Rhapsody In Blue

by Paul J. Pelkonen

Darkness fell on America on September 11. Yet out of that darkness rose a voice which has brought light and hope to millions--the round, mellifluous tenor of New York's own "singing cop"--Daniel Rodriguez. 

In the weeks that followed the destruction of the World Trade Center by terrorist-piloted passenger jets, baseball resumed, with the Yankees marching to the World Series.

As the country recovered itself, the 37-year old singer and seven-year veteran of the New York Police Department, became a fixture at the Stadium, where his rendition

of the Irving Berlin classic "God Bless America" (a song originally made famous by another patriotic singer, Kate Smith) replaced "Take Me Out to the Ballgame" at the seventh inning stretch. The image of the New York cop with

the natty uniform and the big tenor voice belting his heart out for his wounded country is one that stayed in the national consciousness. A record deal was signed,

a single version of "God Bless America" (and its b-side, "We Will Go On") was recorded, and a full-length album has followed.

Those cuts, with ten others grace his debut CD, "The Spirit of America (EMI/Manhattan which he recorded at a breakneck speed late last year. The passion and pain of that

day come through in his singing, be it the spirited "God Bless America", a stirring "Into the Fire" (from "The Scarlet Pimpernel") which brings out a pleasing baritonal color in the voice, to the passionate reading of

"Bring Him Home" from "Les Miserables"--complete with a convincing falsetto high note at the end. This is a voice that sings with soul, for the singer's soul has suffered.

Although "The Spirit of America" consists mainly of Broadway favorites and patriotic songs, Rodriguez has begun to make the transition into singing opera.

He is studying in the Alberto Vilar Young Artists Program, and preparing his first role--Rodolfo in Puccini's "La Boheme." 

"It's like a dream," he says of his opportunity to study with Domingo. There are great technical challenges in his path. "It's like a tap dancer being asked to do ballet," he says. "In singing Broadway songs you carry your

emotions outside, on top of the song. In opera singing, the emotions are built into the words and music. It's got to be in the voice." He adds, "Technically,

it's starting all over again."

Domingo is not the only singer to influence Rodriguez' style and delivery. "I listen to everything," he enthuses. "All the operas I've gotten--and I've

been watching them on DVD too." He counts Jussi Bjoerling, Mario del Monaco and Giuseppe di Stefano among "the great ones." Mario Lanza was also a huge influence. "When I saw the movie 'The Great Caruso' starring Lanza, I  was immediately taken by his voice. To me, he epitomized the tenor. I wanted to  be like him. I listened to the nuances of his voice, and emulated his vocal technique and eventually incorporated some of that into my own style of singing."

Hailing from the high hills of Sunset Park, a neighborhood just off the industrial Brooklyn waterfront, Rodriguez was first discovered by Juilliard-trained voice teacher

Elliot Dorfman at a young age. Like his idol, Placido Domingo, the future "singing policeman" was originally trained as baritone (an early role was  Judd Fry,

the bad guy in Rogers and Hammerstein's "Oklahoma!") He even sang a baritone recital at Carnegie Hall's Weill Recital Hall at the age of 17. 

When he turned 30, Rodriguez decided to support his family by joining the NYPD. In March, 1996, he wowed 2,000 fellow Academy graduates by singing the National Anthem at the commencement at Madison Square Garden.

While he walked a beat in the 68th Precinct, Rodriguez struggled to keep his singing career alive. "It was very difficult," he relates "booking my own shows outside the NYPD schedule. I would plan concerts for Friday nights, and for the weekend, balancing my career with my other life. I'd sing showtunes and some opera, doing things from 'Boheme' and from 'Pagliacci.'"

He turns somber as he remembers the day when terrorist-piloted jetliners destroyed the World Trade Center. 

"It was horrible," Rodriguez says matter-of-factly. "We rushed out to the Verrazanno (Bridge, which connects Staten Island to Brooklyn--ed.). We got to City Hall. There was no one there. No one. Then the buildings collapsed."

In that darkness, Rodriguez recalls, there were was panic. "People were being trampled," he says, and covered with debris." 

He pauses. "You think you get over it--it's been so long almost nine months—but you never really do. It's been so long since I've really thought about it."

I still wake up at night and think about my lost friends. I will always be proud of our heroes, and it will always be a part of me."
