A Man in Uniform

By:  Tara Schiro

I must admit:  men in uniform, although handsome, make me nervous.  I’ve been accused a time or two of being a “lead foot” while driving and so I walked heavily into the local California Highway Patrol station, pausing to do a quick mental inventory of traffic tickets; none in the recent past, thank goodness.  I could walk in with my head held high.  My anxiety was short lived however when I met Sergeant Andrew J. Hernandez.


Sergeant Hernandez has a work ethic that is well known throughout the state of California.  His co-workers tease him about working overtime and try to bring me in on the playful harassment by goading me to tell him he’s not being interviewed, but under investigation instead.  The momentary look of shock brought several guffaws from fellow sergeants who quickly left the room for fear of retribution.  I learn, however, that he is very serious about his job and his work ethic spawns to a genuine desire to help others succeed.  Hernandez held two jobs while attending USC and maintained a 4.0 GPA.  He is one of six statewide instructors that teach other instructors how to teach and show respect for new recruits, something he takes very seriously.

“If people want to work here, I’ll help them,” says Hernandez.  He is referring to being a mentor to new recruits, as well as running the local Explorer Program which takes in kids aged 15-21 who have expressed a desire to pursue a law enforcement career.  Each kid, or Explorer, reports to the station once every two weeks for ride-alongs, exercise, office duty, meetings, and training in semunitions (rubber ball style ammunition) for handling domestic violence calls, traffic stops, accident investigation, persons in need of rescue from buildings, etc. “I really like the Explorer Program because it creates respect, molds the mind, and shows the other side of law enforcement…that we are good people just doing our jobs.”


“The climate has really changed in recent years.  It used to be that when we pulled a person over for a traffic violation, they would generally cooperate.  Now, we get yelled at, threatened, harassed.  It’s very sad.  People think they don’t have to follow the law, it’s not for them.  I don’t get it,” say Hernandez.  The Explorer Program teaches kids to respect authority and to work hard.  “This is a difficult job.  The Explorers get to see first hand what the CHP is all about. Recruits coming in that have not gone through the Explorer Program have a much harder time so I really work hard at getting kids into the program.”


Hernandez isn’t the only one giving up his time for the Explorers.  The program is funded largely through donations. To help defer costs, other officers have used vacation time to take the Explorers to statewide competitions.  They compete with other posts in domestic violence situations, traffic stops, etc. and the perk is that they use semunitions.  A large part of the monetary donations come from a family who lost their son in an unrelated death while he was going through the program. They want to give other kids a chance to do what their son wanted to do:  be a Highway Patrol Officer.  Galpin Ford Motors in Granada Hills is also a big contributor.


Hernandez also mentors the new recruits, no mater what the age.  “It takes a lot of discipline to become a CHP officer.  Our academy is six months long and it is 24/7.  They don’t come home everyday.  They stay in dorms.  They are allowed to go home on the weekends but most of them don’t.  It’s too hard.  They don’t want to break their focus or discipline.  So I talk to them on a daily basis, help them through it.”  My mouth was hanging open at this point; I’d never heard of such an academy that required a recruit to stay for six months.  “It isn’t easy doing what we do.  People are under the impression that we just drive up and down the freeway all day.  This just isn’t reality.  If there is any kind of a disaster, we have to be ready.  The citizens wouldn’t want us to flip out and run around helter-skelter.  They would expect us to be above the chaos, help to create order, and keep them safe from further harm.  A man can’t do that until he’s had some serious training and personal sacrifice. Lot’s of discipline of his own. That’s what makes us elite.”

If you would like more information, or would like to contribute to the Explorer Program, you may contact Sergeant Hernandez at (661) 294-5540 X 204 or ajhernandez@chp.ca.gov

