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I encils ancl;stcetch,P-id:inmaii<I, a·young Abraham.. ,; •• a·· 
e . ·te~ h eel out-toia friend's birthday party:1.The son 
a~g_r-as already a passionate·· 

, sketcb~Corisist~"e enc . _ ,·g~~_ent from _his mo~r led 
liim:to assume de facto actlVlty for 

all;ki<is-lils age-and would thus tie the. p • • - • ha - that ~L-;-~'. 
However,·as'tiie pa~ pri,si:essed, be soon. r .-:. ed ~t wasn't the 
.ca'f~"Itlioughtf·~ '~ 1ie~: -=~~ 1!1Y. cousins would draw, 

. ~ritf.ef'wou.Jl~rayt,~~~ says. "Ev~one that was~ my 
. ,,. w_9,r_.ld _as a ~d would ~!'_...;Wto~t ~at's Just wha~ people did/' 

:: . Since then, Ortegl!'s aitistit drive took him l'rom childhood draw-
•. .}fi;.gsjft ·!Jc c!ild mot2rcyfles to tat_tooing black and gray~Chi~ano 

" . .. imagery. \Yhat once~ a teenage hobbyJ.tas edlinto a fruit0 

--~~/~_[ul c~re~t:as both a_~ttooist and s~op owner. ~braham Ort~?'1 is 
, JJ·;.-,,a ~taple m both the San Jose and Chicano tattooing commumt1es. 

- _ ·:_':'!'"~.;:-~f!o!n ilHhe e:ar~e~ Ci_ty.in 1974, Ortega was raised on the 
. "~ :-- -:--.:~1de_by proud Chicano parents. "My parents really pushed the whole,.f?,1. 
~- • Chicanismo· on me. It helped me be aware of who I am and where • 
,.;.,, . ·. 

t}Clf: •we stand as a people: he says. "That shaped who I am today, espe- • .. 
~~!IY with my tattooing." This sentiment is beautifully embodied 

. in a large painting on the wall of his shop. It depicts a "proud Chi- •• '";f: 
"IIJ .. l .... i.f ~?frcana"'. holding her hands in the sha~~t~ le.~te.~. E_ and S for "East • 
It: . Side.• Behind her the number "19IO" looms large. Jt symbolizes the 

• .. nineteenth and tenth letters of the alphabet: S andJ. . . . 
,, ,. ;it Ortega has a childhood memory of watching his· cou

0

sinconstruct • 
.. t~' .-:-i:a tattoo machine. At the time, he didn't care much about the craft • 
~\! ',; and was more fascinated by the mechanics ofthe device. Eventually • 

. ~,~: '-~~ as a teenager, he did develop an interest in body art and leveragedc 
wnuenby the memory to build his own. "I put together a rig with a Walkman 

EthanGregoryDod111 motor, pen, toothbrush, guitar string, and I started tattooing my 
r1-,1~by legs..,...and all the homies in the neighborhood," he says, chuckling. 

' --
AluKnoiliady "~one knew I could draw so they.were all for it.• 

Ortega and his.friends have routinely experienced discrimina-
',, tnstapn don lit theireveryday-liv~s. "J have been beat up by the cops fortno, 
ab~mga ~reasojf he sa¥~· "l_!lave been arrested for no reason.• As theyem-
blacblittattaoi -~ bracecftheir ethnic identities with these tattoos, the biases others -~ .• . 
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held against them grew. "Back in the 1990s and 2000s, it wasn't 
respected," he says. He remembers people calling the style "cholo 
shit," but he strongly disagreed. "I was trying to push it as an art 
form. It's beautiful shit. I wasn't trying to make it gangster. I was 
just trying to make it cool." 

Within a few years, at the age of 18, Ortega began tattooing 
professionally in the East Side shop Vision Tattoo. While there, he 
became a father and began to work other jobs, but in 2000, he re-
turned to the tattooing world and saw his cultural iconography go 
from socially stigmatizing to mainstream. 

The first time a white client asked for a Chicano tattoo, Ortega 
wasn't sure how to feel. "I was torn because I thought, 'This is ours. 
Why are you getting this when you didn't earn it?'" he says. "But 
then I realized if! want to push this as an art form, then everybody 
has to appreciate it and I got to be able to appreciate anybody who 
wants it." 

Through the 2000s, Ortega was tattooing mostly walk-in clients 
who wanted many different tattoo styles. But by the end of the de-
cade, he joined Death Before Dishonor Tattoo Studio and was able 
to see clients by appointment only. This afforded him the opportu-
nity to perfect his Chicano style and build a solid clientele. In 2014, 
he felt the need for change and began entertaining the idea of open-
ing his own shop. 

"I didn't know where else to go," he says. "I didn't want to leave 
Sanjose. This is where my people were, but there wasn't a shop that 
I felt I would fit in. There were good shops, but I just felt like they 
weren't really my style." So, in 2016, he took the plunge and opened 
Blacksuit Tattoo on Second and Santa Clara. 

"I feel Blacksuit is an underdog shop. I feel that we don't politic, 
we don't play the game. We're just here doing our thing, and I think, 
to this day, people still don't know who we are or where we are." 

Despite this impression, anyone who walks off the street into 
Blacksuit will find half a dozen tattooists busily practicing their craft 
and clients leaving with gorgeous works of art on their bodies. While 
Ortega may feel like an underdog, there is no denying the legacy he 
is leaving in the 408. [B 
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