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Prologue

[image: image]




I stumbled onto the romance of artist Yasushi Tanaka and poet Louise G. Cann while researching another project. Scrolling through historical newspapers from 1917, my own married name popped off the page. Tanaka is in the top five most common surnames in Japan so there is no relation. Even so, the words of Miss Cann aroused my curiosity and fascination.

Once upon a time, I too was a red-headed American girl who left home for college.  I met a foreign student from Japan, got married, and made a life together. If we had lived a hundred years ago, our experience would have been very different. 

Louise Cann found her soul mate in Seattle, Washington but the restrictive immigration laws of the late 19th century prohibited marriage of inter-racial couples. They appeared before a local judge to plead for a waiver and be issued a marriage license. Louise argued her case in court, and to society at large, that she felt attracted to Tanaka for his artistic and philosophical mind. She eloquently made the case that their souls had connected on a cosmic level. As a poet and an artist, they shared an intangible, esoteric view of the world. They assured the judge of their commitment to a stable marriage and their expectations of a happy life. She won the judge’s approval and officially became Mrs. Yasushi Tanaka. 

The Tanakas strived to create a progressive style of marriage that shed the stifling trappings of Victorian-era conventions. Their marriage was unique for those days in that she did not play the role of subservient housewife and he did not discourage her from a career as an author and a scholar. Throughout the decades, she continued to use her maiden name on her published works of art critiques and biographies. Within social circles, she could happily be Mrs. Tanaka but her professional byline would continue to be Miss Cann. The Tanakas shared a partnership as creative, intellectual equals and fully supported each other in their professional endeavors. 

I dug into their life stories in search of what circumstances brought them together and what indefinable qualities sustained them through the hardships they endured in the first half of the 20th century. External forces threatened to tear them apart, but through all of it, Louise stayed constant and true to Yasushi. Without her support early in his art career, he never would have thrived to the extent that he did. Without her curatorship, his paintings would have been lost to the dustbin of history. Here is the untold story of an artist who has been too long overlooked.
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PART I
Seattle
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In my search for understanding the mind and heart of this extraordinary woman, I found it necessary to explore Louise Cann’s personal origins. Her family background informs how she developed a fierce sense of independence.  What were the circumstances of her childhood? Who disapproved of her choice to marry someone from the other side of the world? What did she gain or lose by rebelling against the conservative norms of early 20th century America? 

––––––––
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LOUISE CANN’S FATHER

Thomas Hart Cann, born circa 1833 in Illinois, lost his father when he was 15 years old. At the age of 20, he left home to tag along with a wagon train to seek his fortune in the gold mines of California. He journeyed over sands and mountains, forged rivers and crossed deserts to reach what he called "the land of sunshine and plenty" in a place called Hang Town—now Placerville, California. At six feet in height, and barely over a hundred pounds, his companions called him a beanpole. On his first Sunday morning after arriving in town, he ventured into a nearby church and tried to be inconspicuous sitting in the back. The clergyman noticed him, pulled him out into the open, and welcomed him with a loud cry of “Glory to God!” Although he felt embarrassed with his tattered garments, worn-out shoes and sunburned face, he thrilled at the acceptance of the congregation. Years later, he fondly reminisced on the many friends he made that day. 

Typical of so many Gold Rush prospectors who rushed westward with dreams shining in their eyes, he never got rich by dipping a pan in a creek to find a sparkle in the mud. He turned to a series of steady but more dangerous jobs as a deputy sheriff in Idaho, or as a parcel deliveryman for Wells, Fargo & Co. riding horseback through bitter snows and outlaw territory or aboard steamboats on the Snake and Columbia rivers.  

He served as a land commissioner in Oregon for eight years, during which time he began a law practice. Thomas Cann relocated north to Seattle, Washington where he practiced law, served as a police judge, and was a justice of the peace. Politically, he supported the Republican Party as it was in the 19th century, the party of Davy Crockett and Abraham Lincoln. He proudly cast his first presidential vote in 1856 for John C. Fremont. 

His biography, published in a local history book, included a generous testimonial of one of his peers, a fellow judge. "I consider him one of the most active, thorough and successful members of the profession. During his term of service on the bench here he made himself a terror to the evildoers, and did much to improve the moral tone of the community. He had to a remarkable degree that rare ability for detecting truth from falsehood, for unearthing fraud and hypocrisy, which is so necessary in a committing magistrate. In his practice he has received a large clientage, and is entrusted with many important interests. He has the unbounded confidence of his clients and is, I believe, in the enjoyment of as remunerative a practice as any lawyer in Seattle."

Thomas Hart Cann married in 1864 in Portland, Oregon to eighteen-year-old Louisa Anne Gephart (alt. Gebhard), a native of Hamburg, Germany who had immigrated to America. Her parents were from Germany and France, respectively, which in those days was something of a mixed marriage. More dedicated researchers than I may someday uncover the reasons for Louisa Gephart leaving Europe after the turmoil of the Napoleonic Wars, if she came alone or with a family group, or how she arrived in Oregon in the 1860s. I know that by living in the Pacific Northwest with her new American husband, Louisa Gephart avoided the bloody Franco-Prussian War of 1870 that disrupted the European balance of power for decades to come. 

The newly-married Canns settled in a riverside town called The Dalles, Oregon that marked the end point of the Oregon Trail. The 1880 federal census shows Thomas Cann living in a comfortable home with his wife and three small children: Adaline at age 15, Thomas Hart Cann Jr. at age 13, and—with a significant gap—the infant Louise. I have no information on whether more children were lost in between, but such a large age gap surely contributed to Louise’s sense of separateness and isolation. By the time Louise started her first day of school, her sister was a grown woman of twenty and her brother was a capable man of eighteen. 

Their household in 1880 also includes a Chinese servant age 26 known in the census record only as Chung.  Judge Cann regularly employed servants who came from Asia and who, in contrast to his wife, could never legally immigrate under the restrictive laws of the time. Beginning in the late 1840s and 1850s, thousands of Chinese crossed the Pacific Ocean to flee poverty or civil upheavals in their own country. Yet they were discouraged from digging for gold, by laws such as the Foreign Miners Tax and by outright violence. They turned to roles of domestic service or hard labor. Chinese immigrants built much of the infrastructure in the western United States—the railroad tracks and tunnels through the Sierra Nevada mountains—and yet laws prohibited them from owning property or from marrying whomever they wished. 

Louise grew up in a multi-lingual household, with her mother likely speaking French and the servants speaking Chinese. The Asians that her father viewed as “others” were familiar companions to Louise at home. Then, the family relocated and gave her a taste of the pioneering wanderlust as a small child. They settled in the growing boom town of Seattle, Washington. This major seaport of the west coast was a jumping off point to Alaska’s Klondike territory—the second big gold rush after California—and a major gateway to immigrants from the Far East. So, from her earliest days of childhood, Louise was exposed to a cosmopolitan atmosphere. She could gaze out at the horizon of the great Pacific Ocean and imagine a larger world beyond. 

––––––––
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LOUISE CANN’S BROTHER

Thomas Hart Cann, Jr., like his namesake father, studied law and passed the bar exam. He began his law career working as a bailiff of the district court. He also helped to organize a local militia group called the Seattle Rifles and advanced to the rank of sergeant. This militia group, Company D, was involved with maintaining civil order during Seattle’s infamous Chinatown riot.  

Anti-Chinese sentiment was at a fever pitch in the 1880s with the passage of federal laws such as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 that restricted un-skilled Asian laborers from coming to the U.S.  Once their cheap labor had been exploited to build railroads, bridges, and tunnels through the mountains, the Asian immigrants on the west coast turned into a bogeyman that white citizens called a threat. Louise’s father, Judge Cann, wrote an opinion editorial saying, “We would be better off without Chinese,” around the time of the race riots in the city. 

Seattle’s Chinese Riot of 1886 occurred as the climax to a number of smaller outbreaks of violence in the streets.  White residents for months had been harassing the Chinese immigrants who worked as servants or manual laborers in town. On February 7, 1886 an armed mob, with the full cooperation of Seattle police, stormed into the Chinatown district. They went house-to-house and hauled over three hundred people out of their homes or businesses. They marched them to the city’s wharf where the rioters had chartered a steamship to transport them away. 

Thomas Cann Jr., at just eighteen years old, joined Sheriff McGraw and The Seattle Rifles to intervene against the rioting mob.  Confrontations in the streets resulted in several injuries and one man's death. The governor of Washington declared martial law and called for assistance from federal troops who stayed through the summer to patrol the streets. 

A majority of the Chinese residents chose to leave Seattle, anyway, rather than stay in such a hostile environment. They traveled south to California and joined the communities of Chinese in Los Angeles or San Francisco.  Only a handful stayed behind in Seattle for a slow, painful recovery; it would take decades for Seattle's Chinatown to return to its pre-1885 population levels. Immigrants from other Asian countries, most notably Japan, arrived to fill the void in Seattle's International District. Once again, the white citizens were anything but welcoming. Federal laws prohibited Asians of any nationality from ever naturalizing as citizens. The Washington state constitution barred Asians from owning real estate—not the soil of the farms they worked and not the land underneath their businesses in town. 

Perhaps the ugliness that he witnessed in his fellow citizens changed Thomas Cann Jr.'s perspective on continuing a career in law enforcement. After the 1886 riot, he changed course and chose the open sea. He abandoned his future as a lawyer and turned to a seafarer’s life on the merchant ships. Thomas went north to Alaska to work for the Pacific Coast Steamship Company and rarely set foot on dry land again. Aboard cargo ships, he found a new purpose in transporting freight and passengers up and down the coast between the Gulf of Alaska, the Pacific Northwest, and the San Francisco Bay. In 1903, in his mid-thirties, he became a captain. Throughout his career, he commanded over twenty different steamships. He married a local Seattle girl named Edna True, a woman who must have spent many hours gazing out the window for her husband's ship to pull into port. 

Thomas Cann Jr.’s character is revealed in how he conducted himself in a tragic incident—a shipwreck that occurred just a year after the famed Titanic went down in an eerily similar manner. To this day, Captain Thomas Cann’s steamship the SS State of California lies under two hundred feet of chilly dark waters off the coast of Alaska.  

On that fateful morning of August 17, 1913, the waters at Gambier Bay were calm under clear summer skies. The crew and 55 passengers had enjoyed breakfast while the ship unloaded cargo to the wharf. So far, everything looked routine. Captain Cann and his chief pilot were experienced seafarers familiar with the nautical charts and maps. They remained vigilant as they chugged away from shore and fired up the boilers, full-steam-ahead, on course to the middle of the channel.  

The ship’s hull struck a submerged rock where the maps wrongly showed safe passage. Captain Cann later testified, “She kept going. It was not a solid impact; she went right over it.” The rocky reef sliced open the hull’s bottom as a chef’s knife would gut a fish. The whole ship rolled hard from one side to the other as water rushed inside. 

Captain Cann instantly realized that the ship would go to the bottom of the bay in a matter of minutes. He sounded the alarm and ordered his crew to help passengers onto lifeboats. He steered toward a sandbank and tried to run aground. The flooded engines stopped turning and he had no more forward thrust. The ship quickly slipped backwards into deeper water. A few lifeboats had managed to carry survivors but had no time to row away from the churning waters of the sinking ship. A falling steam stack crushed one lifeboat. Another lifeboat became tangled in floating lines and  got dragged underwater. 

Still on the bridge, Captain Cann held his station as the sinking ship crumbled all around him. Just three minutes after striking the rock, the pilothouse and chart room broke apart. Captain Cann and his pilot plunged into freezing water. The pilothouse bobbed to the surface and stayed afloat well enough for the captain to climb onto it. While straddling the sinking wreckage, he shouted orders to his crew in lifeboats to row back into the chaos and pull survivors from the water. 

Rescue boats from the wharf reached the scene within minutes, just in time to watch the steamship disappear beneath the water. Working together with the few lifeboats that remained afloat, they scooped up the men and women clinging to broken debris.  In all, 31 lives were lost. Roughly half of those aboard survived. 

Two separate inquiries held in Juneau, Alaska and in Seattle, Washington absolved Captain Cann of any wrongdoing. The crew and passengers unanimously praised his swift, decisive actions for saving as many people as he did. Errors in the nautical charts were amended to mark the newly found obstruction. Afterwards, he would say, "When a chart is incorrect, it is much much worse than none at all."  He deeply felt the loss of life and always wished he could have done more. 

Ironically, her brother’s life would come to an end a decade later, on land, in the act of helping someone. On the evening of Sunday, March 8, 1925, a neighbor was having trouble with his automobile. Thomas Cann went into the road to help push the disabled vehicle off to the side for safety. At the worst possible moment, another driver came speeding around the bend and did not have time to stomp the brakes. He struck Captain Cann who died at the scene. He was 57 years old.

––––––––
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LOUISE CANN’S SISTER

Adaline Cann, the oldest of the three siblings, never married and never left her parents' home to live on her own. By the customs of the day, she would be called a spinster—a term commonly applied to unmarried women.  Her life appears to be the opposite of her younger sister in that she avoided the limelight and did not challenge the status quo. 

It’s unfortunate that in the strict patriarchal society of the early 20th century, attention was given only to the men of the family. Local history books published biographies of Seattle’s prominent citizens of the day, but only the men are showcased. These books were common in the late 19th and early 20th century, written by interviews and with considerable input from the subjects. Judge Cann’s biography highlights the accomplishments of his male ancestors and of himself. His son Captain Cann likewise in his autobiographic profile gives a resume of his maritime career. Typical of the style of the day, women are mentioned only briefly as accessories.  If a wife's family background did not include prestigious figures, then even their maiden names are inconsequential. 

Through exhaustive research into local newspaper archives, I have only managed to find snippets of Adaline Cann in Seattle's local society pages. She participated in women's art and literature clubs meeting with tea and cookies at each other’s homes. She is on the membership committee for the Clionian Club dedicated to the study of classical, noncontroversial literature. She read presentations on such topics as the practical study of stained glass for the West Seattle Art Club. Her obituary notes that she had a prominent, active role in the St. John's Episcopal Church community. 

Washington state enacted laws granting women the right to vote in 1910, joining other states in a growing national campaign that culminated in passage of the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1920.  Although she may not have joined the ranks of Susan B. Anthony and suffragettes marching in the streets for the right to vote, once the ink dried on the 19th amendment, Adeline Cann dutifully worked the polls as an election official. 

In contrast to her sister Louise, it appears that Adaline conformed to society's expectations for a proper, post-Victorian woman. She pursued an appreciation of arts and literature of the socially acceptable kind. Adeline embodies all of the small-minded, provincial, Victorian, rigid conventions that Louise herself fought to escape. It appears that Louise—with her radical modernistic ideas—became estranged from her parents and her older sister. 

––––––––
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LOUISE CANN’S EX-HUSBAND

Even before she met her cosmic soul mate Yasushi Tanaka, Louise and her family were at odds. Not that she didn’t try to fit the mold of society’s expectations at first. Before she married her soul mate Yasushi Tanaka, Louise Cann married and divorced the type of man that her parents whole-heartedly approved. Her unhappiness in her first marriage was compounded by her restless independent soul under the strain of conforming to her family's and society's expectations.  

Arthur Ranum was a professor of mathematics on faculty at the University of Washington, in Seattle. A man nearly 10 years older than Louise, he was born in Wisconsin to parents who had immigrated from Norway. Louise and Arthur were married on October 5, 1899 in St. Martin's Church in Seattle, with her sister Adaline the bridesmaid standing happily by her side. Louise wore a lovely gown described in the newspapers and her future seemed bright.

Honeymoon bliss quickly faded. Louise was desperately unhappy in this marriage, based on what she said later in interviews and in the recurring themes of her published fiction. Her short story "Annette" is a tale of a woman who marries a grieving widower, emotionally distant and pining over his late wife; in the end, the widower comes to the epiphany that his grief has caused him to neglect his current wife. 

Arthur Ranum's obituary written by the faculty of Cornell University gives a glimpse into the man’s character.  “His writings are remarkable for their style and elegance. The subject matter is presented as a complete and harmonious whole; the procedure is strikingly simple and direct; laborious proofs are avoided; and the reader is left with an impression of the richness and beauty of the total conception. The effect is due partly to Professor Ranum's care in thinking through his subject, and partly to his rare genius for presentation. These talents and his accurate scholarship made him an able teacher. He had a remarkable gift for making the most recondite ideas understandable and attractive.”  

On the other hand, the obituary also reveals that his personality was “quiet and self-effacing. He had a considerable element of stoicism in his nature.” At first, no doubt Louise Cann admired his intelligence and his disciplined writing craft although she had no interest in abstract theories of geometry or algebra. His emotional detachment is likely what drove her away. 

Louise played the dutiful wife for about fifteen years. She and Arthur never had children, whether by choice or by physical inability is impossible to ever know. She uprooted her own life and traveled with him coast-to-coast, wherever her husband wished to pursue his academic career. Yet while Arthur Ranum faced no obstacles in accomplishing his goals, Louise struggled to gain a foothold as a journalist and an author. 
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