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Law Student Is Playing 
His Way Through School 
By JO WOESTENDIEK 
Sentinel Staff Reporter 

Dick Tarrier is singing and strumming his way through 
law school at Wake Forest University. 
Tarrier, who prefers living in an old bus parked on 

rented land in Lewisville to dormitory life, plays what he 
calls "traditional Southern oldtime music." 
He's paying his way through law school by performing, 

for a wide range of fees, to audiences most often made up 
of children. 
Tarrier enjoys performing for children because they're 

more open and honest than adults, he said. "If you're not 
good, they'll let you know. They'll fidget, start pulling at 
their hair, start picking on each other." 
Adults are more prejudiced about music. Most of them 

want what they usually hear on television and radio. 
"Kids are open to something different. And, actually, 

they're extremely critical and keep you on your toes." 
And kids aren't don't label music as much as adults do. "If 
it's good they like it, no matter what kind of music it is." 
The trick to working with children is to work with their 

need to move, he said. "You ask a 5-year-old to sit still for 
40 minutes and it's like getting water to go uphill." 
Tarrier admits to being strongly influenced not just by 

mountain music, but by Dixieland.swing and blues. Some 
times his singing and the songs he writes combine them 
all. 
After spending some time working with needy children 

in New York City, he added yet another influence - street 
songs and games. 
Tarrier said he finds it hard to turn down an invitation 

to perform, even if the organization that wants him can 
barely pay. "If they're poor, I adjust my fee - I'm not 
very professional, I guess." And besides, he considers 
himself more fortunate than most people. "I get paid for 
having fun." 
To supplement his income as a performer, he's been a 

painter, a laborer, the driver of a bookmobile, a teacher 
and a park maintenance man - and probably more, he 
said. 
Tarrier said he came to North Carolina for its music. 

"It's one of the richest areas in the country in terms of 
music. The mountains here are one of the last places to 
escape being inundated by mass culture." 
Last summer he married a potter and they live in Vilas 

in Watauga County. Tarrier goes home every weekend, 
then returns on Monday to his bus/home in Lewisville. 
That bus has all the comforts of home, he said. There's 

hot and cold running water, a stove, furniture and even air 
conditioning. 
Why does he choose to live in the country instead of on 

campus? 

"The quietness spoils me. And I like birds better than 
cars and stereos." 
· Besides, he added, "I've discovered one thing in life for 
sure: that the bigger a person's stereo, the poorer his 
musical taste." 
It wasn't an innate talent that made him a musician, he 

said. "I realized one day that most musicians are not 
necessarily talented, they're just hard workers. I think 
God shortchanged me some in the talent department, it's 
been mostly work, work. And I always try to tell this to 
the kids in audiences.": 
Sometimes, he said, he's almost sorry that he did so 

well in school back in Michigan, he said. It was the rule 
then that if you got good grades, you didn't have to take 
art and music. "In other words, if you were dumb, you got 
to do art. I look back on that now and I feel cheated." 
But despite the public schools, he became interested in 

music by the time his aunt gave him a ukelele when he 
was 13. Then his mother used her trading stamps to get 
him a guitar. He played in several bands in Michigan and 
when he moved south became a member of the Cork 
likkers, and later, the Swamp Cats. 
The more he worked with bands, the more he knew he 

wanted to develop as a solo performer, specifically doing 
shows for children. 
He graduated from the University of Notre Dame, then 

did graduate work in early childhood development. Since 
then he has worked in music therapy programs for excep 
tional children and for two years was coordinator of the 
the Wilkes County Head Start Program. And more recent 
ly he was employed as an outreach worker-storyteller for 
the Appalachian Regional Library. 
He believes that music is underused in teaching, he 

said. "Everything - number, colors, reading skills, spell 
ing - could be taught by music. And the kids wouldn't 
realize they were learning, they'd be having so much fun." 
His first record, "Songs for Kids," was selected as one 'lf 

the 15 most notable children's recordings of 1978 and 1979. 
He has a new record, "Songs for Older Kids," sold here at 
Rainbow News & Cafe. 
His songs get better critical acclaim than sales, said 

Tarrier modestly. 
While his songs come from many sources, he said, "I 

guess more come from the way I've heard kids sing the 
songs than from anything else. They'll change the melody, 
drop a beat, make the words rhyme differently - any 
thing to make the song more their own. 
"This is what children's music is all about: if you want 

to sing for kids, listen to kids." 
About his records, he advised, "Let your children play 

the record themselves. It is for them, after all. (Also, this 
way it will get scratched more easily and you'll neP" 
new copy sooner.)" 


