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Hi, I’m Minh Nguyễn. I don’t know why they put me on this giant stage, this is going to be a rather personal talk.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kuehlschrankpoesie.jpg


OpenHistoricalMap

So first of all. Sometimes I get to thinking OpenHistoricalMap is really special, something truly unique. After all, it’s the next frontier of OpenStreetMap, the most mappy 
map in the world.



(disambiguation)

Histo Atlas

OldMapsOnline

OpenHistoricalMap

Open History Map

Omniatlas

Running Reality

TimeMap

Well we’re not that special. We’re operating in a crowded playing field, competing for mindshare with established academic initiatives, slick commercial products, and 
even some weird alt-history projects. All the good domain names have been taken so we’ve resorted to the blandest, most functional name possible.



nutrition facts
• collaborative


• crowdsourced


• usable and reusable


• openly licensed


• worldwide


• local

But when I think about what makes OHM OHM, all these other projects only tick some of the boxes. The academic project is really about getting academics to share their 
work, but the rest of us are just spectators. The slick commercial product doesn’t want you to notice their terms of service. And none of these other projects cares about 
local knowledge like we do.



To be fair, we’ve still got a long way to go too. Yes, technically, we have a world map. But our data is concentrated into a stereotypically small part of the world. You might 
in fact notice a resemblance to OSM’s areas of strength: central and western Europe, plus a United States that looks suspiciously like someone imported it. 

https://qlever.cs.uni-freiburg.de/ohm-planet/mpAamt


And if you dare to zoom way into an area you’re familiar with — no, don’t adjust your television set. This is the average OHM coverage in most of time and space: 
nothing. This is what it means to be an early adopter, a pioneer.



where are you from?

But enough about OHM, time to talk about me. I’ve gotten this question a lot: where are you from? These days I usually say San José. You may have heard of a smaller 
town to the north called San Francisco. But sometimes that isn’t good enough—



where are you from?

—No I mean, where are you from from?



Well, if you insist, I was born in the parking lot of a Walmart. Well no, actually, I was born in this hospital. But then it changed names and ownership a bunch of times, 
Hurricane Katrina swept through, the hospital was abandoned, and Walmart took over. So, I was born in the parking lot of a Walmart.



Today, there’s no trace left of the old hospital in New Orleans East. There’s no trace of it online, either, except in OHM. I only care because I have a connection to this 
place, and you only care because you’re stuck in this room listening to me.



If you’ll indulge the life story a bit more, I grew up in a small town of about 10,000 called Loveland. True to the name, this town has more houses of worship than traffic 
lights. (I counted them.) I got my start in OSM by mapping them all – all the churches, all the traffic lights. After many years, I felt that I had just about run out of things to 
map there, other than the minutiae of roof shapes and mailboxes.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Welcome_to_Loveland,_Ohio.jpg


who? 
what? 
when? 
where? 
why?

I don’t know about you, but for me, mapping has always gone hand in hand with a certain curiosity about the world. You know this slide, this is the critical thinking skill 
they teach in first grade. OSM is very good at the what and where. Yes, there is the thing and the thing is here—



who? 
what? 
when? 
where? 
why?

—But why is it here? Why is it like that? Who put it there? OSM leaves the rest of the W’s to the imagination.



My school bus used to go down the main drag every day, and as a kid I’d notice that the little alley in front of this green building is named Grear Millitzer Place. What an 
odd name, who names their kid Grear?

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:West_Loveland_Avenue,_Loveland,_Ohio,_looking_west_from_railroad_tracks.jpg


The Cincinnati Enquirer, 19 September 1996, East ed., p. B3

I had to know more about this person and why they have an alley named after them. Looking through old archives of the local newspaper in Newspapers.com, I found 
that George Millitzer ran a clothing store upstairs at this building, overlooking city hall for many years. Grear was his nickname. He was remembered fondly for his charity. 
And now his store is on OHM, another breadcrumb for the curious.

https://www.newspapers.com/article/the-cincinnati-enquirer/108643829/


Well I can’t just add one shop. If I’m going to add shops, I’d better commit to it. So I searched Newspapers.com for the addresses along the block and found references 
to loads of shops that have come and gone over the years.



The Cincinnati Post & Times-Star, 1 February 1971, p. 17

Here’s the website for one of those shops, preserved in the Wayback Machine. It gives a tantalizing clue to yet another shop that came before it: Sparks Hardware, the 
first woman-owned hardware store in the United States. Despite living in Loveland for many years, I had no clue about that, it was pure serendipity.

https://www.newspapers.com/article/the-cincinnati-post/148929396/
http://web.archive.org/web/20040821152831/http://www.missannabelles.com/belles_about.htm


As I went through mapping the churches, like I had in OSM, there was this one church that always intrigued me – at the end of Chestnut Street, on the other side of the 
railroad tracks. I could never tell if it was still an active worship space; it looked abandoned.



Public domain (1926) 
Courtesy of Loveland Magazine

In fact, the city took it over and left it to rot with the intention of demolishing it. In its defense, a local magazine published an oral history, noting its importance as the 
focal point of what used to be a significant Black community here. This was surprising to me – I knew of Loveland as a town that had always been lily-white, where 
someone like me stuck out and that’s just how it’s always been. But my side of the railroad tracks used to be a Black community? Where did they go? Sometimes, 
mapping history turns up more questions than answers.

https://lovelandmagazine.com/lovelands-historic-black-church-an-african-american-historic-site-is-not-insignificant/


people 
places 
things

You see a pattern here: if I had just stuck to mapping OSM in increasing detail, I would be able to regale you with the roof shapes of these buildings, the opening hours of 
their shops, but I’d miss the most important thing about them – the people and their stories.



Mural by Alyssa Wigant for the City of San José 
Photo © networklanman, CC BY-SA 4.0

If a small town like Loveland still has a lot of unanswered questions, imagine what I face now that I live in San José, a city of almost a million with a more dramatic history.

https://www.mapillary.com/app/?pKey=210611744650464


Back in January at Mapping USA, I told you about a new park in my neighborhood and the story behind it, of the Chinatown that racist neighbors burned the ground, and 
the courage of a German immigrant who built them a new “San José Chinatown”.



After that talk, the OSM China community accused me of fabricating the Chinese name for San José in “San José Chinatown”. In their reckoning, the three characters at 
the top here mean “throw them away”, a most unlikely name for a city. I don’t speak Chinese, but I believe they missed a subtle point, that the residents here didn’t speak 
Mandarin. They spoke Toisanese, a once dominant dialect in North America that today is in decline. This is such a minor detail on the map, yet it surely mattered a great 
deal to the people who lived there at the time. Like OSM, OHM excels at little surprises, invitations to learn more.



Praetzellis, Mary; Praetzellis, Adrian (2011). “Cultural Resource Management 
Archaeology and Heritage Values”. Historical Archaeology. Society for 

Historical Archaeology. 45 (1): 86–100.

No group’s history should be defined only by the 
awful aspects of its past, […] however deeply 
rooted in History with a capital H. If the scale is 
taken down a notch to the neighborhood or family 
level, […] other stories can be found—life-affirming 
stories of how sometimes in the midst of what 
seems to be national craziness, individuals step 
forward and quietly work for good.

The reason we remember Heinlenville today is not because something bad happened there, but rather because there people were able to live out normal lives. The 
mundane history with a lowercase h is also important to document. Without it, we cannot relate as well to history with a capital H. This is an excerpt from a paper in the 
journal Historical Archaeology, about the need to document lowercase history using the methods of archaeology.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/23070205
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23070205


You too can be an amateur archaeologist. On any given day, you might find me roaming the streets of San José in search of more clues to add to the map. This is the 
traditional way of contributing to OSM, and it’s equally valid for OHM. There are historical clues everywhere if you look closely enough. For decades, anyone building a 
sidewalk would’ve stamped it with their name and the year. They literally made their mark on the city.



In a residential area, these sidewalk marks help us ascertain not only when the sidewalk was built, but also the age of the houses along the street, something that can be 
difficult to find another data source for.



This mark should be familiar to students of American history. The Works Progress Administration built this sidewalk and the park it’s in.



Now just to be clear, you don’t need to be a city or federal contractor to leave hints for historical geographers. This sidewalk was apparently marked by a kid in ’97. Cute, 
huh? It’s etched in stone; that’s good enough for the on-the-ground rule and for me!



how long have you 
been around?

These days, whenever I patronize a mom-and-pop restaurant or some other small business, I always make sure to ask how long they’ve been around. They’re always 
eager to tell you that and their whole life story. Because they are lowercase, the little guys, insignificant in world history. No one bothered to map their story – until OHM.



Some of you saw me slip into this sandwich shop on Thursday after the social. Start date? March of last year.



putting it all together
• prior art


• historical atlases


• topo maps


• other published works and media


• books


• academic journals


• newspaper archives


• NRHP submissions


• phone directories


• Wayback Machine 

• observation


• ground truth (field surveys)


• remote sensing (aerial imagery)


• oral histories


• nostalgic Facebook groups


• data exhaust


• city permit database


• property records


• inference

This is just a small slice of the sources you can pull together in your research to make a historical map. Yes, you can copy prior art such as old maps. But you can also leverage any of the sources 
that you’d cite for a research paper on the subject. Throw in a field survey like I do, corroborate it with an oral history or someone reminiscing on social media.


There’s a fourth category that we can call “data exhaust” – records that are gathered for completely non-historical purposes, but if they have timestamps and addresses, that’s what we need. And 
finally, sometimes we’re able to fill in the blanks by inference without compromising the map’s credibility.



Here’s 229 years of Loveland history flashing by. It’s woefully incomplete, but already it’s more than anything anyone has ever done to visualize the town’s history.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Loveland,_Ohio,_1975_to_2024_in_OpenHistoricalMap.webm
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Minh Nguyen on OSM and OHM


@1ec5 on OSMUS Slack


@mxn@wikis.world on Mastodon


notes.1ec5.org

Thank you!
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