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Everyone Drives in LA - observations by Jonathon Stearns

The roads and freeways are where our incredibly diverse population
converges. That and Costco. The roads are a massive sociological
Petrie dish. But we communicate more with our vehicles rather than
with the people driving them. Our driving behavior is how we speak-
through the mouthpiece of the vehicle. And we have come to have
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expectations how different vehicles behave. Here's a few overly
generalized observations.

Pickup Trucks – people who drive pickups are not usually timid. They
often work with their hands, and have an attitude of superiority over
other drivers, who they consider helpless idiots. Vehicles are tools and
they know tools better than other people. They can judge distances
better from their higher-up perspective. They will unapologetically
make bold, often brash choices that to them are just common sense.
They take bad weather as a challenge and drive as usual- or even faster
-to show off their preparedness for any and all situations. They are
often working, heading from one place to another, maybe hauling stuff.
They aren’t on the road just in rush hour, so they have a sense of
entitlement and ownership of the asphalt. They are wielding a lot of
size and weight and aren’t afraid to let everyone know.
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Performance Luxury Sedans and Sports Cars – the biggest problem
with these cars is that they’re too damn fast. The advertisements show
them whipping around hairpin turns in traffic-free fantasies, while the
reality of sluggish urban traffic is a continual source of frustration.
When there is an open stretch of road they will almost always stomp on
the gas just to taste the G force even for just a few seconds. They may
exhibit impatient urgency, even if they’re not in a hurry, snatching tiny
thrills, capitalizing on any opening to get a car or two ahead whenever
possible.  But it’s not their fault, it’s like a very strong dog pulling you
on the leash, yearning to run free in the flowery fields and chase
squirrels. Driving an $80,000+ car is a statement to other motorists –
“I’m kind of a big deal,” and in LA they may actually be a big deal…
The driving behavior sometimes reflects a VIP attitude – nudging into a
lane at the last minute after everyone else has been patiently zippering,
no-signal turns, parking in two spaces etc. but in general not a danger to
society. We love our VIPs.
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Mid-Sized Sedans – They’re understated, and they’re everywhere; the
freeways are an ocean of understatement. My friend has an extremely
unmemorable sedan and told me that’s exactly why he got it. Many
people aren’t looking to draw a lot of attention, in a massive and
overwhelming city there’s comfort and solace in anonymity.
Comfortable and practical, they’re big enough to feel safe and not get
pushed around. They’re good for just about anything – commuting,
driving everyone at work to lunch, shopping, chauffeuring the kids,
road trips.  For the most part, the driving behavior is understated too –
going with the traffic flow. Nobody rants about “those maniac mid-
sized sedan drivers!”

Compacts –   a lot
of these are first
cars for students
and younger
people. We were
all young drivers
at one point,
idealistic and
inspired before we
were broken by
years of traffic toil.
I try to have
sympathy for their occasional dubious traffic decisions. These cars are
sporty- with aerodynamic shapes and little fins and scoops and such-
not your grandfather’s car, they’re tiny rocket ships symbolizing
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independence and freedom. LA driving is very intense for still-forming
young brains to process, so giving them an extra helping sympathy and
patience will make for a better future.  

Small Cars – hugely popular, fun and easy to zip around in- and find
parking. Great for commuting and running around town or cruising the
PCH. They are fast and low to the ground and handle quite well.  They
have a rough go on bad roads- avoiding pot holes is a constant. They
get pushed around a bit, I’ve noticed a huge difference driving a Mini,
where other drivers will frequently chance turning in front of me at the
last minute, but when I’m driving a full sized SUV they’ll wait for me
to pass like little bitches. Small car motorists drive defensively for their
own survival.  They’re also hard to see- I sometimes wonder if I’m
invisible. Drivers may honk a fair amount but just trying to raise
awareness of themselves.  Generally not causing a lot of traffic trouble-
and if they did no one noticed.

Fast and the Furious
– when you hear a
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sound like a giant
bumble bee or a
kazoo, prepare for an
encounter with the
most dangerous
people on the road, the
street racers. They
should be avoided at all costs. Drivers are usually young and seem to
think the roads are a video game. They will cross five lanes of traffic at
90 mph, they will tailgate, cut off, make sudden dubious and impatient
moves, speed, and seem to be trying very hard to piss off everyone off.
They add custom mufflers, trim, scoops and spoilers, LED lights, loud
audios systems - anything to draw attention and be rockstars, whether
anyone asked for it or not. Mostly they are not large bald middle-aged
muscle men like Vin Diesel.
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Hybrids and Mid-Priced Electrics – the first hybrid to go big was the
Prius, targeting the NPR-listening liberal middle class- people who
wanted to take some kind of environmental action, and be seen doing
it.. and save money at the pump. And get a fast-pass magnet. They have
it  figured out. They left on time and aren’t in a hurry. Failing to plan =
planning to fail. Nowadays there are lots of hybrids and it’s not just the
“This American Life” crowd, so it’s harder to generalize behavior…
they tend to lean toward lawful and safe driving, but aren’t push-overs
either.  More passive aggressive than aggressive if that makes sense…
avoiding confrontation by pretending they don’t see you.  

Exotic Sports Cars – these are the most expensive and fastest cars out
there. Their impractical, fuel guzzling, flashy, attention-grabbing vibe is
however generally NOT reflected in the way they are driven. They
might open up to 160 mph for a stretch on the open freeway, but in
many cases they’re driven by older people who got one for their bucket
list instead of helping their kid buy a house. They are a statement -
everyone knows they CAN kick most car’s asses, and that’s enough, it
doesn’t need to be demonstrated. You actually want to see some older
man behind the wheel- if it’s some wild-eyed kid there’s cause for
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serious concern. On the roads they’re mostly handled in a law-abiding
manner, not so much tailgating and lane shifting, in part because even a
minor fender bender could cost $25,000. Drivers might wind it up on
an open stretch of the PCH if they make it that far before having to go
home and use the bathroom. They ooze of potency and power, but sadly
there really there are few places to drive them even close to their
potential. They’re out parading, a spectacle that people point at wide-
eyed, but not usually in much of a hurry. If they do swoop up behind
you on the freeway flicking their lights Autobahn style, moving over to
get out of the way will make their day.

Full Sized SUVs - like pickups, these are monsters. They tried to
downplay it and call it a “Vehicle” but they are frikking trucks, huge
and heavy, and take up a lot of space both literally and figuratively.
Inside, they provide a sense of cozy security, like a moving living
room. They sit high in the air, removed from the outside world, which
seems to reduce urgency in driving behavior. You’re just cruising
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along, and probably it’s more comfortable in the car than it will be
wherever you’re going - so what’s the rush? Full-Sized SUVs are top-
heavy, and not used for high speed maneuvering so much, and in spite
of heavy duty suspensions and all-wheel drive, not really ideal for off-
roading either. But they do eat potholes for breakfast.  And it’s easy to
go very fast and not even realize it - as it’s all so smooth. They are
intimidating to other cars, they seem to be tailgating even when
following at a reasonable distance.  In general, they should be given a
lot of leeway, it takes a lot to stop 5700 pounds of steel on a hard brake,
even with ABS. Some drivers might muscle other cars, but it’s done
more often as a slow nudge vs. a sharp swerve, like a big dog crowding
you off the couch.

Sport Vehicles – specialty vehicles made for having fun and going
where others can’t. Not as practical and comfy for daily LA-style
driving as most cars, but a worthwhile tradeoff for those who seek
adventure, to be able to go to the mountains or the desert on a whim. Or
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at least want to have the option. A lot of people have these and never
leave the pavement- but that’s OK.  The roads are getting so bad in LA
these days maybe we all should have off-road suspensions. Sports
vehicles aren’t really set up for high speed hot dogging on the
freeways, but there is definitely a wild breed of drivers- the triple black-
diamond, Xtreme sports thrill-seekers who might occasionally push the
envelope in traffic and perform some devil-may-care maneuver …but
in general they go with the flow in traffic, saving their urges for the
wilds yonder.  

Mini Vans – With their ingenious sliding doors and multiple rows of
seats, the mini van replaced the  hulking station wagons of the 70s and
80s as the family car. For some they symbolically mark the end of the
wild-oats years, like a giant a wedding ring that seats 7.  They’re family
cars to carry people and groceries and soccer balls. Non-threatening,
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convenient, sensible. Often they’re transporting kids, and might roll a
few maddening ticks below the speed limit, stop a little too long at stop
signs, or take a really long time to get all the way into a turn lane. The
driver may be dealing with loud kids all talking at once or- far worse -
teen angst. They’ll sometimes be found in the passing lane on the
freeway going too slow and as everyone has to swerve around
them. They should be allowed a lot of leeway, the kids are our future.

Small Station Wagons somewhere between mini vans and sedans,
many find these to be the ideal all-purpose vehicle. Stylish but
understated. Cooler than mini vans but still big enough for family
duties, a stop at Home Depot or a short camping trip. With features like
all wheel drive and solid performance they’re still players on the
pavement- but with hatchbacks and car seats. I know a guy that
superpowered his station wagon to fly around the winding curves of the
Angeles Crest highway in the wee hours, but typical drivers lean
toward responsible and safety-minded behavior. They’re not super
flashy - and that’s reflected in the way they roll – not needing a lot of
attention.
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Small SUVs – these are hugely popular, sporty and fun, high up and
ready for action. They suggest off-road adventure, but a bouncy dirt
road would be as far into the wilderness as you probably would dare go
in one – we got stuck in the sand just 10 feet off the highway in the
Palm desert once and had to get towed onto the asphalt. Pretty great for
the rough city roads, a smoother ride than a jeep. Drivers lean toward
the younger side, so there will be occasional unexpected and impulsive
moves. 
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Full Sized Vans – when I was a kid I dreamed of having a custom van
with the teardrop window and a Valkyrie mural. But nowadays most
vans out there now are work vehicles, and if they aren’t -they’re
considered creepy. People generally assume vans are driven by serial
killers. Not that many people drive full-sized vans just to commute or
go grocery shopping anymore, the vast majority on the roads today are
used for work. Often, working drivers are stressed out, in a hurry, tired,
and distracted. Whether they’re working for a big company like
Amazon or an independent plumbing contractor, dealing with traffic is
toil, it’s stressful and relentless, and a traffic delay means money out of
their pocket. As much as we expect good behavior from a vehicle with
a “How’s My driving” sticker, we are all human, and these folks are out
there all day dealing with us. They might drive with a little extra
urgency and frustration, but should be given some leeway for fixing our
pipes and delivering our Prime packages. Or just call the 800 number
and get their asses fired.



6/8/22, 11:38 AM Everyone Drives in LA | LinkedIn

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/everyone-drives-la-jonathon-stearns/ 14/20

Older Cars– barring nostalgia, many people drive older cars out of
necessity. They probably got it used or as a hand-me-down, and there is
constant concern that something will go wrong. Probably there is
something wrong; a window doesn’t roll down, a squeaky fan belt…
Maybe it takes several tries to get it to start, it leaks oil, it takes forever
to get up to speed on the freeway. It overheats, the A/C doesn’t work.
These are vehicles not-of-choice, driven by people who are likely living
paycheck to paycheck or students. They may have a tendency to
express their frustrations on the road. Many are just family drivers not
looking for trouble, but you will also encounter hair-triggered road-
ragers, dissatisfied with their station and quick to respond to roadway
disrespect as a personal affront. Driving can be a very emotional
experience.

Classic Cars – people who drive these are car nerds and are mainly
interested in nerding. I remember trying to sell a ‘61 El Camino, and
had a couple of phone conversations with would-be buyers, but it
turned out they just wanted someone to talk with about cars. It’s like a
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weird religion that has very strict rules. They usually aren’t doing much
speeding or weaving through traffic, they’re on the way to Bob’s Big
Boy or a car show in Pomona. These folks spend a LOT of time
thinking about and working on their cars. The last thing in the world
they want is to get even the slightest ding or scratch- a bit of flying
gravel has the potential to send them into a tailspin. They want you to
gawk and point - but from as far away as possible. On the roads, they
will tend to take the slow lane and want to be left alone. If you have a
conversation, avoid FAQ like “what kind of car is that/what year” etc.
or you might get a curt, unfriendly response- it’s impossible for them to
imagine you not knowing that already. Try asking them something
nerdy, like if it has the original lug nuts.

Motorcycles – we’ve all been been stuck in traffic and suddenly
shocked as a loud machine swoops closely past us, a motorcyclist doing



6/8/22, 11:38 AM Everyone Drives in LA | LinkedIn

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/everyone-drives-la-jonathon-stearns/ 16/20

the in-between lanes thing. I learned that’s legal because motorcycles
need to keep moving to stay cool, like a shark has to swim to breathe.
And they are loud so other people know they’re there. I think they have
that one solved, we all know they’re there. It’s not clear how they’ll
handle that with the advent of whisper-quiet electric motorcycles, but I
look forward to it.  To ride a motorcycle in LA is an act of sheer
bravery, and takes a certain kind of wild spirit that’s pretty admirable.
Like they say, it’s the other drivers that are the danger… although
we’ve all seen idiotic moves done by cyclists. They can stop, start, and
turn much faster than cars, and can kind of appear out of nowhere. I try
to keep my distance.

Se
mis
/Tr
uck
s –
It’s
like
driv
ing
a
buil
din
g,
the driver is 70 feet from the back of the thing.  I had the privilege of
riding in a semi once and it was incredible how everyone got out of our
way. People’s prehistoric “bigger fish” instincts kick in. Being so high
up it felt very detached from the rest of the traffic,  like we were flying
over it. There are so many trucker behaviors, from dangerous to heroic,
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it’s hard to make a generalization, but they (hopefully) all do have
training, and do it safely every day. They can easily get pissed off, so
it’s best to give extra leeway, especially to ones that have giant teeth
over the grill or have those crazy spikes jutting out over the lug nuts
(why they are legal?). If you cut in front of any truck going down a hill
they really don’t like that. They are supposed to drive only 55 on the
freeways, which is rarely enforced.. but if they’re driving slower they
heard on the CB there's a smokey ahead, so you might consider slowing
down too.

Conclusion – anyone in any vehicle can behave in any of the above
described ways, this is really just musings and my apologies if I
offended anyone.  

Jonathon Stearns
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