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Synopsis: A woman who lost her legs in
the Civil War decides to take a chance and become a mail order
bride to a doctor in Wichita. There’s much adversity to overcome in
the rough town, what with rowdy elections and drunken cowboys, but
through it all she grows closer to her husband while he becomes a
famous forward-thinking doctor, and even designs a better working
set of legs for his beloved wife. After overcoming adversity their
entire lives, the medical couple don’t know if they can overcome
the challenges facing them, as they grow old together.

 


 


Arabella looked at the rough hands of
her husband, Dr. Sam Cowsmith.

“I’ve carried you all these
years,” he barely managed to tell her. “I need you to be my
hands.”

 


 


In 1870, Miss Arabella Millwright
arrived at the train station in the bustling cattle town of
Wichita, Kansas. The town had just been incorporated and was
already becoming known for the vast cattle drives, which came up
from Texas. Cowpokes in their colorful garments could be seen
leading the massive herds up from the ranches from the south to the
slaughter houses and rail yards. It was a time of great hope and
expectations for most the plains.

Farmers were planting crops every year,
but not knowing if the weather would support them. Plagues of
grasshoppers could descent from the sky at any minute.

Small towns sprang up overnight around
Wichita, some which didn’t last a few years, others, which would
grow and prosper. Kansas had bled before the War Between the
States, but was now the destination for many people who sought
their fortune and prosperity. The Exodusters had crossed into the
state during the civil war, freed slaves looking for a better life
away from the lash of the masters.

Immigrants streamed in from the
over-populated countries of Europe. And war veterans from both
sides of the recent conflict eyed each other from different sides
of the dusty streets.

Arabella had the misfortune to be on a
visit to America when the war erupted in 1861. She had been on a
trip with her family to see some relatives living in the Carolinas
when southern independence was declared. Arabella hadn’t cared
about the issues at the time. All she was concerned about was which
American beau her relatives introduced her to would be the most
suitable one for marriage.

Her parents had decided their youngest
daughter’s prospects were better overseas and sent her to Richmond.
From there she had traveled down the coast to stay with an aunt in
Charleston. Her father was a baronet, which conferred some kind of
nobility to the Americans, people who had cut their ties to the
crown, but who enjoyed the aspirations to rank.

When war had broken out at Ft. Sumter,
she didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. Why did they
have to make such a big commotion over some provincial arguments
over black men? It all seemed too silly to her until she noticed
the young men around her rushing to join the state militias being
formed daily. She helped with raising funds and throwing balls to
support the gallant cause, whatever that was.

All Arabella noticed was a drop in the
suitors who came to her aunt’s door every day. Soon, none at all
were showing up. She considered returning to England, but there was
something called a “blockade” in effect. Her aunt told her it would
all be over soon and the young men would return.

 


 


But, it wasn’t over soon and years
passed. Food became scarce and she learned the meaning of
hardships. The house they lived in near Charleston was taken over
by the confederate army at one point and she and her aunt were
forced to suffer the indignity of living in the guesthouse. But at
least she had some dashing young men to give her attention once
again, even if they were unwashed and smelly.

It was late in the day when an officer
came to the guesthouse her aunt and her were staying with some
serious news. A northern artillery division was making its way to
the city and they were directly in its path. Best to evacuate, they
were told. But to where, and how? The servants had long since fled
and they had no once else to stay with for the next forty miles.
The officer told them they would have to come with his convoy of
wagons, but to stay out of sight.

They loaded up what they could carry
and needed into one wagon the cooks had allowed Arabella and her
aunt to use. When it was finished, the wagon train began moving
slowly out of the small town where they lived to join up with the
main part of the confederate army massing for the defense of the
city. She waved to the handsome soldiers in gray and was glad to be
among them. Her aunt seemed worried, but she couldn’t understand
why. Were they not safe with all the soldiers around
them?

She never saw the hollow case shell,
which struck the wagon in which she was riding. The union army had
opened up with a barrage and attacked the morning her wagon train
was leaving her aunt’s house. Although she and her aunt were riding
in the cook’s wagon, the union spotter mistook it for a powder
magazine. The artillery commander opened up with full salvo that
morning, ripping the convoy to pieces and destroying most of the
wagons.

The shell which hit her wagon was
hollow and filled with small steel balls, each designed to rip
apart a person upon delivery. Her aunt was killed instantly and
Arabella thrown clear from the wagon, but not before her legs were
torn apart by the balls.

She barely remembered the survivor of
the convoy pulling her out of the burning wreckage and taking her
to a field hospital. The doctors were working non-stop to save
lives and had earned the name “sawbones” from their quick work
hacking off limbs. It was the only way they knew to save lives.
Infection wasn’t widely understood and the army surgeons knew a man
had better chance at living if they removed the shattered
limb.

Arabella remembered the intense pain on
her way to the hospital and the rag soaked in chloroform they put
over her face. It took the doctors’ five minutes each to remove the
limbs. They were forced to cut both off just above the knee.
Survival was lower the higher up the cut had to be made, but death
was from infection or blood loss was guaranteed if they did
nothing.

 


 


A few days later she regained
consciousness at the house of the only relative any one could
locate near the city. The pain in her legs was indescribable and
the opium tea she needed to drink hardly kept it away. The legs had
been sutured as best as the army field hospital could do and it was
a miracle she survived at all. But Arabella would now have to join
the ranks of all the other amputees streaming out of the field
hospitals.

The north and south would both find the
wounded veteran of the civil war a common feature in the
countryside. New advances in technology would allow for artificial
limbs.

Her family didn’t even provide for her
return voyage back to England. Arabella’s father was shamed at
having a daughter missing both legs. Although he sent her money to
help adjust to life without lower limbs, she knew he wanted nothing
to do with her. Her mother had died years before the trip and she
was stranded an invalid in a foreign land.

Gone were the handsome men who had once
courted her. They didn’t want to be seen with a legless woman. Her
very presence reminded everyone of the terrible defeat the
confederacy had suffered in the years of the war. Arabella found
herself dependent on the generosity of relatives who had very
little connection to her family. She was often kept behind doors
with nothing better do than read or dream the life she could have
enjoyed.

Sometime close to her thirtieth
birthday, Arabella noticed a matrimonial ad in one of the
newspapers her cousin brought her to read. The relatives taking
care of her preferred to have as little to do with Arabella as
possible, but she had learned over the years to be self-reliant.
She was able to find a local carpenter to build her a set of
artificial legs, which enabled her to walk short distances and
stand for some length. They were little more than crutches, but
allowed her the opportunity to move about with some degree of
freedom.

Her upper torso had developed to give
her the strong muscles she needed to move herself about. Later, she
was able to purchase a better quality of artificial
limb.

She pulled herself up to the chair she
used in her room for reading and looked over the advertisements.
The settlers in the new states were seeking wives since so few
women would venture out to these lands on their own. She thought
about sending a letter to the paper which ran the ads, but decided
against it. Her condition would make any potential suitor loose
interest.

How could they expect her to do the
work of a farm wife? Besides, she had been to the manor born, not
educated in anything useful other than attending balls and tea
parties. She clipped out the section and put it away.

A few days later she thought about it
again. Arabella had been working in the family garden. She loved
getting down close to the soil in the special dress she had sewed
for herself. With her gloved hands she could easily pull herself
along and dig in the ground, checking the flowers and vegetables.
She had her bonnet on to protect her from the sun. Best of all, she
no longer needed any of her relatives to help her
outside.

And she thought again about the
advertisement. Didn’t one of the ads mention a doctor? Why would he
need a wife? She reminded herself to have a look at it when she
went back in the house.

Once inside, Arabella took out the ad
and looked at it again. Dr. Sam Cowsmith was a practicing physician
in a small town outside Wichita, Kansas. He desired a woman of good
morals and family to come and help him in his small practice on the
prairie. He went on to list his positive attributes and described
town, called Harmony, where he resided as growing and a center in
the cattle trade. Dr. Sam also mentioned that he was a prominent
member of the community and served on the board of the local
bank.

Arabella thought it over and wrote Dr.
Sam a letter in which she emphasized her family’s lineage in
England, even including a seal with her coat of arms on it. She
didn’t hide her condition from him, but made it clear only her legs
had been severed and the doctors told her she was capable of
bearing children, so long as some basic precautions were taken. She
mentioned her ability to move around with little support and she
would be no burden on him. She would also be glad to help him in
his practice. Arabella sealed the letter and had her cousin deliver
it to the nearest post office.

 


 


The response came two weeks later. Dr.
Sam claimed he had received many inquiries but none as eloquent as
hers. He enclosed a small sum of money to pay for her travel
expenses to Kansas with a promise he would immediately take her to
a church upon arrival. Arabella was thrilled and began packing for
the trip.

Her relatives didn’t seem to mind she
was leaving. They promised to send letters and to inform her father
of her good fortune. The seemed relieved to be getting rid of her.
Her cousin too her to the station and made sure her artificial
limbs were attached properly and talked to the conductor about what
needs she might have.

Arabella didn’t need assistance most of
the time. She had no trouble sitting on the bench of the train
watching the scenery or making her way back to her compartment. She
would get strange looks from the other passengers and appreciated
the help they offered her. She had been small in stature before the
injury and now weighed very little. Most of her upper body was
muscled from learning to carry the rest of the weight
around.

 


 


The train ride out west was uneventful.
Most of the scenery was pretty, but Arabella was excited to meet
her new husband. Did he fully understand the extent of her injury?
She had written to him in great detail about what the shrapnel had
done and how she barely survived. She several other veterans on the
way with missing limbs; it wasn’t an uncommon sight.

A few stopped and talked to her,
wanting to know how her loss had come about. None of her stories
were as colorful as theirs. Arabella had been in the wrong placed
when the barrage started. At least she survived; her aunt hadn’t
been so lucky.

Arabella admired the scenery all the
way to Kansas. She had never considered how big the country was
until traveling across it. The train line took her to Kansas City
where another rail transferred her to Wichita. The town of Harmony
lacked its own rail service so her new husband would be taking her
by wagon to it. The railroad was planning to put a line in; they
just hadn’t gotten around to surveying the land.

 


 


Dr. Sam met her at the station the
first as she got off the train and onto the wooden platform. He
watched her make her way down the steps of the train with the
conductors’ help and then went to her. Arabella was thrilled as he
took her in his arms and helped her with the few items she had
brought along for her new household. Her relatives back east
promised they would send the remainder along once she sent her new
address to them.

He had the look of a kind man about
him. He appeared to be about forty years old. Dr. Sam wore a set of
suspenders over his pants with a morning jacket and ascot tie. He
seemed to know many of the people in the train station who greeted
him as he helped her get to the wagon he’d brought along to take
them to his
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