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Lesson 5 – Multi-Track Recording 

 

Welcome back to Home Brew Audio for another tutorial on audio recording. Today, we're going to 

talk about recording's killer app, multi-track recording. So far you've created an audio production 

with a voice, and some music in the background. That first production was a multi-track production. 

Your voice was on track one, and we inserted some music on track two. Here's the rule of thumb. If 

there's more than one track, it's multi-track. And also, just another note for this series, I did not use 

any expensive or specialized equipment to make this tutorial recording that you're listening to right 

now. I stuck with things that 90% of computer owners already have, or could pick up at their local 

store for about five bucks. 

 

Okay, so, let's get into it. I call multi-track recording "the killer app." Why did I say that? That's 

because you can do so many things with it. Here are just a few. You can layer sounds, instruments, 

and voices, etcetera, just pile them on top of one another. You can sing harmony with yourself, if 

you're a singer. You can be a one-person band. You can edit specific instruments and sounds, And 

you've heard of the term "mix", you can mix to taste. We'll talk about what all that stuff is in a little 

bit more detail later. 

 

Here's kind of a pictorial of a multi-track recording. In this picture, you've got four tracks visible. 

The first track has drums on it, the second track has percussion. The third track is guitar one, and 

the fourth track is guitar two. Hopefully, that helps you see the kinds of things that we can do with 

multi-track recording. In this lesson, we will learn how to record four tracks, one at a time, align 

those tracks, so that they sync up in time, and do some other crazy stuff that'll hopefully blow your 

mind. And we're gonna talk about what stereo is. I know it sounds boring, but you know what? This 

is really, really fascinating stuff. And not just because I'm a geek, either. And talk about how you 

can make your own stereo files, and how you can mess with them with panning and timing 

differences. 

 

So, now it's time to go ahead and open up Audacity. So, go to your desktop and it's this icon here, 

you'll know this if you've gone through the previous lessons. So, just double click on that, and this 

screen oughta be looking pretty familiar to you by now. We're going to need to check some settings, 

because there are some things we need to make sure of to do multi track that's a little different from 

what we did last time. So, go to "Edit", "Preferences", and it'll probably open to devices by default. 

Just make sure that your playback device and your recording device, the microphone you have 

plugged into your sound card, are selected here. But the main thing is to go to the "recording" tab 

here, and make sure that there's a check mark in this box where it says, "Overdub. Play other tracks 

while recording new one." The reason for that is, if you remember in the intro, I talked about 

layering tracks on top of one another. And that's what multi track recording is. In order to do that, 

you need to be able to hear to listen to the previously recorded tracks if you're gonna sing along 

with them, or if you're gonna play along with them, talk along with them, whatever. So, make sure 

there's a check mark there, and click the okay button. 

 

The original version of this course used Windows XP, and there are some differences between 
Windows XP and Windows 7 for the recording and the audio stuff. So, first thing I'm gonna show 

you, the XP stuff that was in the original course, that'll be for people who are still using XP, and 

then after that, we'll talk about how to set it up in Windows 7. So, for you Windows XP users, click 

"Start", click "Control Panel", and find the icon that looks like a speaker called, "Sounds and 

Devices". Double click on that, go to the tab at the top that says, "Audio". Now, come down to 
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where it says "Sound recording," and click on "Volume". This opens up the Windows Mixer. Look 

for a channel called either "Stereo mix" or "Wave out". Different sound cards call them different 

things, but they are the same thing. Come over here, and make sure that there is a check mark in the 

"Mute" box. 

 

Now, for you Windows 7 users, you're gonna have a much easier time of it, hopefully. If you come 

down to the speaker icon here, and click on, "Mixer", you will see the volume mixer that was 

similar to the one we looked at in Windows XP, and if you slide that thing over, you will see this 

"Stereo mix" channel here, and it already is muted. In Windows 7, you can't even unmute it without 

getting a terrible feedback sound, so you probably won't need to worry about that. And in most 

cases, that will already be disabled in the system anyway. So, let's just make sure that there is a 

mute there, if, for some reason, your system allows you to have that unmuted, and doesn't give you 

the horrible sound. 

 

Here's the reason why we're checking on this particular option. Let's go ahead and record one track, 

just say, "One, two, three, four." "One, two, three, four." And you see the little blobs there 

representing the one, two, three, and four. Now, if I go ahead and record a second track, but I record 

nothing, just a track of silence, then here's what you should see. One, two, three, four. You heard the 

original recording, but you see the original recording did not get recorded on the second track. 

That's what you want. Each individual track should only have one thing and should not pick up any 

of the previously recorded tracks' audio. If, after you record however, you see something like this, 

even though you didn't record, you didn't say "One, two, three, four," when recording the second 

track, then that's bad, because that means when you we're trying to record silence, it actually just 

recorded the output of the previously recorded track. So you don't want that. If you try to record 

silence and you get this, than you need to go and check to see if that stereo mix channel is muted or 

unmuted, it needs to be muted. Okay, let's move on. 

 

So first, let's go ahead and delete any tracks we might have open and then we are going to record 

two counts of four on the first track. So click on the red circle, "One, two, three, four, one, two, 

three, four." The reason I had us record counting was to give us something to sync up with. So we're 

gonna use the first four counts to sort of catch up with our original track and then we'll count along 

with our original track for the next count of four. Now when you do this, there will probably be a 

slight delay depending on how old your sound card is. So I find it's helpful not to look at the blobs 

in the track when you're recording, because that might throw you off. So you can just sort of close 

your eyes or look away and then you can count along with yourself. So click on the red button here 

in a second and as soon as you hear yourself start to talk, jump on in and join yourself and start 

recording the same thing again, just count along with yourself for track two. Ready? Here we go. 

Click on the red circle. "One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four." 

 

Now let's rewind and take a listen. "One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four." Okay. You will 

probably notice that there was a lag, a delay in the second track it sort of lagged behind the first 

track and the older your sound card is, the worse that problem will probably be. It is one of the 

drawbacks to using the onboard sound card of your average computer, but there are ways around it, 

it just requires a little more work. First, I'm going to show you how to see the time differences, then 

we'll just move the audio on track two until it lines up with track one, that's pretty easy. So first, let's 

go over here to zoom in, that's this button right here, zoom in; and zoom in say, three times and let's 

get over to the second count of four, right about there. Do you notice that this blob up here in track 

one, starts just a little bit earlier than this blob here in track two? I thought I was saying it at the 
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same time I was hearing it and I probably was, but the older sound cards have this problem, it's 

called latency, this delay or lag when recording over a previously recorded track. So what we'll do is 

come up here to our Audacity tools toolbar and change the selection tool to the time shift tool. 

 

Go from the I beam and select the double headed arrow instead. Now, come down to track two and 

hover your mouse over the audio. If you click down on the left mouse button and drag slowly to the 

right you can get it to line up with the blob above it. Now let's zoom out a little bit and rewind and 

listen again. "One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four." So that is how you address a lag or a 

latency problem and now we have a synchronized or a synced up pair of tracks. Okay, now let's 

record a third and fourth track of ourselves doing the same thing, just to get a little crazy. So first, 

let's go ahead and put our cursor back to the selection tool, 'cause some funky things can happen if 

you leave the time shift tool on there. Let's rewind and do the same thing you did with track two. 

Click record. "One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four." Zoom in, click on the time shift tool, and 

drag this over a little bit to the left to sync it up, zoom back out, and let's record a fourth track. 

Rewind, click on the selection tool, click record. "One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four." 

 

And zoom in again, click the time shift tool, sync up with the track above it, and you can do some 

fine tuning here, if you see that you've over-corrected in certain areas or whatever and there's gonna 

be a natural difference, because it's just impossible to perfectly synchronize something with 

something else when you're listening to it. But anyway, let's go ahead and click on the selection tool 

again. Let's zoom out and notice here that we can't see track one anymore. We've got four tracks 

here and they're too wide to all be seen on the same screen. So one way to fix that is to go to the 

view drop down and click on "Fit vertically" and that will show all of your tracks in the screen. 

Now what we're gonna do; just a couple more things in this lesson because I promised some wacky 

stuff that will blow your mind. First, let's mute tracks four and three. So click on the mute button in 

track four, and on the mute button in track three. 

 

Now what we wanna do is go to the pan control on track one. If I go up here, you notice that I can't 

see the pan control. Right? That's because we narrowed these tracks in order to fit them all on one 

screen when we selected the "Fit vertically" control. So in order to reveal the controls that got 

hidden when we do that, just hover your mouse over the bottom of the track here, till you get the 

double-headed arrow, and then drag it downward. And now there's the volume control. Drag it 

down a little more. There is the pan control. The left and right is what the L and R stands for. Drag 

this all the way over to the left to where it says "Pan 100% Left". Then go to the track two, and drag 

the pan slider all the way to the right. Now let's rewind. Remember we're only listening to track one 

and two right now. And hear what that sounds like. 

 

"One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four." Now I don't know if that came across on the tutorial 

itself, it should have, but on your own computer it should have. And that should have freaked you 

out. You've got your own voice coming at you from both sides, left and right. But it's one of the top 

three most important things about audio production. And we're going to talk about panning, and 

what you can do with it a lot. Now for some further freaking out. Let's add in tracks three and four. 

So let's come down here and unmute them. And we have to make those panning tools visible. So 

let's pan track three only 50% to the left, and track four 50% to the right. 

 

Okay rewind, and listen to four of you. "One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four." Wow, an 

entire army of you inside your head. Hopefully you didn't have that before. So what do you think? 

Pretty cool, huh? Imagine all the stuff you can do with that kind of knowledge. Mixing instruments 
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together, keyboards, drums, mixing voice with sampled music, and sound effects together to make 

advertisements, podcasts, audio books, anything you can think of.  

 


