House of Melody’s Lynn Burke Discusses Free Bird

Everything you do with your band, House Of Melody, is for charity and to help children in need. When did you make the decision to dedicate the band’s work to philanthropy, and why is that important to you?

I am a devout Christian, and as a Christian, you give from your heart and never really look at what you're giving. It’s not about patting myself on the back. It’s just what I do. I don't think about what's left for me. God will take care of it, and I'm okay with that, because really, who am I?

What is the story behind House Of Melody? When did this begin?

House Of Melody originated around the House of Melody School of Education, which is in a rural, downtrodden, northern suburb of Little Rock, Arkansas. I met Steve “Kish” Moody, who owns the school, and we became like brothers. He’s one of the greatest musicians that I've ever been around, a natural musician. If it's got strings, he can play it. 

Arkansas, unfortunately, is the number one state in the nation for methamphetamine, and he was in the middle of all that. He has since corrected himself, and now he's a devout Christian who takes care of his church and takes care of his kids. So, again, this wasn’t about trying to show everybody that we’re giving money to the poor. We’re trying to help young kids who cannot afford music lessons.

Our first record, Turn It Up, came out in 2012, and at shows, people would scream for “Free Bird,” which we weren’t playing. But they wanted to hear it, so finally we said, “Fine — 200 bucks upfront, cash or check, for the school. You're buying music lessons for kids who can't afford them.” It took off from there. And let me tell you, when you play that song, you’ve got to be very careful, because that’s the anthem of Southern rock and it had better be right.

From there, we kept going and raising money for the school. It’s really cool watching these kids and seeing how much they enjoy it. I’ve been blessed in my life, so let me help these kids out. Again, it’s not for accolades. It’s about the kids, and that’s what this new recording of “Free Bird” is about.

Recording “Free Bird” was a two-year process. Why did it take so long, and what prompted you to finally cover the song?

It’s two-fold. I’ve been in the music business forever. I own Blues City Music in Memphis, which is high-end, boutique, retail musical instrument sales only. It’s a showroom and performance facility, and there is no other like it in the world. I’m also partnered with American Recording Studio in Memphis, which is one of the biggest studios in the South.

If you listen to music today, there is no guitar rock. The popular genres don’t have guitar solos like the classic rock and Southern rock and iconic country music that I grew up on. “Free Bird” is the Southern national anthem, and so I took it upon myself, knowing how good the guys in Lynyrd Skynyrd were and are, and the tragedies they went through, I wanted people out there to experience Southern rock at its finest. 

I had heard other versions of it, but they were tributes and didn’t have the Southern rock guitars. What we’ve done is not a tribute. It’s House Of Melody’s version of it. We play rock and roll and we play it extremely loud because that’s what rock and roll is. I think people will relate to it. They remember when this song first came out. Some of them may remember where they were the first time they heard it. We wanted to reintroduce the greatest Southern rock song ever, maybe one of the number one songs ever, and we wanted it to be an immersive experience.

Did you track everything in Memphis?

We started this project at Kish’s studio in Arkansas, where it slowly started coming together. I came back home to Memphis and started working on the arrangement. Another thing that took a long time was coming up with the components to do the recording. I wanted to use vintage gear, and over the years I’ve collected some really good pieces, so all of the amplifiers I chose were mine and completely restored — an original 1964 Fender Bassman, 1969 Marshall Plexi, a 1971 Marshall Super Lead. I played all the guitars except for slide — twelve-string, six string, electric, and acoustic. We also used a 1966 original Hammond B3 with a 122 Leslie, and a 30-year-old Steinway piano. Other than a slight delay and some echo chambers, there were no effects. With all of that, doing some guitar tracks at Fame Studios in Muscle Shoals, booking studio time for all the musicians around our jobs, my flight schedule as a pilot for Federal Express, and recording the background singers, who live in Hong Kong, it took a while to get everything right.

How did Emily Lazar get involved?

My daughter, Christina, is a four-octave classical soprano. She attended Belmont University in Nashville and recorded “Nessun Dorma” [an aria from Puccini’s Turandot] with the Memphis Symphony. When she recorded “Million Reasons,” I wanted it to be an enjoyable experience for her. I knew that Emily was one of the top five mastering engineers on the planet, and I chose her because I wanted a woman to work with my daughter. It was Christina’s first venture into commercial music and she’s really good at it. She sings with House Of Melody when we play live. 

Emily is the best, period. She’s worked with Dolly Parton, Sia, the Rolling Stones, everybody. Through “Million Reasons,” Emily and I became dear friends, so I asked her to stem mix and master “Free Bird.” I wanted to do it the right way. I sent her a multi-track to listen to and I told her we wanted big guitars. She’s brilliant and so creative. She insisted on Dolby Atmos. I had heard of it, but didn’t know anything about it. It has been a tremendous learning curve, taking bits of tracks and moving them with joysticks for how you want it to stream, fade in, and fade out. It’s the audio version of Picasso or Rembrandt. It’s off the chain.

She did several mixes of the track — stereo, Atmos, and a special vinyl master. Why a vinyl pressing?

Oh, it had to be. There was only one way to do this, and that was vinyl. We’re doing five-hundred vinyl copies through United Record Pressing in Nashville. There is no one better. We incorporated the project with four of my previous cuts in analog. Anyone can have a song auto-mastered online, but that’s not the way the band would have done it. That’s why I have seven masters — some for uploading to streaming services, some for digital services, and the Atmos mixes, but there had to be vinyl.  

What is it about Lynyrd Skynyrd’s music that keeps it going strong?

That’s easy. This band is exactly what everybody in the audience, especially Southerners, can relate to: integrity, honesty, family, God, country. They are everything your grandparents would stand for. Skynyrd is not afraid to stand up for something, but they never cross the line. You can take your mother, your sister, and your daughter to their concerts. There is nothing derogatory whatsoever in their music, and it’s music that moves the soul. 
