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RING THE BELLS OF HEAVEN 
                                  William Cushing, Lyrics, 1866;       

Tune: THE LITTLE OCTOROON, George Root, Music, 1863 

This is a four-part arrangement of an old hymn titled "Ring the Bells of 
Heaven". It was written by William Cushing to fit the beautiful tune: THE 
LITTLE OCTOROON, which was composed by George F. Root some years 
earlier. It was originally intended for use as a secular tune, but its popularity 
never caught on. Root, therefore, forwarded it to Cushing, to see if he could 
pair it with gospel lyrics. Cushing recalled a Biblical passage how the angels 
ring joyful bells in heaven whenever a sinner repents, and used that as the 
basis for this hymn. Hence, the reason it was first published under the title 
of “Prodigal Son”. It was also published as, “Songs of Gladness” before 
obtaining the title we know it of today, “Ring the Bells of Heaven”. 
 
William Orcutt Cushing (1823-1902) was a pastor for most of his adult life, 
serving in various denominational congregations in New York State. At the 
age of 47, he started suffering the effects of what was known as ‘creeping 
paralysis’, which affected his voice, and forced him to retire from active 
ministry. He had always been an amateur poet, but after his retirement, he 
became an inspired hymn writer, and over his remaining years, wrote lyrics 
for over 500 hymns, many of which were set to music by such notable 
composers as Robert Lowry, Ira Sankey, H.P. Main, and of course, George F. 
Root.   
 
Named for composer George Frederick Handel, life for American composer 
George Frederick Root (1820-1895) had been pre-ordained. By 18, he joined a 
Boston orchestra as a flutist, and also as a church organist. He was hired as 
music teacher for the New York Institute for the Blind in 1845, where he met 
Fanny Crosby. They collaborated on more than 50 popular secular songs, 
including "Hazel Dell" and "There's Music in the Air". He was particularly 
prolific during the Civil War period, when he wrote such songs as "Tramp, 
Tramp, Tramp" and "Battle Cry of Freedom". He also composed the melody 
to a number of gospel songs collaborating with such noted hymnists as 
Lowell Mason, Ira Sankey, and the aforementioned Fanny Crosby.  
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