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~ Cooder’s latest prOJect may be his strangest and most
»émbltlous It’s a trilogy of concept albums, plus a short
novel that resurrects a lost California of places and
people that Cooder, who is 61, remembers from growing
up in the 1950s. It was a dxyer and poorer place then, but
rich in things he likes, like simplicity and ingenuity, good
musicians, cool cats and hot cars. Time and neglect have
bulldozed most of it into oblivion.

“T like beautiful things, and things that are tough and
serious,” he told me, in a tone that suggested the national
supply of such things was running out.

Cooder is steeped in California lore (he’s as much a
writer and historian as a master of the bottleneck blues)
and full of wry scorn for the old Golden State traditions
of fakery, greed and self-indulgence. Things that set him
off include useless corporate entertainment (a song on his
last album includes a character who sweats to death at
Disneyland in his Mickey Mouse suit, working overtime),
the theft of farmers’ water for the California Aqueduct, and
Southern California’s endless rows of stucco subdivisions,
the splatter from the housing bubble.
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~ strange and memorable, both sardonic and sentimental.

- “We're going to El Mirage, which is still E1 Mirage and

will always be El Mirage,” he said. “You can’t do anything
with it. You can’t exploit it. You can’t figure out any way
to make money on it.”

Traffic was light, and Cooder’s conversation rolled
as freely as the SUV, over wide terrain. “It’s terribly
dry but beautiful,” he said as we hit the high desert.

“Tt sure is good for the eyes; it sure is good.” He wore
bright yellow shades and a broad-brimmed hat, and
had brought CDs for the road: country-western guitar
pickers and late-1940s Chicano dance music. He'd
hoisted an iced-up cooler into the back, full of ginger
beer and bottled water and a zip-lock bag of orange
wedges from his own tree.

One thing that fills his work, besides a longing for
someplace better than now, is cars. “Every woman I
know, crazy 'bout an automobile,” he sang years ago,
and it’s a rare record of his that doesn’t have wheels in
it somewhere.

That’s how he met Bobby Green, who is far too young
to remember those days, but an inventive old soul all
the same. Green, a Los Angeles bar owner, is a member
of a hot-rodding club that dates back to the 1930s, when
lakes like El Mirage first became meccas for racers. Soon
after we arrived at the western edge of El Mirage, we
met up with Green, who was preparing his custom-built

A guide to fast-car events near El Mirage Dry Lake, in the
Mojave Desert, north of Los Angeles. proro: iy 1imes news seavice
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on top of it.

Cooder wrote a song about how old-timers locate
themselves, by a memory plumb line down through the
playing field, “to the town underneath all that cement”:
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“It was a good plax:e she sald A

I drove out of town, past|1ts all-dirt ba]?;ée
all-dirt graveyard. I had a little chunk o
pocket, a local mineral sample Haughto had glven me
as a souvenir. My favorite song from I, Flathead was
playing over and over in my head. It’s 5,000 Country
Music Songs, the story of a failed country singer.
He marries, leaves the city for the desert, buys an
old Cadillac and a trailer home and dreams of being
the next Hank Williams. He keeps mailing songs to
Nashville, but they keep coming back. He has his wife’s
love, but once she gets sick and dies, there’s pretty
much nothing left.

“Take what you want after I'm gone,” sings Cooder,
to the man who has come to clear his belongings away.

It was only just a little place that we called home
sweet home.

It was one old house trailer.

Two rusty Cadillacs

and five thousand country music Songs.

Old times and an old race car canopy at El Mirage
Dry Lake, in the Mojave Desert, north of
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