
Persistent 
Identifiers for 

People in the Past
Jim Clifford and Matthew Kunkel, Saskatchewan

Susan Brown and Sarah Roger, Guelph
Natalie Hervieux, Alberta



Three James 
Armstrongs

• Which James Armstrong worked for 
the Department of Indian Affairs?

• It probably wasn’t the guy who made 
the stoves.



One person, Multiple Names

• Esther Brandeau or Jacques La Fargue

• Thayendanegea, Thayendanegen, Thayeadanegea, Joseph 
Thayendanegea, or Joseph Brant

• Félicité Angers or Laure Conan
• Hilda Doris Buck or Doris Hilda Anderson



Could we create something 
like ORCID for historical 
people?



Where to start? 

• Dictionary of Canadian Biography
• The project started in 1959
• 8000+ biographies published in French and English
• Focused on elite men of European decent but 

working hard to correct that legacy
• Planning to launch a new version of the website in 

2024



Ben Hoy’s 
Department of Indian 
Affairs Employee Data

• Hoy created a database of Department of Indian Affairs employees' locations in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries.

• The database includes limited biographical information: names, occupation, location 
and years employed by the DIA.

• The individuals and their correspondence are an important part of the historical 
record of settler colonialism in Canada.

• Opportunity to test creating PIDs for people without full biographies.



Key objectives and principals

Start by reconciling 
data against 
existing PIDs

1
Use names, dates, 
places, and 
occupations to 
disambiguate 
individuals

2
Avoid creating 
certainty from 
uncertainty when 
parsing text into 
data points

3
Avoid duplicating 
the use of offensive 
terms in dated 
reference materials

4



Identifiable Properties

• Names

• Occupations

• Birth date/place
• Family connections

• Death date/place

Utilize existing DCB structures

Existing 
Categorizations

Leverage 
Formulaic 
Structure



DCB Name Extraction



Uncertainty options
• Leave out uncertain information

• Include uncertain information (and deal with it later)

• Add additional modelling to denote that something is uncertain



Location Reconciliation

Death event of James Gambier Ivor House in 
Buckinghamshire, England Buckinghamshire

took place at falls within



Occupation Reconciliation

officer in the colonial regular troops (minted URI)

military officer (Wikidata)

military occupation (LINCS)

has type

has type

colonel in the Connecticut militia (minted URI)

colonel (Wikidata)

military occupation (LINCS)

has type

has type



Indian Affairs Data
Identity Reconciliation



PIDs for unnamed people



A Collection of Historical Canadian PIDs

• Over 11,000 people from the DCB and IA, connected to 16,000 family 
members

• Participating in over 4,000 unique occupations across over 5,000 
locations

• Contextualized by 70,000 quotes from the DCB, each in French and 
English



Leveraging PIDs on the Web









Next Steps • Add Peel's Prairie Provinces data
• Consult on and refine the data

oHow can we make it more useful?
o Should we expand the model?
oCreate bilingual labels for vocabulary terms

• Enhanced PIDs for individuals who are 
silenced in the archives
oUnnamed persons (e.g., guides, wives)
oNamed individuals who do not have their 

own entries

• Consult on inclusion and decolonization
oNames, locations, professions, etc.
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