

in the fabrication of the bike.  The soft nature of the material caused elements to 

droop, most notably the humeri, and these had to be later reinforced with steel pins 

embedded through the shaft of the bone, and anchored into the forks.  The rib cage 

was similarly prone to wilt, hence our reluctance to exhibit Slim at outdoor venues.  

Additionally, many bones were distorted, including a certain asymmetry in the 

articulation of the pelvis and sacrum.  Considering the amount of work involved in 

fabricating the bike, and the total expense185 incurred, the increased cost of a first 

quality plastic skeleton would have been negligible.186

 Additionally, had we adhered more traditionally to the LRM canon, we might 

have had less confusion at shows.  The use of a 24” stretch frame pushed the bike into 

an awkward category.

  Poor weather resistance was 

compounded by the use of acrylic paints, instead of oils.  Given a second chance, and 

more time for construction, oil would have been the preferred medium.  However, 

even this is a second-best solution, where the optimal circumstances would include a 

cast metal skeleton and automotive lacquers. 

187

                                                 
185 The total expense incurred building and exhibiting the Fourth Rider was $5264.65, assuming 
accurate tabulation of receipts.  This total includes $993.97 for bike parts, including Slim; $766.06 for 
the shield; $138.91 for the handlebars; $791.91 for materials and tools; $458.54 for the pedestal; and 
$2115.26 for travel related expenses, including van rental, gasoline, hotel, and food.  This cost does not 
include our labor, at approximately 2000 total hours.  It should be noted that we became minor 
celebrities at our local Ace Hardware store, given our frequent trips.  Their kind assistance and flexible 
return policy truly embodies their slogan, “Ace is the place for the helpful hardware man (or woman).” 

  Similarly, the use of unconventional, staggered wheel sizes 

186 Good skeletons cost $800-$1200, compared to Slim, purchased used from eBay, for $200.00. 
187 Had both of the wheels been 20”, the Fourth Rider would likely have consistently finished in higher 
place, in competition solely against other Mild Custom bikes, instead of the broader 24”-26” category,  
where all bikes are judged together.  
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only served to confound the judges.  Although the bike was designed such that the 

wheels could be removed from the clutches of the skeleton, this was not an easy task.  

Therefore, modifications such as engraving the wheels were not practical after the bike 

had been assembled.  Our implementation of non-traditional techniques, including the 

substitution of etching for engraving, leafing for plating, and the use of a digital mural 

apparently caused some uncertainty for judges unfamiliar with these processes, and 

compounded issues related to weather resistance.  Finally, our use of a BMX 

gooseneck for anatomical reasons mitigated our score.  A reconsideration of the 

mechanics of the wings would alleviate this problem. 
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Chapter Five 

The Exhibition of Lowrider Bicycles in Lubbock, Texas 

Exhibition, in some form, is the raison d’etre of lowriding, providing an 

incentive for vehicle fabrication and club membership.  This includes informal 

exhibition in the act of “cruising”—driving slowly on public streets; alone, or in 

groups—and participation in organized parades.  It also includes informal public 

gatherings, such as those common at Tommy’s Burgers, Rogers Park, and McKenzie 

Park, in Lubbock.188

Informal Exhibition 

  At these venues, car clubs often meet for family-oriented 

barbeques, to show off their cars, and to cruise the neighboring streets.  Formal 

exhibition traditionally consists of competition at lowrider car shows, and during 

summer months these are fairly common events, with regional shows available nearly 

every weekend.  In Lubbock, formal exhibition has included a considerable presence 

in art galleries, as well.  Since car shows have been discussed previously, in some 

detail, this chapter will focus primarily on informal exhibition, the formal lowrider 

bicycle shows hosted by TTU and BHC, and ancillary events spawned by these gallery 

exhibitions.   

Except for the occasional Street Custom bicycle, lowrider bikes make only rare 

appearances at informal events.  Owners of elaborate lowrider cars are often reluctant 

to risk damage to paint, body work, and upholstery in the back seat and trunk by 

transporting bicycles to rendezvous points.  Notably, since these bikes are generally 

ridden by pre-adolescent children, there are safety issues associated with their 

                                                 
188 Typically, this is popular from Easter till October, in clear weather.  Winter months are usually 
reserved for vehicle modification. 
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participation in cruises, regardless of the low-speed procession.  In most instances 

where I encountered lowrider bicycles at informal venues, they had been transported 

in pickup trucks, more as entertainment for children who were otherwise potentially 

left idle and bored at barbeques and other club meetings, than as exhibition.  Colorful 

exceptions to this rule include the two lowrider bikes discovered at Rogers Park 

(Figure 79, p. 204),189 attended by teenage boys who lived in the adjacent 

neighborhood.  They were slowly scooting190 their bikes down the street, with the 

express intention of impressing teenage girls.  The only instance in which complex 

show bikes were seen at informal venues was that organized for the benefit of a 

magazine article and video, published by Sally League Post, from TTU’s News and 

Publications Department (Figure 80, p. 204).191

Through the course of my investigation, I have had the privilege to view all of 

Lubbock’s bikes that are associated with lowrider car clubs.  Of these, I know of very 

few that are ridden casually by their owners. This is due to the value of the bikes, the 

desire to keep them clean and pristine for car show competition, and ergonomic 

restrictions imposed by the common 20” frames, designed for children ages 6 to 11 

 

                                                 
189 These bicycles were come across by happenstance, and subsequently photographed, in the absence 
of parental guardianship.  Therefore, I have blurred the faces of their young owners.  It is interesting to 
note that the gold bike, with the Egyptian murals, would later resurface in the possession of the young 
man’s cousin, Michael Prieto.  It was exhibited during the 2008 lowbike show, The Art of the Bicycle:  
A Celebration of Family; A Declaration of Self, at the Buddy Holly Center, in Lubbock. 
190 For older riders, too large in stature for a 20” bike, pedaling is acutely awkward.  Instead, they 
typically sit on the bike, and scoot or walk it along by pushing off of the ground with one or both feet, 
respectively. 
191 Featured Video, Texas Tech University News and Publications Department, Sally League Post, 
2006.  http://www.depts.ttu.edu/communications/news/stories/videos/lowrider.php and Sally League 
Post with Cory Chandler, “A Higher Form of Low Art:  A Doctoral Student Looks at Bike Art and 
Finds a Nice Piece of America,” Vistas, 23:2, pp. 4-7, Fall 2005. 

http://www.depts.ttu.edu/communications/news/stories/videos/lowrider.php�
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(approximately 46”-57” tall).192   Other than for scooting along, like the boys at 

Rogers Park, they have limited value as transportation for older children.193

Consequently, exhibition has a tremendous effect on lowrider bicycle design 

aesthetics, beyond attention and adherence to the LRM canon and show rules.  As 

bicycle owners age, they simultaneously refine their fabrication skills, and physically 

outgrow their bikes.  As if resigned to the fact that they can no longer ride their 

bicycle anyway, its lack of utility is celebrated, and they explore its wholly aesthetic 

possibilities.  Lowered frames, heavy body modifications, delicate and expensive 

decorations, and cumbersome accessories contribute to a final product that is often the 

antithesis of that from whence it sprang.  The bikes cease to be practical for informal 

gatherings and cruising, and exist only as aesthetic objects; as sculptures built 

singularly for formal exhibition.      

    

This distinct lack of utility makes lowrider bicycles unique among lowrider 

vehicles.  Although there are many “trailer queens,”194

                                                 
192 There is much disparity in size charts for bicycle manufacturers.  The figures given are also limited 
by natural human variation. 

 they nonetheless retain their 

functionality, albeit in mechanically compromised form; they still work.  Indeed, most 

lowrider cars are driven regularly, out of economic necessity, and therefore fully retain 

their mechanical integrity.  In contrast, very few lowrider bicycles are used for 

transportation, and although LRM rules require that entries be functional, this is a 

193 But the general absence of lowrider-styled “go” bikes on the street is puzzling, given their growing 
popularity in hip-hop culture.  Through 2007, commemorative Schwinn Sting-Ray bicycles were 
available at Walmart, and reasonably priced after-market replicas are readily available on eBay and 
other Internet retailers.   
194 “Trailer queens” are expensive and elaborate cars, often antique or classic, that are rarely driven and 
exist only for car show exhibition.  The gendered-female “queen” is a reference to the convention of 
naming cars in the feminine.   
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token gesture, an illusion perpetrated by the appearance of pedals, chains, handlebars, 

and other parts that make a bicycle go. 

Organized Parades  

The slow-speed, theatrical procession inherent in cruising and the spectacle 

associated with the hydraulic suspensions and elaborate paint jobs intrinsic to lowrider 

cars have engendered their frequent inclusion as parade vehicles.  Given the slow 

tempo and controlled environment, lowrider bikes are sometimes paraded as well.  

Organized parades offer public visibility and validation, an opportunity for community 

outreach, and provide a legal venue through which to display vehicle acrobatics.  In 

Lubbock, the three annual parade events include Cinco de Mayo, Diez y Seis, and 4th 

on Broadway, the city’s July Fourth celebration.  Although lowrider cars predominate 

at the first two venues, they have reportedly been excluded from participation at 4th

On July 19, 2004, at Local Lows Magazine’s 1

 on 

Broadway on at least one occasion. 

st Annual Texas Style Car Show 

and Hop, it was independently reported to me by three individual lowriders that they 

had been denied entry to that year’s 4th on Broadway parade.  Purportedly, their 

lowrider cars were dismissed as inappropriate for the event by a staff member from the 

Broadway Festivals parade committee, although automobiles from local classic car 

clubs were allowed to participate.  To paraphrase, they were told that their cars did not 

promote the positive community image desired by parade organizers, and they were 

advised to participate in the more appropriate195

                                                 
195 I interpret this to read:  Latino/a. 

 Cinco de Mayo and Diez y Seis 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

95 
 

parades instead.196

On their behalf, I contacted Linda Deleon, City Councilwoman for a 

predominantly Latino/a constituency, and Stephanie Allison, Executive Director for 

  Understandably, these lowriders were upset by what they 

perceived as prejudice, and one subject asked, “Aren’t we Americans, too?”   

Broadway Festivals, the organizer for 4th on Broadway celebrations.197

I received a response from Sheila Kirby, Parade Chairperson, as directed by 

Ms. Allison.  She apologized profusely and explained that the parade had included 

several components from the Latino/a community

  I argued that 

the alleged assertion that lowriders find a more appropriate venue was distasteful, and 

that it simultaneously exacerbated community misperceptions of lowriders as gang 

affiliates and drug dealers, and amplified resentment within the lowrider community 

that they are generally short-changed by the media, law-enforcement, and the public as 

a whole.  I did not wish to scold the entire organization as racist; rather, to call 

attention to the situation in hope that it might ultimately improve relations and help to 

build a more integrated community.    

198 and that her organization was not 

racist or exclusionary.  Upon speaking with entry check-point volunteers, she was told 

that a group of lowriders arrived only moments before parade commencement, too late 

to join the procession.  She maintained that the lowriders were turned away for only 

this reason; that no distasteful comments were made, and that given better planning 

the lowriders were welcome at future 4th

                                                 
196 One subject stated that this had happened, three years in a row. 

 on Broadway parades.   

197 This was an uncharacteristically brazen display of political activism for me, fueled by my general 
outrage over the reported comment, a desire to stand up for my homies, and in retrospect, perhaps the 
elitist notion that my status as a doctoral student might carry some clout with the governing agencies. 
198 Two Latino/a musical groups and the Mexican Heritage Charro Riders, an equestrian group. 
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However, my sources confirmed that they had not been turned away at the 

entry check-point; rather, they had been dismissed by a woman, over the phone, when 

they called to inquire about permit applications, days prior to the event.199  

Consequently, I drafted a second letter in clarification, and this time I received a 

prompt and very courteous phone call from Executive Director Allison.  Upon 

personally investigating the complaint, she discovered that the person responsible for 

permit applications was no longer with the organization,200 assured me that this would 

never happen again, sincerely apologized to the offended lowriders, and offered her 

personal assistance in the application process, for future events.201

Whether or not this entire chain of events was based on fact or 

misunderstanding is irrelevant, since the resulting bitterness is real.  Therefore, this 

case effectively illustrates sensitivities within the lowrider community and their 

perceptions of discrimination, ostracism, and “otherness.”  Such conflicts only serve to 

perpetuate this animosity.  It is perhaps counter-intuitive that lowriders, who appear to 

enjoy the “outlaw,” rebellious nature of their hobby, should be concerned with 

community perception.  Ultimately, it comes down to a demand for respect, and the 

ubiquitous human need for social acceptance.  

  Sadly, for one of 

the offended families who attempted to participate the following year, parade permit 

fees amounted to de facto exclusion, since they could not afford the $50 per vehicle 

cost to register their car and two bicycles.   

                                                 
199 Those late-arrivals who were turned away at the gate must have been representatives of some other 
car club. 
200 By this statement, I took Director Allison to mean that due to this person’s departure, she could not 
verify the veracity of the lowrider’s allegations.  No explanation was given for this person’s departure, 
and I did not push the matter.   
201 This exchange is given here, in detail, in fairness to both parties involved. 
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Public Reception 

Contemporary instances of community misperception and police harassment 

may be, in some cases, self-inflicted and perpetuated by the intentional visibility of 

lowriding, itself.  The vehicles inherently call attention; they are brightly colored, 

often loud, and frequently break traffic law by driving too slow, exceeding minimum 

height standards, and performing hydraulic stunts at red lights.  In dress and manner, 

many lowriders self-present as pachucos/as, a stereotype with negative connotations 

within the mainstream, middle-class community.202  There is a pervasive atmosphere 

of rebellion and a desire to stand apart from the mainstream; for some, this is acted out 

as misbehavior, and the image of the outlaw is perpetuated by lowrider car shows 

through largely unnecessary vehicle searches and an abundance of security 

personnel.203

Tales of perceived injustice and prejudice were common among interviewees, 

although not pandemic.  Experience is individual, and many subjects emphatically 

asserted that their friends, neighbors, and the community as a whole had responded 

favorably toward their lowrider vehicles.  There is likely genuineness to both sides of 

the story, and I am not espousing a universal truth.  Rather, these stories are included 

here since they are associated with instances of public exhibition, on some level.  

  For some lowriders, this is an important ingredient in their conscious 

self-presentation.  For many, it is a frustrating and unwelcome source of guilt by 

association.     

                                                 
202 As discussed in Chapter Six, this statement is not bounded by ethnicity:  segments of both White and 
Hispanic communities respond unfavorably to the pachuco/a. 
203 It was explained that this tradition began in California where instances of gang violence at car shows 
were not uncommon, historically.  The same tendency for the presence of abundant security can be seen 
in McKenzie Park, in Lubbock, during the traditional Easter day lowrider cruise.  Although difficult to 
substantiate, lowriders feel that police security is increased for this event, as compared to other park 
holiday celebrations (“AZ,” personal communication, Easter Sunday, 2005). 
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Where one lowrider no longer cruised the family car, due to constant police 

harassment (Davis, 2000),204 Michael Prieto (personal communication, April 15, 

2006) told about an elderly White woman, in a Cadillac, who complimented his car 

and asked for a demonstration of his hydraulics.  One interviewee205 expressed 

resentment at having his caravan pulled over by police, and searched without probable 

cause.  Yet, another told about being pulled over by an enthusiastic officer who merely 

wanted a better look at his car.  Still another, with a gorgeous “Deuce,” a 1932 Ford 

coupe, was shunned by a local classic car club, when they discovered that he was also 

a member of a lowrider club.206

While it is historically true that lowriders suffered differential treatment at the 

hands of law-enforcement (Penland, 2003), this experience was not unique to 

lowriding.  Instead, it was/is more a symptom of being brown and poor.  However, in 

all the exhibitions that I attended, at informal venues, car shows, and art galleries, I did 

  A Lubbock family related the story that upon 

reporting a car burglary to the police, they were told not to worry, since as lowriders 

they must also be drug dealers and they could easily afford to replace the missing 

audio equipment.  George Garza (personal communication, July 10, 2007) told me that 

his daughter was sent home from school in Lamesa for wearing her Los Bajitos club t-

shirt, since the school forbade the wearing of gang associated apparel.  George 

confronted the school principal on the matter, explained that the logo was for a 

legitimate car club, and that it had nothing to do with gang affiliation.  His daughter 

was subsequently allowed to wear her club t-shirt to school. 

                                                 
204 These statements are taken at unmitigated face value.   
205 For this and any subsequent anonymous anecdote, the subject expressly allowed conveyance of the 
story, but requested anonymity.  As such, the use of an alias seems misleading. 
206 This happened in neighboring Amarillo, Texas.  The quoted response was, “Why would you want to 
mess up a car like that?” 
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not personally witness a single example of differential treatment, harassment, or overt 

prejudice.  On the contrary, at all venues, patrons were enthusiastic and law-

enforcement was polite.   

For example, I arranged for an impromptu parade, down University Avenue, 

for the benefit of a Texas Tech news crew, at Tommy’s Burgers (June 26, 2005).  The 

lowriders responded en masse, and soon, traffic had choked behind them.  When I 

noticed that an officer from the Texas Department of Public Safety had pulled into the 

parking lot, I feared that he would ticket the paraders, and disrupt the proceedings.  

Instead, the officer explained that he had grown up in an adjacent neighborhood, and 

had stopped simply because he liked the cars.  He spent a considerable amount of time 

talking happily with lowriders and admiring their cars.   

In another incident at Tommy’s, a large gathering had assembled that included 

an uncharacteristic component of young “ricers.”207  There is occasionally contraband 

alcohol at Tommy’s, secreted in disguised containers, in light of public drinking laws.  

However, on this night, there were many underage ricers who were also drinking.  

When two Lubbock police officers arrived, the assembled crowd quickly dissolved.208

                                                 
207 Ricers are typically young, urban car enthusiasts who primarily customize Japanese import cars for 
performance. 

  

In this instance, the penchant for misbehavior had deserved police intervention, 

although it was chiefly due to the actions of the ricers, and not of the lowriders.  When 

approached, the officers were courteous to me, but refused questions, instead referring 

me to their public relations department. 

208 Of my many visits to Tommy’s, this was only the second time that police had shown up.  It is 
unclear what prompted them, on that particular night. 
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These examples are not stated to refute lowrider assertions of discrimination.  

They are included simply as full report of my interviews, without omission.  And 

certainly, I cannot assume that my own experiences can speak for the entire lowrider 

community.  The fact that many lowrider car clubs proactively seek to improve 

community relations speaks volumes.  Their regular participation in charity car shows, 

organized parades, and toy drives such as Pancho Clos is partly influenced by a desire 

to change public misperception.  Perhaps this desire is also reflected in their 

enthusiastic willingness to help with my research, cooperate with TTU publications, 

and to participate in art gallery exhibits. 

Visual Representation of the Outlaw 

A predilection for the outlaw is reflected in lowrider car and bicycle design 

aesthetics.  Antithetical form and function, and the dazzling paint schemes and lavish 

upholstery intrinsic to many lowrider vehicles stand as repudiation of mainstream 

values.  It is also seen in the apparent disregard for conventional spelling rules, such as 

replacing the letter “s” with a “z”, in club names, like Rollerz Only, Tru Riderz, and 

Low Intenzity.209

Visually, this is apparent in affect and dress, reflecting a stoic dignity, 

cultural

  And there is a certain prevalence of that which I will call, the 

aesthetics of “badass.” 

210

                                                 
209 This may also signify unity among lowrider clubs. 

 pride, and perhaps an element of machismo/a.  In lowrider imagery, the 

badass is seen in a proclivity toward themes of violence, weaponry, and death.  

Murals, bicycle accessories, and exhibit displays frequently include demonized human 

skulls and skeletons (Figures 81-82, p. 205).  This visual language ultimately signifies 

210 Ethnic and/or lowrider culture. 
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a memento mori associated with La Vida Loca.211  It is a warning about the dangers 

associated with life on the edge, filled with violence, poverty, and despair, and their 

ultimate consequences, i.e., tragedy and death.  Often accompanied by depictions of 

the masks of Thalia and Melpomene, smiling and frowning, respectively,212

The pervasiveness of badass imagery raises two questions.  The first is one of 

causation, whether public perception of lowriders as outlaws is stimulated by this 

imagery, or whether the badass is adopted by lowriders in response to feelings of 

alienation due to their reputation as outlaws.  Second is the question of whether the 

repudiation of mainstream values is an act of individual, intentional defiance, or 

whether it has merely become the aesthetic convention for lowrider design.  Likely, 

neither question can be answered in the absolute.  In the first case, this would require 

both a comprehensive, historical documentation of the evolution of lowrider imagery 

and correlative public response.  In the second case, resolution presupposes 

universality in lowrider aesthetic motivation.  Since none of these prerequisites exists, 

conclusions are only possible on a case by case basis.   

 and text 

proclaiming, “laugh now, cry later,” La Vida Loca is an expression of hardship 

punctuated by joy (Figure 83, p. 206).  There is perhaps a sense of predestined 

suffering, due to economic hardship and cultural discrimination, and a determined 

resolution to smile through one’s tears.   

Formal Exhibition 

 Between April, 2004 and October, 2008, galleries at Texas Tech and the 

Buddy Holly Center sponsored seven exhibitions featuring lowrider bicycles.  These 

                                                 
211 Literally, “the crazy life.” 
212 Symbols typically associated with theatre.   
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exhibits received overwhelmingly positive response from a populace largely unaware 

of the previous existence of lowbikes.  They also generated significant ancillary 

projects in the TTU School of Art (SOA) Sculpture and Visual Studies departments.  

For the lowriders, they offered a chance to display their bikes in a new venue, and the 

opportunity to educate Lubbock’s citizenry.  For me, the exhibits provided a 

provocative point of introduction at car shows, enhanced my reputation among area 

lowriders, and improved my access to lowbikes for study.  I no longer had to search 

them out; they started coming to me.  Perhaps most rewarding, the gallery shows that I 

arranged provided the means by which to repay the lowrider community for their 

gracious assistance with my research.  

The First Annual Art Bike Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition, April, 2004 

 Although the lowrider community was universally hospitable, the series of 

exhibitions in Lubbock perhaps owes its existence to the progenitive generosity of the 

Zapata family.  Early in our relationship, Amy and Abraham offered the use of their 

son’s bike,213

                                                 
213 Chris Cothron 

 as a visual aid for my upcoming class presentation.  The foreseeably 

complicated logistics of showing a lowrider bicycle in class inspired me to investigate 

the possibility of exhibiting the bike in the Landmark Arts galleries, at Texas Tech’s 

School of Art.  A one-week run was approved by gallery director, Joe Arredondo, who 

also provided an opening reception, in exchange for a public presentation of my class 

paper.  Due to preexisting reservations, the only space available was the small Folio 

Gallery.  Therefore, only Chris Cothron’s chromed, 20” Street Custom lowbike was to 

be exhibited (Figure 84, p. 206), although I had access to several other bikes from my 

early contacts.  These would be represented in text and photographs, and include 
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examples by David Deleon, Amanda and Cortney Lopez, and the two boys from 

Rogers Park.  Upon viewing an image of the Zapata lowbike in the exhibit proposal, 

TTU Associate Professor William Cannings integrated an assignment into his senior 

Kinetic Sculpture class, requiring students to interpret the bicycle as functional 

sculpture.214

 On April 29, the parade formed in the quadrangle adjacent to the School of 

Art, drawing a sizable crowd, and several reporters from the local media.

  In conjunction with the independently titled lowbike exhibit, Tru Riderz:  

Imagination and the Art of the Bicycle, a bicycle parade was planned, featuring bikes 

from Cannings’ class together with local lowbikes; the First Annual Art Bike Parade 

and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition was born.   

215  Art bikes 

created by TTU sculpture students216 included Tom Matthews’ Balanced Fun, a 

peppermint-striped unicycle with training wheels, and Bryan James’ colossal Kustom 

Scooter (Bolden, 2004).  CJ Zapata, dressed in a bright blue zoot suit, joined the 

parade on her 16” Mild Custom lowrider bike, freshly re-painted in celebration of the 

event (Figure 85, p. 207).  Lowrider cars from Tru Riderz and Bajito217

 

 car clubs 

parked in an adjacent parking lot, stimulating lively discourse on fabrication and 

painting techniques.  My presentation and a reception honoring the artists followed the 

parade.  

 

                                                 
214 “Bicycle” is taken loosely here, to include unicycles and all manner of wheeled vehicle. 
215 Articles generated include Lubbock Lowrider Bicycle Art & Culture Subject of Exhibition at School 
of Art, West Texas Hispanic News, April 21, 2004; Megan LaVoie, Tech Students, Faculty Show Off 
Their Low-Rider Vehicles, The University Daily, April 30, 2004; and Lauren Bolden, Low Riders in the 
Sky, The Hispano Weekly, May 5-11, 2004. 
216 Regretfully, I was unable to photograph these art bikes, due to time demands. 
217 A now-defunct Lubbock car club, not to be confused with Los Bajitos. 
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The Second Annual Art Bike Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition, April, 2005 

 Inspired by the 2004 show, Assistant Professor Future Akins-Tillett from the 

SOA Visual Studies Department co-sponsored a lowrider bicycle project with art 

teacher, Brenda Parker, from O.L. Slaton Middle School (Akins-Tillett, 2007).  

Together with 72 students, ages 14-15, they built and decorated 12 lowrider bicycles, 

utilizing predominantly used bicycle parts.218

 For 2005, a larger exhibit space was procured in the TTU School of 

Architecture Library Gallery, allowing for the two-week installation of eight lowrider 

bikes for the independently titled show, Young Lowriders of West Texas.  Santana 

Morin’s 20” Radical Custom, Hypnotized, took center stage, emphasized by the blue 

velvet display.  The show also included CJ Zapata’s 16” CJ’s Dream, and marked the 

first appearance of Amanda Lopez’s 20” Street Custom, Keeping it Simple, sister 

Cortney’s 20” Mild Custom, Lil Player, and nephew Jordon Brown’s custom tricycle.  

From neighboring Crosbyton, Texas, Matthew Palacios displayed his 20” Mild 

Custom lowbike, built by his grandfather, Juan Palacios (Figure  86, p. 207).  The 

Christian imagery airbrushed on the Palacios bike reflects a common theme in 

lowrider murals.  In thematic contrast, Odessa resident, Adam Munoz’s 20” Semi 

Custom, Latin Lover, sports murals depicting scantily clad women, painted by Johnny 

  In teams of six students per bicycle, the 

kids designed their bikes using available materials, constrained by time and budget 

limitations and practical restrictions imposed by school classroom safety.  Will 

Cannings’ sculpture students again fabricated art bikes, and together with the O.L. 

Slaton bikes, they were scheduled to parade for the now annual event.  

                                                 
218 This endeavor was largely funded by generous contributions from Future Akins-Tillett, and her 
husband, Sam Tillett. 
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Maldonado (Figure 87, p. 208).219  With the seat tube removed from the frame, the 

viewer’s gaze moves uninterrupted across the bike’s flowing lines, lowered and 

elongated through use of a down crown.  As such, the design sensuously echoes the 

feminine curves illustrated in the air brushed murals.  Father and son, Israel and 

Austin Rubio from Our Style Car Club, in Pecos, Texas220

The Third Annual Art Bike Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition, April, 2006 

 exhibited the elegant 

Krystal Blue Persuasion, a 20” Semi Custom lowbike with twisted chrome, a third 

wheel, and murals with a mystical theme, painted by Rene Guerra (Figure 88, p. 208).  

The third event consisted of art bikes from Will Cannings’ Kinetic Sculpture 

class,221 as well as bikes designed by O.L. Slaton students and Brenda Parker (Figure 

89, p. 209).  Students were again bused to the TTU campus from O.L. Slaton for a 

festive bike parade, featuring disc-jockeyed music, refreshments, and considerable 

fanfare.  That year, Visual Studies’ student, Veronica Mora, exhibited a Street Custom 

lowbike built by students under her instruction222 at Project Intercept, an alternative 

school for the Lubbock Independent School District (LISD) (Figure 90, p. 209).  A 

two-week, solo lowrider bicycle show in the Folio Gallery, entitled Evolution of a 

Lowrider, featured Michael Prieto’s Wicked Creation, a 20” Full Custom bike (Figure 

91, p. 210).223

                                                 
219 When I first encountered this bicycle, it was also draped with a wreath of plastic marijuana leaves.  
For the TTU show, I requested that this be deleted from his display. 

  Gallery text outlined the bike’s compositional evolution, and Prieto’s 

commitment to lowriding. 

220 Pecos is 178 miles from Lubbock.  This bike traveled the furthest for exhibition, and it is the only 
bike exhibited to dramatically exceed the 150-mile-radius constraints of my interview sample. 
221 Over the years, these designs have included a bike pulled by dogs, wind-powered bikes, a multi-
wheeled bike powered by reciprocating action, choppers, and scooters.  Design stipulations favor the 
custom-built over the ready-made. 
222 As part of a Visuals Studies outreach class that Ms. Mora attended, once a week. 
223 This bike has been described, in depth, in Chapter Three of this document. 
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The Fourth Annual Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition, April, 2007 

 Due to restructuring within LISD and logistical problems associated with the 

O.L. Slaton bike project, the middle school was no longer able to participate, and the 

TTU sculpture students elected not to parade, although they again designed art bikes.  

Lowrider bicycles were invited to exhibit in the Architecture Library Gallery, and six 

bikes and a pedal car were displayed in the two-week show, entitled, Low Bikes and 

High Style on the South Plains.  The featured bike was Freddy Cortez’s untitled 20” 

Mild Custom Schwinn.224

 

  Also included were The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse, 

Veronica Mora’s Project Intercept bike, and Kelly Davalos’ 20” Mild Custom, all 

previously described.  Representing Uce Car Club, Elias Gonzalez of Plainview 

displayed El Gringo, a 20” Semi Custom bike he built for his son, Anthony, then age 

seven (Figure 92, p. 210).  Familiar modifications include filled tank and skirts, and 

the removal of the seat tube.  The bike was richly painted by Austin Hogland, with 

pinstriping by “Itchy,” and chrome by Shorty’s Hydraulics.  Andrew Lopez of Estilo 

Libre Car Club in neighboring Hale Center, Texas, originally built The Twizzler in 

1997 but re-designed it in 2005 for his sons Brennan, Erin, and Trey.  The 20” frame 

and perhaps awkward 16” wheels pull an upholstered trailer, designed in theory to 

hold all three children (Figure 93, p. 211).  In addition to the lowrider bicycles, I 

included a pedal car in that year’s show, since they represent an additional genre of 

youth-oriented lowrider vehicle.  This pedal car was repainted in candy red lacquer by 

Tony Lopez, for his grandson, Jordon Brown (Figure 94, p. 211). 

 
                                                 
224 This bike has been described, in depth, in Chapter Three of this document. 
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The Art of the Bicycle:  A Celebration of Family; A Declaration of Self, August, 2007 

This show was organized by Pam Brink, president of Supporters of the Fine 

Arts (SOFA)—benefactors who were allocated one show per year at the Buddy Holly 

Center Fine Arts Gallery. Although originally conceived for a two-month run, a 

scheduling error abbreviated this show to one day.  Nonetheless, this was not an 

unattractive invitation, since the BHC offered a new venue, beyond Texas Tech.  In 

addition, the show was scheduled to coincide with First Friday Art Trail,225

Eleven lowbikes and a pedal car were exhibited.  Of these, nine had been 

previously shown at TTU, including bikes by Santana Morin, Michael Prieto, Freddy 

Cortez (2),

 and 

promised a sizable crowd and a festive reception, including food, drink, and live 

music.   

226 Amanda Lopez, Cortney Lopez, Tony Lopez (2), and The Fourth Rider 

of the Apocalypse.227

                                                 
225 First Friday Art Trail is a Lubbock tradition in which local art galleries host simultaneous receptions, 
on the first Friday of each month. 

  Due to the popularity of the TTU shows, Mark Alcorta (age 13) 

volunteered his untitled 20” Semi Custom lowbike (Figure 95, p. 212).  His family, 

known for its auto racing team, helped to build Mark’s bike, years earlier.  Its rough 

paint and pitted chrome testify to a life of frequent, informal cruising.  Caleb Valdez’s 

beautifully crafted Blue Diamond took center stage, exhibited with its full show 

display (Figure 96, p. 212).  This 20” Semi Custom sports elegant extensions of the 

fenders, designed by Charlie Garcia, who fabricated them by welding steel plate to the 

226 Only the black bike was previously shown at TTU, but the red bike was described in Chapter Three. 
227 This was by request and against my fears of an appearance of ethical impropriety, by exhibiting my 
own bicycle in a show for which I was also curator. 
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existing fenders, and sculpting them flush with Bondo.   Murals were painted by 

“Shadow,” and Donny “Itchy” Biggers228

At the time of the show, Joshua Reyes (age 15) was a relatively recent member 

of Uce Car Club.  His interest in lowriders had rekindled a childhood interest in the 

hobby for his father, Jesse Reyes.  Together they built Twisted Fate, a 20” Semi 

Custom lowbike, pieced together from Josh’s allowance money, and endless hours in 

the senior Reyes’ garage (Figure 97, p. 213).  The fabrication of the bike strengthened 

the bond between a father and son, separated by divorce.  The bike’s title, Twisted 

Fate, is echoed in Chris Machado’s murals depicting the masks of comedy and 

tragedy, traditional symbols of La Vida Loca.  Both reflect the agony of their 

separation, the ecstasy of their reunion, and the trials and tribulations the team 

experienced while building the bike. 

 contributed the pinstriping.    

Fifth Annual Art Bike Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibition April, 2008 

For 2008, Future Akins-Tillett revitalized her partnership with LISD, this time 

with Atkins Middle School.229  Funded by the T-STEM Center (Texas Science, 

Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics), and sponsored by Atkins Principal Chris 

Huber, and teachers Lyn Brown and Dawn Bullock, 48 Schwinn Sting-Ray bicycles230

                                                 
228 This is the first instance in which “Itchy’s” full name was used in attribution, for a car show.  In 
previous instances, he is listed only as “Itchy”, and I have remained true to the printed car show record. 

 

were purchased for students.  Sam Tillett and David Wragg were indefatigable in their 

efforts to paint and assemble the bikes, and my homie, Freddy Cortez, proved 

229 Both Atkins and O.L. Slaton are Title One schools, with a large Hispanic population, and 
approximately 75% of the students participating in the Federal Free Lunch Program (F. Akins-Tillett, 
personal communication, October 6, 2009). 
230 These were not the classic Sting-Ray bikes.  Rather, they were chopper-style bikes sold by Schwinn, 
resurrecting the name Sting-Ray in more modern form. 
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invaluable in his knowledge of lowbike design.231   In contrast to previous cooperative 

ventures with O.L. Slaton, the Atkins students were permitted to keep their bikes, 

upon completion.  Atkins students were bused to Texas Tech, to join Cannings’ 

sculpture students for the annual art bike parade (Figure 98, p. 213).232

An exhibit titled Potentialities was hosted in the Architecture Library Gallery, 

and featured bicycles from two area lowrider clubs, Texas Tech art students, and 

students from Atkins Middle School.  In distinctly different ways, each had examined 

the aesthetic and kinetic potential of the bicycle.  Constrained in some cases by a 

written canon, in others by materiel, each bike reflected a degree of self-

presentation.

  

233  Atkins students included Joe Rodriquez, Anna Fraire, Gabrielle 

Maldonado, Barry Norris, and Ashley Pevey.  Students from Texas Tech included 

Bryan Martin’s Beer Cycle, Michael Synatzske’s Adaptations, Robert Peterson’s 

Duchamp Tribute, and untitled bikes by David Wragg and Phillip Haig.  Lowrider 

bikes included Freddy Cortez’s untitled, red 20” Mild Custom,234

The Art of the Bicycle:  A Celebration of Family; A Declaration of Self, 2008 

 and the 16” Full 

Custom Pirates of the Caribbean by Adam Quintanilla, of Duke’s Car Club (Figure 

99, p. 214). 

 Due to the scheduling error in 2007, and a positive response to the first show, 

SOFA agreed to an encore performance at the Buddy Holly Fine Arts Galleries, from 

July 29 to September 28, 2008.  This would mark Lubbock’s longest running lowbike 

                                                 
231 I was invited to give a presentation to the students, and as Professor Akins-Tillett’s Teaching 
Assistant, I helped in the classroom, and produced graphics for the bikes.  These graphics were made by 
Photoshopping digital images, printing them as decals, and securing them with a clear coat. 
232 This has subsequently become known as the Dream Bike Parade. 
233 Woefully, all of my images for this show are gone, due to loss of the data card for my digital camera. 
234 Described in Chapter Three. 
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exhibition, and the curatorial finale to my research.235

 Resurfacing for this show was one of the bikes discovered at Rogers Park, in 

2004.

  Fifteen lowrider bicycles and a 

pedal car were displayed, including several vehicles from the first BHC exhibit, due to 

the abbreviated run of that show.  These included The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse, 

Freddy Cortez’s two untitled bikes, Michael Prieto’s Wicked Creation, and Santana 

Morin’s Hypnotized.  

236

Two original Schwinn bikes were entered by Leroy Gonzalez, including a 

1969 Apple Krate and a 1971 Slik Chik.

  Pharaoh’s Quest, a 20” Mild Custom, is a ready-made bicycle purchased 

through Aztlan Bicycles with the tank and skirts already filled with plate steel and 

automotive fiberglass (Figure 100, p. 214).  The bike arrived as shown, but was 

initially primer grey, and then customized with Aztec gold paint, Egyptian motif 

murals, and an upholstered seat.  As testament to its prior use for the purpose of 

impressing teenage girls, this bike shows signs of honest wear. 

237  Sharing center stage were Sam Salazar’s 

20” Full Custom The Power Ranger Bike, a.k.a. the SPD Project, and Rudy and Mark 

Castro’s Wizard Style 2, both previously described.  Saul Davalos of Uce Car Club 

loaned all three of his family’s bikes,238 and the show was rounded off by Rudy 

Castro’s lowrider pedal car, Chris Esparza’s untitled 20” Mild Custom, and the 20” 

Semi Custom Spiderman Bike by Rocky Castro Jr.239

 

 

                                                 
235 The shows may continue, but they are not included in this document. 
236 The bike was exhibited by Michael Prieto, and owned by a family member. 
237 These bikes were previously described in Chapter Three. 
238 Also described in Chapter Three. 
239 Photographic documentation of these bikes and the pedal car was lost, along with the data card for 
my digital camera.  These bikes could not be re-photographed since they were removed from the show 
early, as discussed in the following subchapter.   
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Community Response 

The frequency of lowrider bicycle exhibits during this five-year span, their 

growth over time, and the ancillary projects they inspired are indicative of their 

absolutely positive reception by the Lubbock community, as a whole.  Considering 

Lubbock demographics are only about 31% Hispanic, 240 and the typical demographics 

of the art gallery (Cimbalest, 2009),241

Lowrider Response 

 this response does not seem to reflect a 

discernable cultural bias.  Nor do I believe that it constitutes cultural appropriation, or 

cultural sanitization through the neo-imperialistic display of ethnic curios (Davalos, 

1998).  Perhaps the lowriders themselves are best suited to judge the truth in these 

statements.  And perhaps, the overwhelmingly positive response from the lowrider 

community proves the point, without reservation. 

Several lowriders, including Tony Lopez, Michael Prieto, Santana Morin, and 

Freddy Cortez, seemed willing to participate in multiple gallery exhibits more for my 

benefit than for their own.  In fact, I believe that I had more to gain than they did.  

Many others seemed drawn by the perceived opportunity for community outreach and 

public recognition.  For those with children, the shows offered momentary stardom, 

and the reward of heightened self-esteem.242

                                                 
240 From the 2007 census, Lubbock Economic Development Alliance, Lubbock, Texas 2008 
Community Profile, 

  For all of them, I think, the gallery 

exhibits were simply a chance to publicly celebrate their passion for lowrider bikes.  

http://www.lubbockeda.org/business/documents/2008%20Community%20Profile.pdf.   
241 Where generally, non-White minorities constitute approximately 9% of visitors. 
242 As anecdote, Freddy Cortez’s father broke down in tears of joy when his son headlined an exhibit in 
the Architecture Library Gallery. 

http://www.lubbockeda.org/business/documents/2008%20Community%20Profile.pdf�
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The apparent transformation from bike to art, validated by the Institution, 

merely illuminated a fact that was, for the lowriders, a priori.  Although installation of 

the lowbikes on pedestals may have helped other gallery visitors to conceive of the 

bikes as art, for the lowriders, this merely stood as substantiation of something that 

they already knew.  However, exhibition of the bikes within the Spartan environment 

of the gallery provided a mesmerizing contrast to the background clutter of the car 

show.  The pedestals served literally and figuratively to elevate the lowbikes, infusing 

them with the magical aura of the object, sanctified by the ambiance of the art gallery.  

According to Santana Morin (personal communication, September 28, 2008), prior to 

the gallery shows, interest in lowrider bicycles had waned locally, and few were 

represented at car shows.  Credited to these exhibits, representation at car shows 

increased several-fold, from roughly 3-5 lowbikes, to easily a dozen, per venue. 

In his youth, Santana Morin would ride his bicycle on the Texas Tech campus, 

due to its spacious sidewalks, attractive architecture and scenery, and its proximity to 

his house.  It is the perfect spot for cruising.  On several occasions, he and his friends 

were shooed away by campus police (Lance, 2006).243  Santana did not offer an 

opinion as to the reasons for these evictions, although he clearly sensed 

discrimination.244

                                                 
243 Therefore, I took a proactive stance by alerting TTU police of the presence of lowriders on campus 
for the bike parades, in an effort to avoid potentially embarrassing confrontations. 

  For him, the invitation to TTU for the exhibition of his lowbike, as 

the centerpiece for the second TTU show, was a personal triumph.  He stated that he 

had held the life-long dreams of showing his bike in a museum/gallery setting, and its 

244 The TTU campus is a Mecca for bicyclists, for the same reasons that it attracted Santana and his 
friends.  The implication is that the sight of six lowrider youths gave campus police concern for 
impending misbehavior.   
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publication in magazines (personal communication, September 28, 2008).  The series 

of exhibits in Lubbock materialized both of these goals. 

Media Response 

The perceived novelty of the lowrider bikes and the unique nature of the 

cooperation between TTU, BHC, and the lowrider community spawned interest from 

the media.  The first was a brief article in Ampersand, a publication of Texas Tech 

University College of Visual and Performing Arts (Owens, 2005).  This preceded a 

more formal article in Vistas, by Sally League Post with Cory Chandler (2005), for 

which I organized the lowbike photo-shoot and lowrider car parade at Tommy’s, 

previously mentioned.  In combination with the article, TTU News and Publications 

published a video of the event (2006).245

 Gallery Response 

  In December, 2006, Mary Lance and Texas 

Co-op Power Magazine published an article featuring bikes by Santana Morin, CJ 

Zapata, and Chris Cothron, and a brief Editor’s Note, the following month.  

Newspaper stories covering the gallery events include West Texas Hispanic News 

(2004), The Hispano Weekly (2004), the TTU University Daily (2004-5), Latino 

Lubbock Magazine (2007), and the Lubbock Avalanche Journal (2007).  In 2007, The 

Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse was selected to advertise TTU College of Visual and 

Performing Arts, Fine Arts Doctoral Program, with publication in Art Journal (Spring 

and Summer, 2007).  In addition, the Fourth Rider was used for posters advertising the 

TTU School of Art (2008). 

 At the Texas Tech galleries, the majority of visitors were fine arts and 

architecture students, although First Friday events attracted a broader audience.  Many 
                                                 
245 http://today.ttu.edu/2006/08/lowrider-bikes/?cat_id=1 
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were vocal in their enthusiasm for a visual language previously unknown to them.  

Exhibition of the lowrider bikes prompted formal and technical discourse between art 

students and lowriders.  Bonnie Reed, Head Librarian for the Architecture Library, 

commented that the lowbikes had attracted attention, far larger than usual, from 

students conditioned to expect exhibits of architectural models, and senior projects.  

She also indicated that the events had inspired patronage from previously under-served 

segments of the TTU community, including grounds keeping and custodial staff, and 

campus police officers. 

 The Buddy Holly Center draws visitors from around the world, lured by their 

affection for the gallery’s namesake.  During summer months, the BHC sponsors live 

music events on Thursday evenings, and the galleries are open to the public.  As such, 

the bikes drew a particularly diverse audience.  According to BHC staff, response was 

overwhelmingly positive, from patrons who were surprised that they had never heard 

of lowrider bicycles before.   

At the first BHC show, in 2007, the lowbike exhibit broke the one-day 

attendance record for a First Friday event.  This directly prompted the request for an 

encore presentation.  However, since summer months are traditionally utilized for 

lowrider shows, the extended run posed problems for the lowriders.  In response, I 

allowed them to take their bikes for car shows, on the condition that they were 

returned.  And although most of the lowriders were dedicated to the exhibition, several 

took advantage and removed their bikes for extended periods of time.  This caused 

problems for the BHC staff and disappointed some of the guests. 
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Response to Ancillary Projects 

 Perhaps the most visible barometer of the impact the lowrider bicycle exhibits 

made on the Lubbock community was the ancillary projects they inspired.  Texas Tech 

art students commented that they had enrolled in the Kinetic Sculpture class, simply 

because they desired to build a bicycle.  Even in my absence, and the likely 

discontinuance of the lowbike shows, the art bike project will probably carry on, for 

many years.  

 Having taught middle school art, I believe that the lowrider/dream bike 

projects at O.L. Slaton and Atkins middle schools are among the most gratifying 

consequences of the lowbike shows, for me.   This is likely true for many of the 

participating lowriders as well.  The project was not without its problems, including 

initial concerns from LISD administration that lowriders were gang-affiliated drug 

dealers, and therefore not suitable role models for students (Akins-Tillett, 2007).  

However, fears were assuaged, leading to many happy children, enthused by the 

projects themselves, and awakened to the future prospect of attending college.  

Considering Santana Morin’s unfavorable childhood experiences on the TTU campus, 

this fact seems like poetic justice.  For the students of Atkins, a school where 78% of 

the children come from economically disadvantaged homes (Davis, 2009), the bike 

projects meant the gift of a new bicycle, customized to the student’s taste.  Chris 

Huber, Principal at Atkins, noted measurable improvements in student achievement on 

standardized tests, which he attributes to the bike project (Davis, 2009).  And 

Professor Akens-Tillett was rewarded for her creativity, hard work, and perseverance 

with the 2009 Crystal Award, presented by the Texas Association of Partners in 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

116 
 

Education, for her leadership of the dream bike project, resulting in demonstrated 

student achievement in math, science, technology, or engineering (Gibson, 2009).  
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Chapter Six 

Analysis and Conclusions 

 The scope and limitations of this research, focused on lowrider bicycles within 

a 150-mile radius around Lubbock, appear to have a measurable impact upon the 

relational data produced.  In some cases, my findings stand in stark contrast to those 

evident from a related literature review.246  Significant variation in comparative 

demographic data, ethno-political and aesthetic motivations, and community and 

museum/gallery reception, may reflect the unique, geographical isolation of 

Lubbock.247  And similar to the consequences of isolation seen in biological 

speciation, elements of the Mexican-American diaspora located there may have 

evolved a unique set of autapomorphies,248

 In Lubbock, I had the opportunity to investigate all of the lowrider bikes 

connected with car clubs, instead of the random sampling associated with these larger 

studies.  Such random sampling may inadvertently lead to an imagined homogeneity, 

and in the case of the national media, a distasteful stereotyping of lowrider culture.  

Statistical variation becomes more pronounced within a smaller sample, where it may 

 given technological and ideological 

exchange at state and national car shows.  Alternatively, statistical variation may be 

partly the result of the size of my sample, proportionate to total lowrider population, as 

compared with previous studies in Houston (Sandoval, 2003b), Austin (Chappell, 

ND), and Los Angeles (Bright, 1995). 

                                                 
246 Given also that this literature is specific to greater lowrider culture and cars, and not to lowrider 
bicycles. 
247 Known as the Hub City, Lubbock is situated on the southern edge of the High Plains, and it is the 
largest city within a 350+  mile radius, roughly centered between Denver, Dallas/Ft. Worth, San 
Antonio, and El Paso. 
248 In cladistic nomenclature, a unique trait. 
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more significantly reflect the activities of a single individual.  Yet, certainly, the voice 

of the individual has validity, perhaps over that of a more generalized data set.   

Additionally, I had a very different experience than that reported by Sandoval 

(2003b) and Bright (1995), who both at first suffered difficulties associated with 

contacting and infiltrating their target lowrider populations.  This may be the result of 

gender bias, and/or my fortuitous, initial association with the Zapata family.  It may 

also be an artifact of the gallery shows organized in Lubbock that motivated lowriders 

to initiate contact.  And certainly, it reflects the fabrication and exhibition of the 

Fourth Rider, and membership in Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos.  These activities directly 

contributed to my evolution from “outsider” to “insider;” from perception as a 

researcher from Texas Tech to “100% lowrider” (S. Salazar, personal communication, 

July 12, 2008),249

However, my experience at regional car shows differed little from my 

experience at the state and national level.  Perhaps this reflects the nature of diasporic 

evolution,

 and to my understanding of the LRM canon and lowrider aesthetic 

motivation.   

250

                                                 
249 When I expressed concern that I might be a charlatan, Sam said, “You built a bike, joined a club, and 
showed the bike.  That makes you 100% lowrider.”  His statement is taken at face value. 

 and the complexities of mestizaje.  On the surface, what lowriders are 

doing in Lubbock is not grossly atypical from that which lowriders are doing in other 

places.  Ironically, this apparent homogeneity lends itself to a tendency to stereotype 

lowriders, even within the academic community.  For me, broad academic assertions 

toward lowrider art and culture as reflections of Chicanismo/a, rasquachismo, and 

pachuquismo/a, are unjustified, and may only serve to alienate the lowrider 

community, in instances where conclusions are best drawn on a case-by-case basis.  At 

250 Here, I mean the dissemination of lowrider art and culture eastward, from California. 
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car shows, and within Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos, there is an apparent kindred 

association with la raza, but also simply a mechanical enthusiasm shared with bikers, 

hot rodders, and greater car culture.  And intentional or not, some comparisons, such 

as those linking lowrider art with the Italian Baroque (Ortiz Torres, 1998), and 

cruising with the tradition of the paseo, may reflect a Euro-centric and perhaps neo-

colonial validation of the aesthetic. 

I am more interested in what the individual lowrider is doing,251

Critical Analysis of Lowrider Bicycles as Works of Art  

 than I am in 

proclaiming broader generalities.  Lowriders may individually have very different, 

much simpler motivations than those seemingly apparent.  I will not assume that 

Lubbock’s lowriders are the same as those from other communities, nor will I argue 

that the motivations behind lowbike fabrication and culture are identical to those 

associated with lowrider cars.  Rather, I believe that recognition of singular impulses 

more accurately reflects the diversity of lowriders in the diaspora, the difficulties 

inherent in the formulation of lowrider ontologies, and the value of participant 

observation within a restricted population.   

  Compositional diversity complicates a formal analysis of lowbikes, as a 

collection.252

                                                 
251 Or appears to be doing, as viewed through my lens. 

  In contrast with lowrider cars, for which a hydraulic suspension is a 

necessary condition, there is no such autapomorphy defining lowrider bicycles.  

However, there are certain design conventions and shared physical characteristics that 

can be addressed, in more generalized terms, following the classificatory rules 

252 Individual bikes have been critiqued formally, previously in this document. 
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recognized by organized car shows, i.e., the LRM canon.253

 Following a hierarchy of increasing design complexity measured quantitatively 

by frame modifications, and commensurate with traditional car show categories, we 

can begin with an examination of Original class bikes.  These are almost exclusively 

unmodified, restored OEM Schwinn bicycles, and appropriately so, since lowrider 

bikes recognize their origins in the Schwinn Sting-Ray.  Although BMX frames and 

accessories are occasionally used for lowrider bikes, a judging bias in favor of 

Schwinn parts is apparent at car shows (S. Salazar, personal communication, July 28, 

2008).

  That which defines 

lowbikes as a group is therefore a set of attributes, rather than a singular quality.  In 

this way, we can, at once, examine the depth of influence LRM holds over lowrider 

bike aesthetics, and reach an approximate ontology for lowrider bicycles. 

254  As a result, this preference for Schwinn platforms continues in subsequent 

classes.  Street Custom lowbikes most typically include after-market Schwinn replicas 

and OEM frames that have been accessorized, but lack frame modification.  Common 

accessories in this class include twisted chrome parts, upholstery, and custom paint, 

and they normally retain their functional integrity as go bikes.  While Street class 

bikes are not limited to only these accessories, expensive embellishment, such as 

engraving, plating, and custom parts generally compromises their facility as go bikes, 

and is more frequently seen on more heavily modified show bikes.  Conventional 

frame modifications for Mild Custom bikes255

                                                 
253 There is apparent uniformity in car show rules, and conformity with LRM rules, since LRM is the 
governing body for national competition.   

 include filling the tank and skirts, or 

removing the seat tube.  Incorporating both constitutes the most frequent alterations 

254 This bias was also expressed by the Lubbock show judge, in reference to Slim’s BMX gooseneck. 
255 Defined as having one major, or two minor, frame modifications.   
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seen in Semi Custom bikes, which must exhibit at least two major modifications to the 

frame.  For successive categories, Full and Radical Custom, commonplace revisions of 

the frame include cutting or removing the top and/or down tubes; cutting and angling 

the head tube; filling the negative spaces; and capping the seat stays.256

 The conflict of form and function intrinsic to lowrider bicycles is directly 

proportional to increasing elaboration and modification.  At the most basic level, 

radically bent spring forks lower the bike, and compromise balance and steering.  The 

addition of a down crown increases this instability, and consequently, use of these 

components is infrequently seen on Street Custom, and other go bikes.  However we 

must examine the nature of function, beyond its traditional implications for efficient 

travel.  As lowbikes increase in complexity, they lose utility as vehicles while 

simultaneously increasing their function as the means toward exhibition and self-

presentation.  Even as wholly aesthetic objects, they have not truly lost function; 

rather, it has simply been replaced by a different purpose.  They have sacrificed the 

cruise for increased spectacle, resulting in enhanced social status, associated with club 

affiliation and the reward of carnalismo, and increased social mobility, through 

competition and travel.  The purposeful contradiction of form and function at times 

reflects a sense of humor, prevalent in lowrider themes.  Bicycle hydraulic 

suspensions, elevated seats, cumbersome sound systems, and superfluous custom 

accessories appear to openly mock more mainstream, utilitarian associations with the 

bicycle.  The tendency for the spectacle to overcome vehicular utility is fostered by the 

LRM canon, where points are awarded cumulatively at shows, with respect to the 

   

                                                 
256 For detailed illustration, revisit the evolution of Michael Prieto’s Wicked Creation, in Chapter Three, 
pages 47-48. 
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number and quality of custom parts and frame modifications.  It is therefore driven by 

a spirit of competition, and a desire to win. 

There is frequently a temporal element associated with bicycle fabrication that 

has a tremendous effect on the “work” of art for lowrider bikes.  By this I mean to 

emphasize the polysemantic nature of “work,” where it at once refers to the physical 

product, and the productive effort.  For example, very few lowbikes begin life as 

Radical Customs; rather, they more often are the product of a slow metamorphosis 

from Street to Radical, over time.  As such, lowbikes are frequently perpetual works in 

progress, emphasizing process over product, in perpetual ascent of the LRM canonical 

hierarchy.  For lowrider bikes, this additive approach and cumulative points-

acquisition can lead to a certain horror vacui, misinterpreted as an aesthetic echoing 

the stylistic conventions of Baroque art. 

Undeniably, there is a shared prevalence of theatricality and a penchant for the 

spectacle between the Baroque taste for gilded ornamentation and flamboyant 

decoration—often exhibiting horror vacui—and the flashy paint jobs, athletic 

hydraulics, and edge-to-edge ornamentation typical of lowrider vehicles (Ortiz Torres, 

1998).  However, this analysis apparently seeks to validate the lowrider aesthetic by 

giving it a Euro-centric origin.  When taken to include the Baroque influence on early 

Spanish missions, in Mexico, the inference of a causal effect on lowrider aesthetics 

presupposes a Mexican genesis, and ignores the fact that lowriders represent a “hybrid 

urban folk culture” (Chappell, 2000, p. 4).  More likely, shared aesthetic similarities 

are the result of parallel evolution; analogous traits descending from wholly different 

progenitors.   Although superficially similar in appearance, the horror vacui apparent 
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in lowrider bikes is not derivative of the intense religious and political motivations that 

inspired Baroque aesthetics.       

Graphic Ornamentation 

  For lowrider bicycles, graphic ornamentation exists on three levels, as painted 

decoration, as associated display elements, and as a theme wholly integrated into the 

design of the bike.  Each contributes to the self-presentation of the artist, on some 

level, and most are highly gendered.  With rare exclusion, color schemes, painted 

imagery, display elements, and integrated themes tend toward gender-declaratives, 

even for the youngest lowriders, and even more pointedly than frame design.257

 Although there are exceptions where a consistent theme is physically 

integrated throughout the lowbike and display, more often graphic ornamentation is 

merely decorative, imposing a theme through association, rather than integration.  

Common themes include memorial bikes,

   

258 religious and cultural themes, sexuality, 

the badass, and references to more innocuous cartoon and movie characters.  The 

badass and the sexual259

 Display elements regularly include upholstered turntables and enclosures, 

mirrors, lighting, signage,

 are always gendered male, and although there are some 

gender-neutral bikes, typically owned by very young children, most of the cartoon and 

movie imagery is highly gendered—Barbie and Lil’ Bratz for girls, Power Rangers for 

boys (Figure 101, p. 215).   

260

                                                 
257 This is largely due to the relative scarcity of after-market girls’ frames—dropped or open-framed 
bikes—and the expense associated with original, Schwinn frames.   

 and associated bric-a-brac.  The latter is often only 

258 Memorial bikes normally include air-brushed portraits of the deceased. 
259 This is true, although sexual imagery exclusively features the female body, generally in exaggerated, 
sexually provocative pose.   
260 Signage includes club banners and plaques, and descriptive didactics describing the bike’s 
fabrication. 
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loosely tied to theme, apparently selected arbitrarily, and installed simply for 

decorative reasons, rather than for the conceptual.  Except for memorial bikes, such 

generalized graphic content typically reveals little about the artist, beyond certain 

vague conventions in the imagery.  Familiar elements consist of Walmart Halloween 

kitsch,261 including human skulls and skeletons, spider webs, and tombstones, and 

objects associated with La Vida Loca,262

 The affinity for the badass in lowrider imagery has been examined by Brenda 

Jo Bright (1997).  She investigates the prevalence of the badass, which she refers to as 

nightmare imagery, and asks what it means when a culture

 the mystical, fantasy, and other references to 

the badass.  More rarely, the theme is integrated with the physical structure of the 

bike, in its overall form, display, and accessories.  Examples include Freddy’s 

Revenge, the Scarface bike (Figure 102, p. 215), and The Fourth Rider of the 

Apocalypse, for which the human skeleton has become the bike, as opposed to a 

descriptive element. 

263

                                                 
261 Here, kitsch is used to describe the typical Halloween detritus that annually fills store shelves.  It is 
not meant to describe the aesthetic motivations of the lowriders, for whom the selection of this material 
is simply commercial; it is inexpensive, and easily available.  As mentioned previously, in reference to 
the fabrication of the Fourth Rider, quality casts of skeletal material are fairly expensive. 

 adopts an antihero over a 

more traditional, bourgeois hero, and how this affects the politics of identity and place.  

Bright asserts that these motifs are in contrast to those typical during the nationalism 

and activism of the Chicano/a movement in the 1970s, where murals more often 

depicted Aztec warriors, the Virgin of Guadalupe, and heroes of the Mexican 

revolution.  Her conclusion is that these “nightmarish figures howlingly confront the 

262 Such as dice and playing cards.   
263 Here, she directly defines lowrider culture as Chicano/a.  This identity will be addressed in the 
following subchapter. 
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horror of a rigidifying and bleak system of race and class inequity” (Bright, 1997, p. 

13), analogous to the tenets of La Vida Loca.   

 For Bright, the social expansion facilitated by lowriding is in contrast to the 

more conventional view held by scholars, that lowriding is constrained by a taste for 

tradition.  She asserts that narratives are generally more complex, and more typically 

flexible and responsive to contemporary politics, aesthetics, and institutional 

relationships.  And in the depiction of an antihero as the subject of a mural, the artist 

“represents the idea of an outsider’s ability, as a product of the metropolitan-industrial 

system, to thwart that same system by promoting a new aesthetic” (p. 21).  

Identification with the underdog helps to locate the artist in a social context, as 

antithetical to mainstream aesthetics and in opposition to political, social, and 

economic oppression.  

 However, Bright has apparently neglected to acknowledge that the 

appropriation of such imagery is not only both local and extralocal, but often the result 

of an unconscious aesthetic shaped by its own cliché.  For example, murals on a 

Lubbock car and bicycle contain the evil clown and screaming skulls, respectively.   

When asked about the significance of the imagery, both artists simply remarked that 

they meant nothing, and were merely popular subjects that they liked; they were 

“cool.”264

                                                 
264 Granted, this laconic response may be due as much to the ubiquitous slang overstatement and vague 
use of “cool,” a guarded response in politically-conservative West Texas, or reluctance to divulge too 
much information to an “outsider,” as it is to a lack of political agenda. 

  Instead of a personal reaction against an oppressive mainstream, the murals 

in these instances reflect an aesthetic tradition shaped by the media.  They no longer 

hold individual meaning to the vehicle owners; rather, they echo the collective spirit of 

the entire lowrider community.  Whether or not this is historically rooted in conscious 
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acts of rebellion is often irrelevant to the individual, who may not recognize these 

connections. 

 I think that the incentives are frequently much less politically motivated, 

instead echoing a tendency that I witnessed as a middle school art teacher.  As a rule, 

boys were inclined to render images that reflected their gendered toys:  Transformers, 

monsters, G.I. Joe, and scenes of often brutal violence.  With only one exception, girls 

never rendered such scenes, favoring instead more pastoral themes, those that reflected 

their gendered toys, and those that described human relationships.  As such, the 

penchant for the badass is likely circumstantial and innocent, reflecting general trends 

in the toy and film industries, rather than a more sophisticated political awareness.265

 In some cases, the imagery is constrained by the limitations of accessible air 

brush talent, and a convention for the application of transparent layers of monochrome 

against a darker ground, conducive to wispy, dreamlike imagery of ghosts and skulls.  

For bicycles, the imagery may simply be limited by available space on typically linear 

frames, favorable only for linear graphics, flames, and small graphic components, such 

as skulls.  Overall, these conventions are not dissimilar from those frequently 

encountered in broader car, and motorcycle, culture.

 

266

Self-Presentation 

 

 Self-presentation through exhibition will be considered here as a formal 

attribute, since it has a marked influence on lowbike design, and reflects the 

artist/maker.  Akin with the inherent theatricality of lowbikes, their exhibition 

                                                 
265 However, as Ed Check pointed out, this may indicate a syncretic response, acclimated to the 
conservative political atmosphere in West Texas, where more overtly rebellious images of heroes of the 
revolution, and culture-affirming images of the Virgin of Guadalupe may have been replaced with 
popular-media anti-heroes. 
266 This similarity may represent design convention and not parallel cultural influence. 
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incorporates the essential ingredients of theatre:  a script, a spectacle, and an audience.  

For lowrider bicycle exhibition, the script is understood to represent both an 

acknowledgement of tradition, and of specific car club rules, including appropriate 

dress and comportment.267  As the given definition of the situation (Goffman, 1956), 

the script dictates what one should do, and how one should act when publicly 

representing the club.  Explicitly stated, or implicitly inferred, this code of conduct 

includes mandates for mutual respect and cooperation, and maintenance of a “clean” 

vehicle.268  The script may present in the spectacle as chorus or soliloquy; as an 

expression of group solidarity and identity,269

 As part of the spectacle, this self-presentation is analogous with acting in 

which the individual’s identity as a lowrider is affirmed through costume, props,

 or as a more singular presentation of 

self.  

270

 

 

and a certain stoic comportment; that which Goffman defines as a “front” (1956, p. 

22).  By this, he refers to those aspects of a lowrider’s performance that define the 

situation contextually for the car show audience, and encompass the conscious yet 

informal activity of “acting” in a personally declarative manner.  Historically, for 

lowriders, this self-presentation has been associated with Chicanismo/a and the image 

of the pachuco/a.    

 

                                                 
267 For both of these issues, there is a certain gender-specificity that will be addressed in a following 
subchapter. 
268 Beyond the literal understanding as hygienic, a “clean” vehicle is also one that is mechanically well-
maintained and well-crafted. 
269 Ethnic and/or car club identity.   
270 Typically, this means a lowrider vehicle. 
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Pachuquismo 

For Chicanos/as in the 1940s, lowriding became a means of expressing both 

individuality and the cultural ambiguity of mestizaje, and it created a cultural niche 

within mainstream American society (Sandoval, 2003a).  This cultural expression 

found allegiance with the pachuco/a (Bright, 1998), a constructed Mexican-American 

identity distinguished by language (Caló) and dress (the zoot suit), and personifying 

culturally-united defiance to the status quo (Penland, 2003).  However, the baggy 

jackets, rich fabrics, and showy hats typical for pachuco/a “drapes”271

This ancestral association with pachuquismo/a continues to taint community 

attitudes toward lowriders, contributing to the perception of the outlaw.  Indeed, the 

image of the pachuco/a is still seen today in the logo of Lowrider Magazine, in the 

clothes worn by some lowriders at car shows, and in the prevalent use of Caló.  While 

drapes are rarely worn these days, the costume generally consists of a broad-rimmed 

fedora or trilby hat, dark sunglasses with thick, black rims, baggy pants, patent leather 

 were initially 

seen as an affront to the accepted wartime asceticism, where conservative suits were in 

fashion due to fabric rationing.  This ultimately led to clashes with the police and 

mainstream White-America, culminating in the Zoot Suit Riots in May and June, 1943 

(Sanchez-Tranquilano, 1987).  Pachucos/as also found resistance within the Latino 

community where they have been villainized to an extent by Mexican writers such as 

Octavio Paz (1985).  Their desire to be different, to celebrate mestizaje, is often seen 

as an affront to both traditional Mexican nationals, such as Paz, and to Mexican-

Americans desiring to assimilate into mainstream culture.   

                                                 
271 Zoot suit. 
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shoes, a tight tank top, suspenders, and a “Fu Manchu.”272

However, these are largely show costumes, rather than daily clothing, and 

costumes can just as easily serve self-presentation as they can function as camouflage 

among others, similarly dressed; they signify cultural unity.  Predominantly, lowriders 

dress simply for shows, in jeans and club t-shirts.  On the streets, they are 

indistinguishable from their neighbors.  And for many, the term “pachuco/a” is 

considered an insult (M. Prieto, personal communication, April 15, 2006), its 

association with lowriding impetus for the reformation of public reception through 

community outreach.

  The body language of stoic 

pride seen in club photos is a modified version of the zoot suit pose, the “brace”; chin 

raised, head turned, shoulders back, one leg forward, hands in pockets; a posture of 

defiance (Figure 74, p. 201). 

273

In addition to acting, the spectacle is taken to include the practice of public 

exhibition, at car shows and informal cruises.  These activities can be seen as site-

specific theatre, enacted to assert club affinity, attachment to a land base, and a 

“hidden transcript” that may represent a critique of the dominant group (Rodriquez, 

1996, p. 143).  The oppressed seek to maintain a discrete cultural identity and to 

declare a spatial ownership, resisting full assimilation into the mainstream, while 

existing in a syncretic union of culture and commerce.  The simple bicycle, 

  It is therefore a label that should be carefully used by 

academics, allowing instead for the subject to self-identify.   

                                                 
272 A mustache that extends past the corners of the mouth and frames the chin, sometimes with a small 
goatee, coined for the fictional movie character of the same name. 
273 In fact, Los Bajitos Treasurer, Nelda Lopez, frequently chastised a club member for wearing a 
bandana low on his forehead, in the manner of a pachuco.  In addition, she scolded Debra for declaring, 
“We’re lowriders; we color outside of the lines.”  To Nelda, this thinking perpetuated some of the 
unsavory myths associated with lowriding. 
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transformed as art, becomes a symbol of resistance and a means for activism against 

an authoritative and hegemonic aesthetic canon (Stone, 1990).   

In spite of a distinct lack of vehicular utility for lowrider show bikes, their 

exhibition is a space-making practice that focuses on cultural activity and social 

mobility (Chappell, ND).  Additionally, the car club can be thought of equally as a 

literal and figurative land base anchoring members to both an immediate 

neighborhood, and a national community.  As Tony Lopez (personal communication, 

October 19, 2007) exclaimed, following the Fourth Rider’s win in Las Vegas, “You 

put [Los Bajitos] on the map!”  At once, Tony is referencing the physical site-

specificity of the Lubbock chapter for Los Bajitos, and the conceptual site-specificity 

associated with national recognition of Los Bajitos, in the abstract. 

Yet often the opportunity for social mobility is thwarted by that which 

Foucault terms “spatial governmentality” (1991, p. 88).  By this he means that 

particular spaces within a community are reserved for those citizens that are seen as 

capable and worthy of self-regulation.  Those groups deemed unworthy are dismissed, 

reproducing on a local scale certain patterns of diaspora seen in the general 

relationships between people and place, on a global level.  For lowriders in Lubbock, 

this has materialized through acerbic relations with local police and 4th on Broadway, 

and through lowrider expectations for inhospitality on the Texas Tech campus and 

from the Lubbock fine arts community.274

The spectacle of lowrider cruising has been gentrified (Penland, 2003; Rojas, 

1995) by comparing it to the Spanish and Mexican tradition of the paseo, a casual 

evening stroll at a popular public venue; a ritual for social networking and courtship.  

 

                                                 
274 Indeed, they were surprised to find enthusiastic welcome, at both venues.   
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However, cruising is certainly not unique to lowriders.  Instead, it is a familiar source 

of exhibition and social interaction shared by broader car culture.  Still, neither 

association adequately explains what lowriders are doing.  In the first instance, 

comparison with the paseo is a “reductive national identification” (Chappell, 2000, p. 

6) and a Euro-centric validation for a wholly mestizo/a experience.  In the second, this 

argument ignores historically lukewarm relations between the lowrider community 

and other American car cultures (“John,” personal communication, November, 2006; 

Chappell, 2000).  Lowriders are a unique Mexican-American phenomenon, born in the 

culturally-hyphenated grey zone of the borderlands.   As such, their space-making is 

an idiosyncratic expression of distinct aesthetic and cultural sensibilities, and social 

motivations.   

Lowrider Bicycles in the Broader Context of Latino Art 

Lowrider cars, and by extension, lowrider bicycles, have been associated with 

the Chicano aesthetic of rasquachismo (Ybarra-Frausto, 1991), Chicanismo/a as a 

whole, and with Mexican public art (Chappell, 2000).  Although there are apparent 

similarities, these assertions are problematic, on a number of levels.  The lowrider 

community and lowrider art are both diverse expressions which defy easy 

classification.  It therefore might be a mistake to assume that the visually and 

culturally diasporic experience of Lubbock’s lowriders is reflective of a homogenous 

state.   

In Los Bajitos, prior to Debra’s and my entry, all members were of Mexican-

American ancestry, although this was not true for Tru Riderz.  In Lubbock, there is a 
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palpable pride connected with shared Mexican heritage,275 evident in lowrider car 

show music, public outreach, and parade events.276  For academics (Goldman, 1990, 

1994; Contreras, 1997; Garc, 1997; Maciel, 1991), such expression of ancestral pride 

is generally associated with Chicanismo/a.  Yet, this is also a politically charged word, 

beyond its ethnic affiliations, and only 14% of my sample self-identified as Chicano/a, 

favoring instead to self-identify as less politically-charged Hispanics or Latinos/as.277

As a culture, what began as a working-class Latino experience in California 

has expanded globally to include Europe and Japan, and it is no longer so neatly 

defined, ethnically.  Moreover, there are strong connections with hot rod and custom 

car culture, by nature aesthetically and societally rebellious, albeit with different 

motivations.  In Lubbock, and particularly in Los Bajitos, there are car club members 

with lowrider,

  

More often, respondents identified lowriding with family unity, increased visibility 

within the community, pride associated with hard work and dedication, and the desire 

simply to make art.  In fact, 81% denied that lowriding was strictly a “Chicano thing.” 

278

                                                 
275 Among interview respondents, 85% identified as Latino/a:  Chicano/a, Hispanic, or Latino/a. 

 classic, and custom cars.  Similarly, there are lowrider bicyclists with 

both original and modified bikes.  This aesthetic dualism is reflective more of a shared 

mechanical interest, a gear-head’s love for cars, than of common ethnicity.  And while 

the craftsmanship and technical requirements associated with the construction of 

lowrider vehicles favors working-class backgrounds in auto-mechanics, welding, and 

276 Including a preference for Tejano bands and recorded music, and participation with Pancho Clos, 
Cinco de Mayo, and Diez y Seis.   
277 This is arguable since the term “Hispanic” has been tied with a political motivation to gentrify 
Mexican-American roots by emphasizing European ancestry with Spain. 
278 Defined exclusively by the addition of hydraulic suspensions. 
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paint and body work, this is not strictly so, since customization can be farmed-out to 

specialist shops.   

In support of the argument that lowrider culture and ethnicity cannot be 

contained, Lucy Lippard (1995) recognizes infinite individual diversity that 

invalidates both external stereotypes and group self-naming alike.  Similarly, Pablo 

Vila (1999) argues that the complex and often contradictory nature of border identities 

raises some fundamental questions about the border-crosser metaphor used so 

unanimously in Chicano/a studies.  He contends that it is a mistake to homogenize 

such diverse groups as Mexican-Americans of different generations and various 

regional affiliations, and that the notion that these people have a “unitary experience 

that can be expressed by the authorized voices of Chicano intellectuals is difficult to 

sustain” (Villa, 1999, p. 45).  However, art historians truly love systematics, and 

therefore seek common characters by which to group certain visual expressions.  The 

undeniable Mexican-American history for lowriding, its proud anti-aesthetic heritage, 

and apparent nostalgic motivations, enable assumptions of aesthetic and cultural 

continuity in the diaspora.  Contributing to this problem is an epistemological gulf 

between folk idiom and academic interpretation that problematizes the description of 

the lowrider aesthetic tradition (Jackson, 1983).  Academic jargon is full of 

generalized terms, often politically charged, that can hold little meaning to the 

research subjects (Geertz, 1973).   

Lowriders as Rasquache Public Art  

From mural painting (Rochfort, 1993), to graffiti, to lowriders, Latino/a art 

often seizes the open spaces in an urban area; “it is art of the masses—to be seen by 
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the community” (Sandoval, 2003a, p. 32).  Frequently, the walls and streets of 

Latino/a barrios serve as the canvas and the gallery, and lowrider cars seem to lend 

themselves easily to this paradigm.  However, this connection again risks reductive 

identification (Chappell, 2000), as well as an over-simplification of the genre of 

lowrider vehicles.  Although lowrider cars are more easily seen as manifestations of 

public art,279

Lowrider vehicles are said to embody the Chicano/a aesthetic of rasquachismo 

(Ybarra-Frausto, 1991).  It is an aesthetic response, both defiant and inventive, that 

seeks to “make the most from the least” (Mesa-Bains, 2003, p. 300).  Described as a 

resourceful recycling, transforming the mundane into the sacred, it is an aesthetic 

production of the working class as a means of resistance against the art world’s 

hegemonic canon (Gaspar de Alba, 1997).  It is an aesthetic of making do with what is 

at hand, often created slapdash, with a paradoxical preference for flamboyant 

elaboration and impermanence (Ybarra-Frausto, 1991). 

 lowrider bikes, at least in Lubbock, are almost exclusively tied to car 

show exhibition, rather than more openly public promenade.  This then begs a 

deconstruction of the concept, “public,” constrained by the demographics of lowrider 

car show attendees.  More often, lowrider bicycle enthusiasts interviewed tied their 

interests to car club membership, art making, competition, and family oriented 

activity. 

In his influential article, Rasquachismo:  A Chicano Sensibility, Ybarra-Frausto 

(1991) argues that lowrider cars and bikes thusly epitomize rasquachismo.  They 

challenge mainstream consumer ethics by recycling the past, and they redefine the 

bicycle with oppositional form and function; they are no longer about efficient 
                                                 
279 They are more visible cruising public streets and participating in organized public parades. 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

135 
 

transportation, rather they are “low and slow,” and about style (p. 160).  A focus on 

self-presentation and dissident “otherness” mark a negation of mainstream conformity 

(Ybarra-Frausto, 1991). 

While I can recognize the rasquache in lowrider bike displays and ornamental 

graphics, and in the transformation of the mundane (automobiles and bicycles) into the 

sacred (that which affords social transcendence),280 it is perhaps a stretch to include 

Radical Custom show bikes with coffee-can planters and portraiture on velvet.  Given 

that Radical bikes employ a certain recycling of the mundane, Ybarra-Frausto’s 

description ignores some of the practical and aesthetic reasons for this recycling.  

First, regardless of cultural affiliation, there is an inherent recycling involved in all car 

and bicycle customization, where a base unit is reshaped, redecorated, and 

transformed.  Second, a preference for older vehicles, particularly Chevrolet cars and 

Schwinn bicycles, may reflect less complicated maintenance and a certain 

compatibility with hydraulics and other after-market additions.  Third, there are a large 

number of Euro-sport entries at any lowrider show, new cars that have been modified 

with a minimum of recycling.    And finally, complete lowrider bicycles, including 

elaborate show bikes, can be purchased ready-made.281

                                                 
280 Interestingly, for many participants, gallery exhibition proved to the crowning step in this transition 
from the mundane to the sacred. 

  Ybarra-Frausto also failed to 

recognize that this recycling can be tremendously costly since older, original bicycle 

frames and 1940s-60s automobiles can be more expensive than late models.  Indeed, 

what you see is not always what you get.  That which appears to be an older bicycle 

may in fact be brand new, in its entirety, and older vehicles may be of significant 

value when adorned with expensive, custom murals, lavish interiors, hydraulics, and 

281 Although Ybarra-Frausto might argue that the very act of purchasing such a bike is itself rasquache.   
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sound systems.  Although rasquachismo is not directly tied to value, these facts 

undermine the defining act of making do; the most from the least. 

Conclusions 

 My intention is not to polemically contradict these assertions, but to point out 

inherent problems with such broad academic proclamations.  I would argue that it’s 

only Chicano/a art if the individual maker identifies it as such.  Ybarra-Frausto has 

dispensed with the voice of the signified by proclaiming that “one is never rasquache, 

it is always someone else, someone of lower status, who is judged to be outside the 

demarcators of approved taste and decorum” (p. 155).  It seems then, by logical linear 

progression, that exactly everybody and nobody is rasquache.  Potentially least 

productive is the gulf this jargon can generate between research subjects and 

Chicano/a intellectuals who might understand these words in very different ways.  

Among Lubbock’s lowrider community, “rasquache” is seen as horrible slander, 

inferring that one is a "tasteless bum,” “ghetto,” or tirado

 Associating lowrider vehicles with a Mexican tradition for public art denies the 

uniquely mestizo/a origins of the aesthetic.  Indeed, lowriding began in the United 

States, and then emigrated to Mexico.  Most significantly, contemporary lowrider 

aesthetics and practices have been heavily influenced by Lowrider Magazine and hip 

hop music (Bright, 1997).  And although LRM may have its roots in Chicanismo/a, its 

political conscience seems to have tempered to a more superficial appearance.  While 

, meaning, “thrown” or 

“discarded” (“AZ”, personal communication, March 2, 2004).  However, there is 

value in the concept of rasquachismo in that it distinguishes the aesthetic from kitsch, 

giving it a wholly Mexican-American genesis (González, 2003).   
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the prevalence of Caló in club names, mottos, and LRM text may be a gesture to 

Chicanismo/a, lowrider bicycles are primarily designed by children who may not be 

politically inspired.  And lowrider bicycles may owe their aesthetic less directly to a 

Chicano/a genesis.  Instead, they owe their origins to George Barris’ less politically-

charged custom bike design, in 1964.  They therefore co-opted lowrider car design and 

fabrication technique more than 20 years after the genesis of lowrider cars, in closer 

proximity to the birth of LRM, in 1977.282

The Audience:  Lowriders in the Public Eye 

  Consequently, they more likely owe their 

aesthetic to LRM’s resulting commercial strangle-hold on the lowrider canon than 

they do to a more pure Chicano/a initiative.   

As “icons of a barrio identity” (Chappell, n.d., p. 1), lowriders have a history 

of segregation and surveillance within the United States.  The relationship between 

lowriders and law enforcement has always been a contentious one.  Starting with the 

Zoot Suit Riots in 1943, Lowriders continue to find themselves unfairly stigmatized 

by the police.  Indeed, even the term “lowrider” likely has its roots in the 1965 Watts 

riots, where some rioters removed the seats from their cars, exposing a smaller target 

to both their enemies, and to law enforcement (Penland, 2003).  Since then, lowriders 

have been negatively stereotyped by the media, and consistently harassed by the 

police.  Closures to major boulevards that were traditional cruising strips, such as 

Whittier and Crenshaw avenues, in Los Angeles, have been common occurrences; 

symbolic gestures enacted to control gang violence (Sandoval, 2003a).  This is largely 

due to an unfair association between lowriders, drug dealers, and gangsters, often 

magnified by the media (Sandoval, 2003a). 
                                                 
282 Coincidentally, lowbikes first began to appear at car shows around 1977 (Penland, 2003). 
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It is difficult to conceive of such police harassment as being instigated by 

anything but racial bigotry.  Indeed, the flashy colors, bright ornamentation, and 

individual characters of these vehicles make them horrible get-away cars.  They stand 

out by nature, and as such are easy to identify.  Certainly criminals favor anonymity, a 

characteristic not found in a lowrider car.  Additionally, lowrider cars and bikes 

require tremendous time, effort, and money to create and maintain.  In fact, the 

respondents interviewed unanimously relate that participation in lowrider culture helps 

to express their children’s energies in positive directions, keeps them off the streets, 

and teaches them to spend their money on something that will last for a long time.  

Instead, it is largely the media, long-standing prejudice, and a few “bad apples with 

rims” (“Julian”, personal communication, March, 2004) that have unfairly stigmatized 

lowriders as malcriado283

At the car shows that I attended, the illusion of danger was merely contrived, 

and club events were always celebratory affairs.  In anecdote, it is worth mentioning 

that several of my friends expressed concern about the manner of my initiation into 

 (Chappell, 1999).  Ironically, lowriding is about family and 

community, and many car clubs have strict membership requirements in an attempt to 

weed out these bad apples (T. Lopez, personal communication, October 24, 2006).  In 

contrast to gangs, lowrider clubs replace a topographically-based identity with one that 

is activity-based (Bright, 1997).  And although many car clubs start from a local or 

familial core group, the vehicles themselves offer mobility and expanded social 

networking (Bright, 1997). 

                                                 
283 Literally, “ill-bred.” 
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Tru Riderz and Los Bajitos, assuming that I would be “jumped in”284

Exhibition politics  

 or required to 

perform some illegal act.  Instead, they were innocuous and friendly occasions.  

However, the racist stereotype persists, and is perhaps intentionally perpetuated by 

some lowriders, in maintenance of an outlaw appearance, a perceived barrier to 

outsiders, and as expression of pachuco/a pride and resilience (Sanchez-Tranquilino, 

1987). 

Historically, public museums have operated under colonial hegemony, often 

reflecting nativist and racist notions of White supremacy (Davalos, 2001; hooks, 

1995).  They hold influence over visitor’s opinions, validating or invalidating cultural 

expressions by inclusion or negation, respectively.  A prevailing attitude has been for 

museums to favor art by people of color who reject overt identity politics (hooks, 

1995).  According to hooks, any work by artists that explicitly addresses these 

concerns is seen as uncomfortably political at the expense of aesthetic value.  

Although most artists from marginal groups do not consider activism to be the 

defining characteristic of their work, it is often only the anger and defiance expressed 

by marginal groups that is recognized by the Institution (hooks, 1995).  And ironically, 

identity-labeling as activist art may result in marginalization with a consequential 

subordination of the aesthetic to low art, further compromising acceptance by the 

museological and academic communities. 

Until recently, lowrider vehicles have been ignored by the Institution 

(Sandoval, 2003b).  However, they have increasingly been embraced by the art 

                                                 
284 Gang initiation often requires that an inductee be subjected to a timed beating by fellow gang 
members. 
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community, and more frequently exhibited as art, without denegration (Soto, 2003; 

Chavoya, 2004).  As the Post-Modern definition of art shifts toward a non-Eurocentric 

paradigm and is taken, as a whole, to represent instances of visual culture, lowrider 

vehicles have increasingly gained art status.  So, how is it that lowrider bicycles have 

largely escaped academic scrutiny as art objects, independent of their association with 

greater lowrider culture?  In spite of improved relations, there is still disconnection 

between the lowrider and museum communities (Merriman, 1989).  And perhaps the 

reduced public visibility inherent to lowbikes has rendered them unseen; exotic show 

bikes don’t cruise, and art historians don’t apparently go to lowrider car shows.  

Where lowrider bicycles have been shown in museums and galleries, they are 

more likely to be accepted purely as art objects, due to the influential power of the 

Institution.  However, hooks (1995) maintains that when works of art made by the 

marginalized are presented by the dominant culture, stereotypes and tokenism are 

often exacerbated, and the missionary ethic is perpetuated.  For hooks, so long as 

white scholars feel that they are doing artists of color a favor by critically engaging 

their culture, or that they know more about that culture than its members do, then 

“racism remains unchanged” (p. 116).285  Even in the most sincere endeavors, 

Mexican and Chicano/a art is often screened through a White, male hegemony and 

aesthetic (Davalos, 2001).286

                                                 
285 This is difficult for me to reconcile, given the fact that I admittedly felt happy for the opportunity to 
repay the lowrider community for their help with my research, by arranging the lowbike exhibitions at 
TTU and BHC, and inviting their participation.  Their enthusiastic response, the parental tears of joy, 
and the new bike modifications conceived and rushed to completion just for the show lead me to believe 
that the events were indeed wholesome, and not tainted by a missionary ethic.  To assert that might be 
to suggest that the lowriders participated naively.  Given their general repudiation of the mainstream, it 
is unlikely that the perceived value of gallery exhibition could foster any such cultural or aesthetic 
prostitution.    

  Whether it is celebrated as art, as ethnic curio, or 

286 It seems that it is also screened through a Chicano/a intelligentsia, with similar pejorative results. 
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chastised as silly (Martin, 1994), the result is potentially commoditization of culture, 

and a compromised cultural identity (Pearlstone, 2001).  For Chicana artists like Judy 

Baca, the gallery exhibition of lowrider art stands as co-optation because “you lose 

something of the cultural milieu just by bringing lowriders into a place like a 

museum” (Sterngold, 2000:2).  However, even this statement seems to subordinate 

lowrider art, by ignoring its exhibitive nature, and remanding it to the car show, and 

the streets.   

I believe that sincere observers and conscientious gallery curators can 

appreciate lowrider bicycles as unmitigated works of art.  Such earnest exchange can 

only serve to improve historically strained relations between the museum community 

and its underserved minority populations.  In the heart of TTU’s Ivory Tower, Latino/a 

maintenance, custodial, and grounds workers expressed a sense of cultural validation, 

and a perceived gallery invitation, where before their presence was apparently 

welcome only as labor (Merriman, 1989).  Furthermore, the lowrider bicycle parades 

and exhibitions held in the galleries at TTU and BHC enacted an honest renegotiation 

of historically contested space, a triumph for lowriders whose history is deeply 

influenced by this endeavor. 

Lowriders as Gendered Objects and Culture 

The aesthetics and culture of lowrider cars and bikes have historically been 

gendered male despite the fact that the roles of women have increased substantially in 

recent years (Sandoval, 2003b).  In San Antonio, there are two car clubs wholly 

populated by women (Chappell, 2001).  Among respondent car clubs in Lubbock, 

women account for roughly 50% of the sample.  However, there does appear to be 
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some gender specificity in women’s participation in vehicle maintenance and 

construction.287

This demographic is also mirrored in bike ownership, and girls’ bikes are 

commonly represented at car shows.  As discussed, there are profound gendered 

design differences between girls’ and boys’ bikes, beyond the presence or absence of a 

top tube.  There are also measurable differences in the comparative ages and lowbike 

classes witnessed for male and female bikes.  Girls tend to younger ages, with interest 

apparently waning in the teen years; I did not encounter any female lowbike 

enthusiasts older than 16, and perhaps consequently, I did not encounter any Full or 

Radical Custom bikes owned by females.  Conceivably, at a certain age, car show 

participation ceases to be as rewarding for girls as it is for boys.  This may reflect a 

decidedly gender-biased atmosphere inherent at club meetings and car show events.  

Although club membership is counted by vehicle, women were generally segregated 

during club meetings, and typically only men were allowed to vote.

  In most Lubbock clubs, the women typically confine their craft to the 

sewing and pleating of upholstery fabrics, assisting with the financial costs of the 

vehicles, and arranging the more domestic needs of the club, such as preparing meals 

for parties and designing and fabricating club jerseys.  In all respects, the women are 

adamant about the quality and quantity of their involvement, and it is perhaps sexist to 

assert value precedence for one activity over another. 

288

                                                 
287Although in one respondent family it is the woman that does all of the detailing, customization, 
design, and driving.      

  At Los Bajitos 

meetings, men normally congregated near the cars, women usually assembled in the 

kitchen, and young children were everywhere at once.  Once girls reached puberty, 

288 Except for Debra, who refused to be left out of proceedings. 
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they silently joined the women, inside.  Therefore, girls may feel as though they have 

less invested, compromising both their reward, and their commitment. 

There is disjunction between participant and observer attitudes in respect to the 

gender roles played out at car shows.  While the popular view, heavily endorsed by 

LRM, is that of nearly naked women, parading as trophies through a stoic, male 

dominated space (Budnick, 2004), it is largely the guests and hired models, and not the 

hobbyists that fit this description (Figure 103, p. 216).  At several local car shows, and 

regardless of the weather, it was almost exclusively young women, in attendance as 

observers, and not as club members, who dressed in a sexually provocative manner.  

These young women appeared to be mirroring the fashion they saw in Lowrider 

Magazine and in other forms of popular media, and they naively attempted to convey 

what they thought “sexy” was supposed to be.  As such, they served more as tokens 

than as trophies, as they tripped along awkwardly in their stilettos and excessive 

make-up, accommodating their behavior to the masculine space of the car show.  

However, it is unfair to blame such objectification on lowrider culture.  Rather, it is 

likely a symptom of the male-gendered automotive tradition as a whole, as evidenced 

by Hot Rod magazine and the like (Figures 104-105, pp. 216-217).289

Conclusion 

  More pointedly, 

none of the young women associated with lowrider bicycles or car clubs was dressed 

provocatively.  Instead, all were simply dressed in jeans and club t-shirts or hooded 

sweatshirts.   

 When I began my research, I did not know what I would find.  And now, 

                                                 
289 It is interesting to note that the Japanese-language publication of Lowrider Magazine is also 
abundantly decorated with sexually provocative young women. 
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ultimately, my conclusions are born of my own experience.  I entered a foreign world, 

and I learned much about lowrider bicycles.  In so doing, I discovered things about my 

neighbors, my community, and about myself.  At every turn, I was pleasantly 

surprised.  The hospitality of Lubbock’s lowrider community was humbling, and they 

tendered the ultimate “homie hook-up”290

 It is likely a rare opportunity, as a young scholar, to engage in research that is 

so enthusiastically received by the interview subjects, the university, and the art 

community.  And it is a rare treat to be able to facilitate an aesthetic discourse, where 

once there was none.  Perhaps it is simply the dazzling visual spectacle of the bikes; 

perhaps, it is the intrigue of the people who make them; and perhaps, it is the fact that 

the bikes are associated with children that engenders their broad appeal.  From car 

show visitors, to First Friday participants, to the young ballerinas who passed through 

a car show on their way to a recital, lowrider bikes invited a smile, and a sublime 

aesthetic moment. 

 by giving so freely for the sake of my 

research. 

The greatest instrument of my learning was the fabrication of The Fourth Rider 

of the Apocalypse.  This act shaped my reception within the lowrider community, 

facilitated car club membership, illuminated the car show experience, and helped to 

decode the LRM canon.  The bike inspired my progression from “outsider” to 

“insider” and simultaneously improved the quality and depth of my interview data.   

Following the Fourth Rider’s impassioned reception at car shows, we291

                                                 
290 A homie hook-up is a favor done, free or at significantly reduced rates, for another lowrider, from 
any car club 

 were 

elated.  The bike was complimented for lacking overstated bling, for its integrated 

291 Debra and I. 
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theme, its original design, and it drew a consistent crowd of admirers.  It seemed truly 

amazing that we could build such a successful lowrider bike; I came from a White 

middle-class background in art history, Museum Science, and paleontology; I did not 

grow up reading Lowrider Magazine, and I had no skills in auto-body repair.  And, try 

as I might; I could not fully step outside of my own aesthetic paradigm and wholly 

embrace the horror vacui typical for lowrider bikes.  Where other lowbikes were 

brightly colored, the Fourth Rider was mimetic of archeological bone, dark, and grey.  

And ironically, my insistence on staggered wheel sizes echoed the Anglo-American 

convention of the California rake, the hot rod tradition in the 1940s that partially 

inspired the aesthetic antithesis of the lowrider. 

Ultimately, the Fourth Rider’s compositional variance from the canon caused 

some confusion for show judges who expressed uncertainty in classifying the bike.  In 

retrospect, we realized that this was not a weakness unique to the LRM canon, but to 

canons as a whole; they exist to contain; they are by nature inflexible.  Yet 

marginalized aesthetic traditions have the right to establish their own canon, in the 

absence of agreement with the existing hegemonic, mainstream Institutional canon.  

And I knew the score, when I designed my bike.   

I set out with the specific goal to build a lowrider bike, then knowingly 

discarded the template, and wandered off path from the canon.  And I learned that 

when one plays outside the box, there are consequences.  In this, there is poetic irony; 

that by building the bike, I experienced, first hand, a sympathetic echo of the fact of 

making unconventional art under surveillance of a hegemonic canon (Figure 106, p. 

218). 
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Suggestions for Further Research 

The act of customizing a bicycle is not unique to the United States, and there 

are many traditions, across the globe.  Each of these would be an interesting area for 

additional research, adding to a body of comparative data.292  First, since the scope of 

this document is limited to lowriders within a 150-mile radius of Lubbock, in-depth 

comparison with lowrider communities across the United States, Canada, and Mexico 

might map the aesthetic diaspora from its origins, in California, and reveal distinct 

regional design differences, across a larger area.  If lowrider bicycles are largely a 

mestizo/a experience, are there stylistic families evident for lowbikes built in other 

hyphenated-American populations, such as those in Guam, Hawaii, and the 

Philippines?  Or, has the LRM canon, disseminated by America’s number one car 

magazine, in over 30 countries, become so hegemonic as to impact an identifiable 

visual sameness, worldwide?  Similarly adopted from car culture, sporting over-sized 

wheels that scrape the fenders, matching paint on wheel and frame, and simple 

embellishments wrought from recycled materials, scraper bikes are becoming popular 

among Black youths in Oakland, California, and offer an interesting aesthetic counter 

to lowbikes (Fenston, 2008).  And there are unique custom bike traditions in China, 

India, and the Dekochari of Japan.293

There are gaps in the record that warrant investigation.  These include a tally of 

museum, gallery, and other non-car-show appearances for lowrider bikes.  And there 

is a break in the recorded history of lowbikes, between George Barris’ initial design in 

 

                                                 
292 I did make contact with one European lowrider, from Steinhude am Meer, Germany.  However, the 
sample was judged too small to warrant inclusion in this dissertation.   
293 Dekochari bikes are customized similar to “deko-tora,” or decorated trucks, in Japan.  As with 
lowrider bikes, these are typically designed and built by children who are not yet old enough to drive a 
motor vehicle. 
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1964, and the genesis of LRM, in 1977.  Completing this history would help unravel 

the evolution of lowbikes, and the impact of the LRM canon.  There are questions 

about causality; whether LRM begat current show rules, or whether they are a shared 

compilation, developed independently, over time, and co-opted by LRM.  And finally,  

I would like to build a custom car, and examine those aesthetics more fully, then 

compare them to lowrider car culture and fabrication. 
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Appendix 

Figures 

 
 
Figure 1.  1966 Schwinn Sting-Ray Advertisement. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.  Santana Morin’s Hypnotized, Radical Custom show bike. 
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Figure 3.  Toyota Scion advertisement featuring a lowrider bicycle. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.  The Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse.  Poster image:  Brian Row. 
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Figure 5.  Hierarchy of genres for art, music, and theatre. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6.  Horizontal arrangement of genres. 
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Figure 7.  Labeled bicycle schematic.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 8.  Eddie Munster’s bike, designed by George Barris, 1964. 
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Figure 9.  Spring fork, showing crown, bolt, and spring. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 10.  Lowrider Magazine tour vehicle in at Texas Tours Entertainment’s, 
Lubbock Memorial Civic Center Car Show, May 20, 2007. 
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Figure 11.  Texas Tech University Human Subjects approval letter. 
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Figure 12.  Lowrider bicycle questionnaire 1.   
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Figure 13.  Lowrider bicycle questionnaire 2. 
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Figure 14.  Human subjects consent form. 
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Figure 15.  Chris Cothron’s 20” chrome Street Custom lowbike.  Photo credit:  Neal 
Carmickle. 
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Figure 16.  CJ Zapata’s 16” Semi Custom lowbike, CJ’s Dream.  Photo credit:  Neal 
Carmickle. 
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Figure 17.  Third wheel on CJ Zapata’s 16” bike.  Photo credit:  Neal Carmickle. 
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Figure 18.  Amanda Lopez’s 20” Street Custom, Keepin’ it Simple. 
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Figure 19.  Cortney Lopez’s Lil’ Player, a 20” Mild Custom lowrider bike. 
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Figure 20.  Jordon Brown and his modified tricycle at the 2005 TTU exhibit. 
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Figure 21.  Santana Morin, Hypnotized, 20” Radical Custom show bike. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 22.  Detail, graphics on Hypnotized, Santana Morin. 
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Figure 23.  Detail, graphics on Hypnotized, Santana Morin. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 24.  Detail, gold plating and engraved wheels on Hypnotized, Santana Morin. 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

176 
 

 
 
Figure 25.  Detail, engraving on Hypnotized, Santana Morin. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 26.  Michael Prieto, Wicked Creation, 20” Full Custom. 
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Figure 27.  Detail, graphics on Wicked Creation, Michael Prieto. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 28.  Stage one, Wicked Creation, Michael Prieto. 
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Figure 29.  Stage 2, Wicked Creation, Michael Prieto. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 30.  Stage 3, Wicked Creation, Michael Prieto. 
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Figure 31.  Freddy Cortez, untitled 20” Mild Custom, phase one. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 32.  Freddy Cortez, untitled 20” Mild Custom, phase two. 
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Figure 33.  Freddy Cortez, untitled 20” Full Custom. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 34.  Detail, 2008 murals, Freddy Cortez. 
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Figure 35.  Saul Davalos Jr., untitled 16” Street. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 36.  Kelly Davalos, 20” Street Custom. 
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Figure 37.  Chris and Saul Davalos, 20” Street Custom. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 38.  Sam and Skyler Salazar, The Power Ranger Bike, a.k.a. the SPD Project, 
20” Semi Custom. 
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Figure 39.  Leroy Gonzalez, 1969 Schwinn Apple Krate. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 40.  Leroy Gonzalez, 1971 Schwinn Slik Chik. 
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Figure 41.  Tru Riderz plaque.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 42.  Uce “Family” plaque suspended in sissy bars. 
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Figure 43.  Tony and Nelda Lopez with Los Bajitos club trophies, 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 44.  Pancho Clos Christmas bike raffle, 2008. 
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Figure 45.  Macysuchus brevirostris cast, Museum of Texas Tech. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 46.  First design for The First Rider of the Apocalypse. 
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Figure 47.  Second design for The First Rider of the Apocalypse. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 48.  Design detail, skull with crown and fangs. 
 
 
 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

188 
 

 
 
Figure 49.  “Slim.” 
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Figure 50.  Toggle switch placement.  Photo credit:  Brian Row. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 51.  Finished skull and crown, profile view. 
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Figure 52.  Radius and ulna.  Detail, photo-credit:  Brian Row. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 53.  Tibia, in ventral aspect.  Cream-colored material is two-part epoxy putty. 
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Figure 54.  First seat, showing unpainted epoxy putty, mountain lion sacrum, and 
plastic human pelvis. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 55.  Ribcage and vertebral column articulated to bike frame. 
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Figure 56.  Right femur and knee. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 57.  Modification to pelvis and sacrum, lateral view. 
 



Texas Tech University, Kyle S. McQuilkin, December 2009 
 

193 
 

 
 
Figure 58.  Mountain lion tail, in lateral view. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 59.  Detail, wing and mirror. 
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Figure 60.  Sickle handle, first iteration.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 61.  The First Rider of the Apocalypse with Kyle McQuilkin and Debra Raines, 
at TTU Landmark Arts, Day of the Dead Celebration, October 2006. 
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Figure 62.  Second seat, upholstered in albino rattlesnake hide. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 63.  Shield with digital mural, gilded and etched cross, and etched rim. 
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Figure 64.  Pedestal and display for The Fourth Rider, Houston, 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 65.  Los Bajitos club photo, Odessa, 2006. 
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Figure 66.  The Fourth Rider, Odessa, 2006, with promotional DVD model. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 67.  Anonymous 24” Radical Custom bike, Odessa, 2006. 
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Figure 68.  The Fourth Rider with Brian Row, Houston, 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 69.  Freddy’s Revenge, Houston, 2007. 
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Figure 70.  Detail, Freddy’s Revenge, Houston, 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 71.  The Crow, 20” Radical Custom trike, Houston, 2007. 
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Figure 72.  Wizard Style II, 20” Full Custom, Rudy and Mark Castro, Houston, 2007.  
Photo credit:  Lowrider Magazine, April 2008, p. 106. 
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Figure 73.  Debra Raines with crowd, at 2007 Las Vegas Supershow. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 74.  Zoot suiters posing with The Fourth Rider, Las Vegas Supershow, 2007. 
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Figure 75.  Michael Linville, Pinnacle, 20” Radical Custom show bike, Las Vegas 
Supershow, 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 76.  Detail of Pinnacle, Michael Linville. 
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Figure 77.  Superman bike, 20” Radical Custom, Sal and Sebastian Paz, 2007 Las 
Vegas Supershow 
 
 

 
 
Figure 78.  Playboy Bike, 24” Full Custom, Lamarck Harper, Las Vegas Supershow, 
2007. 
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Figure 79.  Teenage boys with lowbikes at Rogers Park, Lubbock, 2004. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 80.  Tommy’s photo-shoot for TTU News and Publications, 2005.  Photo 
credit:  Neal Carmickle. 
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Figure 81.  The badass:  Adam Quintanilla, Odessa, 2008. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 82.  The badass:  Wizard Style II, Mark and Rudy Castro.  Note evolution of 
the bike from earlier form, Figure 72. 
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Figure 83.  Joshua and Jesse Reyes, Twisted Fate.  Graphics depicting La Vida Loca. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 84.  Chris Cothron’s bike on display in Landmark Arts Galleries, TTU, 2004. 
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Figure 85.  CJ Zapata at the 2004 Art Bike Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibit, at 
TTU.  Photo credit:  The Hispano Weekly, May 5-11, 2004. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 86.  20” Mild Custom, Juan  and Matthew Palacios, TTU 2005. 
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Figure 87.  Latin Lover, 20” Semi Custom, Adam Munoz, TTU 2005. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 88.  Austin and Israel Rubio, Krystal Blue Persuasian, 20” Semi Custom, TTU 
2005. 
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Figure 89.  2006 Art Bike Parade and Lowrider Bicycle Exhibit, at TTU. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 90.  Veronica Mora with 20” Street Custom built by students at Project 
Intercept, 2006. 
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Figure 91.  Michael and Joann Prieto, Wicked Creation, on exhibit at TTU 2006. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 92.  Elias Gonzalez, El Gringo, 20” Semi Custom, TTU 2007. 
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Figure 93.  Andrew Lopez, The Twizzler, 16” Mild Custom, TTU 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 94.  Pedal car, Tony Lopez, TTU 2007. 
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Figure 95.  Mark Alcorta, untitled 20” Semi Custom, BHC 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 96.  Jesse and Caleb Valdez, Blue Diamond, 20” Semi Custom, BHC 2007. 
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Figure 97.  Joshua and Jesse Reyes, 20” Semi Custom, Twisted Fate, BHC 2007. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 98.  2008 Dream Bike Parade, TTU and Atkins Middle School. 
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Figure 99.  Adam Quintanilla, Pirates of the Caribbean, 20” Semi Custom, TTU 
2008. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 100.  Michael Prieto, Pharoah’s Quest, 20” Mild Custom, BHC 2008. 
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Figure 101.  Aubrey Daniels, 20” Street Custom, Little Bratz, Odessa 2006. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 102.  Scarface, Odessa 2006. 
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Figure 103.  Professional model, Odessa 2006. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 104.  Hot Rod Magazine, October 1957. 
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Figure 105.  Japanese-language version of Lowrider Magazine, indeterminate issue. 
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Figure 106.  Debra Raines at awards ceremony, Las Vegas Supershow, 2007. 


