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Mapping Lives: The Amsterdam
Diaries Time Machine

Leon van Wissen, Janna Aerts, Boudewijn Koopmans and
Ingeborg Verheul

Abstract: This chapter explores how digital life narrative projects, like the
Amsterdam Diaries Time Machine, can help illustrate the complexity of hu-
man experience within and across people’s stories. This digital application
brings together several diaries written by women in Amsterdam during
World War II. Following annotation of references to people, organizations,
dates, and places, and linking them through linked open data (LOD),
the project enables the study of patterns within and across diaries. We
examine how these datasets illustrate Amsterdam’s role in these women'’s
lives and daily wartime experiences. By combining urban history and
life narrative studies, this interdisciplinary approach provides deeper
insights into how historical Amsterdam was experienced and shaped by
the women living in its urban spaces.

Keywords: digital humanities; life writing; World War II diaries; linked

open data; women'’s urban experiences; historical annotation

Introduction

In this chapter, we present the work done in our Amsterdam Diaries pilot

project, part of the Amsterdam Time Machine project, in which we explore the
lived experiences of the city of Amsterdam through the use of diary entries,
written by local inhabitants.! In recent decades, urban history has increasingly
shifted its focus from the historical city itself to its inhabitants. Since the advent
of bottom-up approaches and the growing attention in history from below for

1 Amsterdam Time Machine, https://www.amsterdamtimemachine.nl/.
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little known voices—such as those of women, children and migrants—research-
ers have become more interested in how ordinary people interacted with the
city and how it shaped their everyday lives.> A similar trend is evident in diary
studies, where leading figures like Philippe Lejeune have concentrated their
research on unpublished diaries authored by individuals “on the margins.”
The diary genre, due to its inherently daily character, is inextricably linked
to the theme of the everyday. Diaries often capture aspects of daily life that
are dismissed as “banal” or “unimportant” in other autobiographical genres.
This may explain why urban history has so far paid surprisingly little atten-
tion to diaries as a genre. Furthermore, even when urban historians utilize
diaries as historical sources, the (individual) subjective experiences of city
residents are frequently overlooked. Yet diaries represent an immensely valu-
able resource for examining this personal dimension, capturing otherwise
fleeting information such as reflections and emotions related to the historical
city. Additionally, because diaries are typically intimate texts, written
shortly after the events they describe, they offer a less mediated account
of citizens’ urban experiences compared to other historical documents.*
The use of digital humanities or digital tools in urban diary studies
remains even more uncommon. Digital approaches tend to focus primarily
on contemporary case studies. For example, Alan Latham highlights the use
of social media technologies as forms of virtual “micro-diaries” to analyse
“the rhythms and variations in mood across the day, week, or even year.”
Other research projects have employed GPS technologies as proxies for
traditional diaries, tracking individuals’ activities within urban spaces.®
So far, the potential of using and building on top of data delivered by
(other) digital humanities projects and resources has been underutilized.
For instance, through digitization initiatives in libraries and archives, it

2 Edward P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Penguin, 1970); Raphael
Samuel, “History Workshop, 1966—80,” in People’s History and Socialist Theory, ed. Raphael Samuel
(Routledge, 1981); Eric Hobsbawm, “History from Below: Some Reflections,” in History from Below:
Studies in Popular Protest and Popular Ideology in Honour of George Rudé, ed. Frederick Krantz
(Concordia University, 1985), 63—73.

3 Philippe Lejeune, Cher cahier...: Témoignages sur le journal personnel recueillis et présentés par
Philippe Lejeune, ed. Philippe Lejeune (Gallimard, 1989); Philippe Lejeune, Le moi des demoiselles:
Enquéte sur le journal de jeune fille (Seuil, 1993).

4 Frangoise Simonet-Tenant, Le journal intime: Genre littéraire et écriture ordinaire (Téraédre,
2004), 20; Irina Paperno, “What Can Be Done with Diaries?,” in The Russian Review 63, no. 4
(2004): 565.

5 Alan Latham, “Using Diaries to Study Urban Worlds,” in Researching the City: A Guide for
Students, ed. Kevin Ward (Sage, 2014), 111.

6 E.g.J. Mackett, Y. Gong, K. Kitazawa and ]. Paskins, “Setting Children Free: Children’s
Independent Movement in the Local Environment,” CASA Working Paper Series (Centre for
Advanced Spatial Analysis, 2007).
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nowadays is significantly easier to do archival research and contextualize
research corpora. These archival records and supplementary digital re-
sources provide valuable background information on subjects and situations
described in urban diaries. What is more, the technique (i.e. linked open
data) used to present and disseminate this data makes it possible to seam-
lessly connect the personal perspective of the diary author with the wider
historical context. Our Diaries Time Machine pilot project is innovative in
the sense that it merges the world of digital humanities with that of urban
diary studies. It integrates the diaries into a web of interconnected heritage
data, allowing us to bring the diaries closer to their relevant contexts.

Specifically, we focus on diaries written by women living in Amsterdam
during the Second World War, which enables us to add an extra layer of
personal reflection and representation of the city to existing urban historical
research. We make use of digital methods and tools such as geographic
information systems (GIS) and interlink the data extracted from these
diaries with knowledge bases through linked open data (LOD). Through
this method, we apply these ideas to a digital interactive map of Amsterdam
diaries, which will assist research, making it easier to discern patterns and
clusters of the “denser webs that document the complexity of the human
experience” within and across people’s stories.” However, this chapter
only offers preliminary examples of what can be achieved by combining
a corpus of urban diaries with interconnected data. It should be regarded
as an initial exploration of its potential. While it highlights a selection of
possible starting points for further in-depth research, it is by no means
exhaustive. These diaries deserve a deeper investigation, and we hope that
our infrastructure and contributions will serve as a foundation to support
and facilitate the creation of such work.

The Amsterdam Time Machine

The Amsterdam Time Machine (ATM) aims to connect (heritage) data
related to Amsterdam, making information about Amsterdam’s people,
locations, events and organizations more available to a wide audience of
researchers, heritage professionals and citizen scientists. By linking the
collections of multiple data providers (galleries, libraries, archives, museums
and government entities) and making them uniformly searchable and
enrichable within an open infrastructure, the Amsterdam Time Machine

7  ToddS. Presner, David Shepard and Yoh Kawano, HyperCities: Thick Mapping in the Digital
Humanities (Harvard University Press, 2014), 12—13.
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and its partners create an opportunity to gain deeper insights into both the
history and the future of the city.

A crucial component of the Amsterdam Time Machine is its location
infrastructure, which serves as the backbone for connecting and analysing
these heterogeneous collections.® For example, the Adamlink dataset
provides access to historical data on Amsterdam’s neighbourhoods, streets
and addresses, including spelling variants, geometries and links to external
sources such as the Dutch cadastre and Wikidata.? This data is published
as linked open data, assigning unique identifiers to each geographical
feature. As a result, others can link to this dataset and utilize its additional
information, such as coordinates, by simply following these links (manually
by browsing its website, or automatically through APIs). This approach not
only enhances the relevance of any linked dataset or research output by
integrating it into the broader network of interlinked data on Amsterdam but
also saves researchers significant time. Much of the foundational information
on these features is readily available and can be freely integrated, eliminating
the need to manually geolocate places on a map, as this functionality is
already embedded within the infrastructure.

The ATM mainly operates as a networking organization, contributing to
connections between heritage providers, researchers and other local “time
machines.” By serving as a bridge between these parties, the ATM enhances
collaboration and promotes the integration of diverse data sources. Beyond
its role in facilitating these linkages, the ATM has also developed several
proof-of-concept applications and public websites that demonstrate the
advantages of interconnected data. These initiatives showcase the practical
benefits of linking and enriching data, highlighting how such connections
can unlock new insights and make cultural heritage more accessible to a
broader audience. Through these efforts, the ATM not only proves the value
of its infrastructure but also encourages further innovation and exploration
in the field of digital heritage and digital humanities.

Amsterdam Diaries Time Machine

One of the public web applications of the Amsterdam Time Machine for
the general public is the Amsterdam Diaries Time Machine, which was

8 Janna Aerts, Boudewijn Koopmans and Leon van Wissen, “Amsterdam Time Machine:
Pilot Jewish History of Amsterdam,” paper presented at DH Benelux 2023, Brussels, Belgium,
5 June 2023, https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8005670.
9 https://adamlink.nl/ resp. https://wikidata.org.
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Amsterdam
Diaries e
Time Machine

120 pagina's - leestijd: 0:52 min

:,~ Berdi Pront

Toon de originele dagboekpagina 3

24 januari 1943

Vandaag zijn we uit rijden geweest. Het was zulk heerlijk zonnig weer.

We zijn naar de Koninginneweg gegaan naar Mevrouw en Dr. Sanders .
Eén van hun zoons en schoondochter zijn bij een poging om te

ontvluchten gevangen geno-

men en naar Duitsland gezonden. Hun andere zoon, die niet helemaal
normaal is, heeft ons geholpen met de wagen in de tuin te zetten. Greet
droeg mij naar boven en daar heb ik tussen kussens op de divan liggen
huilen net zolang totdat wij weer weggingen. Van mijnheer Sanders krijg
ik een babybox, die heeft hij nog. Wij zijn dezelfde dag terug gegaan
langs de Emmastraat en de Apollolaan . Een heerlijke wandeling. Als het
volgende week goed weer is gaan wij weer uit met de wagen. lk ben
weer aangekomen, ik weeg nu 5 pond en 170 gram. We hebben de
dokter gebeld en ik kreeg meteen mijn melkrantsoen verhoogd.
Tweederde melk en eenderde water . Ik heb ook weer liggen huilen van

vijf tot half zeven. Nu ben ik in slaap gevallen.

& pag. 1 pag.3 >

Fig. 13.1. Example of a single diary entry of author Margaretha van Hinte (who writes about —and
through the eyes of— the Jewish baby she kept in hiding, Berdi Pront) on the Amsterdam Diaries
Time Machine website (https://diaries.amsterdamtimemachine.nl). Shown is the transcribed text,
including several annotations to locations (in green), persons (blue), and food (purple). <1


https://diaries.amsterdamtimemachine.nl
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launched on 4 May 2024, National Remembrance Day, at the City Archives
of Amsterdam. The project aims to make the diaries of ordinary people in
Amsterdam more accessible while enhancing the infrastructure for con-
necting a wide range of personal histories using open web standards, such
as linked open data and GIS. In the first phase of this pilot, we focused on
the diaries of six women living in Amsterdam during the Second World War,
offering a new dimension to the application of historical spatial information
within the ATM infrastructure. It also serves as a tool for analysis and
helps to contextualize locations for which little information is available, for
example, by offering alternative labels and linking them to other entities
(such as persons and organizations) mentioned in the diary fragments. A
screenshot of one of the diary entries on the website is shown in figure 13.1.

Method

Corpus Selection
The corpus of diaries was selected on the basis of the following criteria:

- A digitized/scanned copy of the diary is available in a public archive
or library, or through a central portal such as Het Geheugen (The
Memory)."

— The diary’s content deals not only with the writer’s inner life but also
describes the urban landscape of Amsterdam.

—  We selected only diaries of women who lived in Amsterdam during
World War II. War history often focuses on battles and soldiers, leaving
women underrepresented. However, the war affected daily life, with
many women active in the resistance and taking over men’s jobs, such
as conducting streetcars and trains or working as letter carriers. By
focusing on diaries written by women during this period, we aim to
counteract this bias in history writing.

The scans we used were provided by the Amsterdam City Archives, Atria
Institute on Gender Equality and Women’s History, the Jewish Museum and
the Resistance Museum." However, with the exception of the Amsterdam
City Archives, these scans are not yet available in a format that allows us
to work with them directly without first downloading and storing them
ourselves. Until these archives implement the ITIF Image API, we must store

10 https://geheugen.delpher.nl/nl.
1 https://archief.amsterdam/; https://atria.nl/; https://jck.nl/; https://www.verzetsmuseum.org/.
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and host the images ourselves to transcribe, annotate and display them on
the project’s website.”* After downloading the scans, we loaded them into
Transkribus, a tool for transcribing and annotating handwritten material.’s

With the help of student assistants, we processed each diary as follows:'4

—  Layout identification: We identified and tagged the structural elements
on each page, including visual elements like drawings or pasted news-
paper snippets, paragraphs, marginalia, headings, and page numbers.
Each paragraph was individually segmented to maintain the structure
for later use in adding line breaks to the running text on the website.

—  Transcription: The textual elements were transcribed using Transkribus
HTR models and manually corrected.

— Annotation: We annotated and tagged textual elements such as blacken-
ing, strikethroughs, and italics, as well as persons, organizations, places
and dates. We also tagged text fragments related to the theme of “food
and drink.”

Due to temporal constraints, we further restricted this process to diary
entries mentioning at least one Amsterdam related entity.

Technique and Data

In the background, these data are converted into linked open data and made
available in a format that can easily serve a website. Data gathered in Tran-
skribus, such as handwriting and annotations, is exported in Transkribus’s
Page XML format and then processed into web annotations (cf. the Web
Annotation Vocabulary) of varying granularity and purpose:'s

—  Transcriptions: The transcription itself is converted into web annotations
at the line level, storing the transcribed text in relation to its coordinates
on the page.

—  Regions and classifications: The regions that contain these lines, along
with their classifications (e.g. heading, paragraph or visual), are stored
as separate web annotations. This captures the necessary information to

12 https://iiif.io/api/image/3.0/.

13 Kahle, Philip, Sebastian Colutto, Giinter Hackl and Giinter Miihlberger, “Transkribus: A
Service Platform for Transcription, Recognition, and Retrieval of Historical Documents,” In 2017
14th IAPR International Conference on Document Analysis and Recognition (ICDAR), Volume 4,
19—24 (IEEE, 2017), https://doi.org/10.1109/ICDAR.2017.307.

14 We thank Berber van der Kaaij, Lucie Utheil and Lianne Wilhelmus for their transcriptions
and annotations.

15 https://www.w3.org/TR/annotation-vocab/.
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reconstruct the diary entries and maintain the structure of each entry,
including the classification in relation to the coordinates on the page.
Entity and concept annotations: Annotations related to persons, places,
organizations, dates and food-related concepts are stored as textual
annotations. These link the classification of the annotation to the text
from the first level of transcriptions by character offset. Separate from
this, metadata for individual diary entries and the diary as a whole is
stored in a spreadsheet and is also converted to linked open data (cf.
schema.org vocabulary).®

Diary entry boundaries: Additional web annotations are created to
indicate where a diary entry starts and ends. These annotations provide
metadata on the entry’s title and date (when available) and specify the
regions it spans. The entry is stored as its own resource and is linked to
the diary to which it belongs.

Diary metadata: Metadata about the diary itself and the collection it
belongs to is stored as a separate object. This primarily mirrors informa-
tion found in the archive’s or library’s catalogue.

As a final step, the tagged entities (i.e. persons, places, organizations) are
identified and linked to their corresponding representations in existing
online datasets. This was done manually in a spreadsheet and with the
help of OpenRefine:"

Entity linking: People and organizations are linked to Wikidata or to the
Amsterdam City Archives, while place entities, such as neighbourhoods,
streets, and addresses, are linked to Adamlink. This information is
stored in the entity annotations.

Reintegration of data: Additionally, information from the external
knowledge bases such as standardized labels, short descriptions and
coordinates (if available), is reintegrated into the diaries’ dataset. This
enriched data can then be used on both overview and detail pages of
the website.

The data structure described above serves two primary purposes. First, it

provides a standardized technical representation for storing structured
data, enabling its use on websites or other digital platforms. Second, by
independently modelling the data extraction and enrichment pipeline

16  https://schema.org/.

17 https://openrefine.org/.
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while maintaining the connection between the identified elements and
their corresponding coordinates on the manuscript pages, we hope that
our work becomes more transparent and easier for users to verify. This
way, our (digital) interpretation remains closely connected to the original
author’s work. The feature on the diaries website that allows for inspecting
the original diary fragments builds on top of this provenance trail. All data
and the scripts used in its extraction and conversion are openly available
and can be downloaded and reused from the data dump on Zenodo.*®

Case Study

With the collected and interlinked data, we can use GIS to create visualiza-
tions of the selected Amsterdam diaries. This approach is a first step toward
making it easier to identify patterns and clusters within and across individual
stories, ideally clarifying the role certain places play in the lives of the diary
authors, as well as visually depicting how the city figures into people’s lives
and the role urban spaces play in their daily experiences.

To achieve this, we make use of the extra information that we obtained by
linking the annotated place and organization entities (both of which have
relatively fixed location information) to external datasets such as Wikidata
and the Amsterdam Time Machine. Rather than manually geolocating these
places, we make use of the existing geometries, geocoordinates, place types,
standardized labels and available descriptions within these knowledge graphs.

It is important to note, however, that the current corpus is relatively small,
and that any case study presented here is still in the early stages of develop-
ment, with limited statistical significance. For example, a straightforward
descriptive analysis involves plotting all the annotated and identified place
data on a map of Amsterdam, distinguishing between different diary authors.
Additionally, we can plot the known home addresses of the authors on the
same map, allowing for an analysis of the spatial reach of each author. While
these initial studies offer valuable insights, they are primarily exploratory
and will benefit from further data expansion and refinement.

The result of such a virtualization can be seen in figure 13.2 and shows
coloured points scattered over a present-day map of Amsterdam. The
colour indicates the author mentioning a particular location of which we

18 Leonvan Wissen, Janna Aerts, Boudewijn Koopmans, Ingeborg Verheul, Marleen Rensen and
Amsterdam Time Machine, Amsterdam Diaries Time Machine—Data (v1.0) [dataset] (Zenodo,
2024), https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.14385058.
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normalized its geometry to a single point (latitude, longitude). The size of the
point is determined by how often the location is mentioned by the author.
To prevent overlapping and therefore illegible points, each point has been
plotted with a small offset to its real location. The map is generated with
Folium and is interactive once loaded in a web browser, allowing further
inspection of how a particular location is mentioned in the author’s diaries."

Analysis

Looking at the annotation frequency statistics in table 13.1 and the map
in figure 13.2, we can see that Margaretha van Hinte’s diary references
the most locations. Her diary also covers the largest spatial extent, both
within and outside of Amsterdam. Not only does she mention the largest
number of places, nearly half of these are located within Amsterdam. The
locations she mentions are situated mainly near her residence in the south
of Amsterdam and the city centre.

In the following excerpt from Van Hinte’s diary, she describes hearing
about a shooting in the city, specifically at Ferdinand Bolstraat, as relayed
to her by someone working in the factories in the Omval neighbourhood.
These locations serve as a way to convey the events happening in Amsterdam
and to provide context about the backgrounds and professions of those
involved. Notably, the factories she mentions no longer exist, highlighting
the transformation of Amsterdam over time for a present-day reader.

De Telegraafis geweest. Een van de loopsters (bezorgsters) vertelde dat
er op de Ferdinand Bolstraat een vrouw werd gewond door het mitrail-
leurvuur. Twee paarden voor een lijkkoets zijn losgebroken. Er was paniek.
Cor heeft iemand gesproken die werkzaam was aan een van de fabrieken
aan de Omval. Zij moesten allemaal plat op de grond gaan liggen en
hebben in doodsangst verkeerd.

—17 mei 1943, Margaretha van Hinte (original)

The Telegraafhas been here. One of the newspaper girls reported that a
woman was injured by machine-gun fire on Ferdinand Bolstraat. Two
horses pulling a hearse bolted. There was panic. Cor spoke to someone
who worked at one of the factories on the Omval. They all had to lie flat
on the ground and were terrified.

—17 May 1943, Margaretha van Hinte (translation)

19 https://python-visualization.github.io/folium/latest/.
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Fig. 13.2. Overview of annotated places that are linked to external knowledge bases, coloured by
author. The size of the circle is determined by the frequency of each place. Additionally, if known,
the residential locations in this entire time period of the authors are plotted. <

Table 13.1. Number of linked place annotations (non-unique) per author, with
a separate column for linked annotations to places in Amsterdam
(filtered by bounding box). ]

Author Linked Place Annotations Amsterdam only
Margaretha van Hinte 149 77

Celina Veffer 21 16

Dien Kiewit de Jonge 98 5

Els Polak 65 21

Gerda Oestreicher- Laqueur 37 2

Neeltje (Toby) Vos 19

This is different for Els Polak, whose mentioned locations are almost all in
the proximity of her residency in the centre of Amsterdam. Polak mentions
specific locations by their street and address, such as Leidsestraat g5 (the
location of the Kempinski hotel and restaurant), Prinsengracht gos (her
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own address) and Prinsengracht 1015 (a place with student housing where
the author visits and wants to live), as illustrated in two fragments:

M'n plan is om in een huis te gaan waar andere meisjes en jongens
studenten op kamers wonen. Bijv. Pr. Gr. 1015. Ik ga er gauw eens een
kijkje nemen.

—6 maart 1941, Els Polak (original)

My plan is to move into a house where other boys and girls, who are
students, live in rooms. For example, Prinsengracht 1015. I'm going to
check it out soon.

—6 March 1941, Els Polak (translation)

Zonet was ik op Prinsengr. 1015. Denderend. Ik had een meisje (vriendin
van cursist 1e Jaars) opgebeld om haar kamer eens te mogen zien. Ze had
een denderende kamer onder het dak. centr. verw. enstr. water f.52,50.
p.m. Er zijn +28 jongens en meisjes in huis. In minder dan geen tijd zaten
we met z'n 4en. Heel geschikte jongens. Meest studenten. Goed eten etc.
Ik hoop dat dit doorgaat.

—19 maart 1941, Els Polak (original)

I was just at Prinsengracht 1015. Fantastic! I'd called a girl (a friend of
a first-year student) to see her room. She had an amazing attic room.
Central heating, electricity, and water cost f. 52.50 per month. There
are about twenty-eight boys and girls in the house. Before you knew it,
there were four of us. Really nice guys. Mostly students. Good food, etc.
I hope this works out.

—19 March 1941, Els Polak (translation)

These two fragments tell us more about the social and economic conditions
of the time, providing a glimpse into daily life, the housing situation and the
interiors of homes during that period. Similarly, such a glimpse is also given
by examining linked resources to these identified locations. For instance,
the mentioning of the Kempinski restaurant is linked, in the data of the
Amsterdam Time Machine, through its address, to visual material from the
Amsterdam City Archive’s Image Bank, such as a photo of the restaurant’s
interior. Such visual material shows the added value of connecting several
data sources via a joint unique identifier, in this case the identifier of the
location infrastructure of the Amsterdam Time Machine. We use the unique
identifiers of (historical) addresses to enrich the description of a place in
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the diary fragments with information from other datasets, even when a
writer only gives very brief information (e.g. only an address). The same
is true for written archival sources, such as the woningkaarten (housing
cards) of Amsterdam that are also kept in the Amsterdam City Archives.

The smallest number of locations is mentioned in the diary of Dien
Kiewit de Jonge and Gerda Oestreicher-Laqueur. The only location from
Oestreicher-Laqueur’s diary that we have been able to link to is a mention
of the Concertgebouw, a renowned classical concert hall in Amsterdam, as
can also be seen in the fact that this place is mentioned by two other authors
as well. Below are excerpts given by all three authors:

Alle bemiihen sich weiter um gute Beziehungen und wenn irgendwo in
Azien 5 Leute erschossen werden dann stellen sich die Lander auf die
Hinterbeine. Tiere diirfen nicht gequélt und gejagt werden die Juden wohl.
Im Konzertgebouw die Menschen, die ich sprach, hatten den bekiim-
merten Ausdruck wie wir ihn in Karlsbad hatten nach Oestreichs Fall,
“aufgeschreckt!”

—15 November 1938, Gerda Oestreicher-Laqueur (original)

Everyone continues to strive for good relations, and if five people are shot
somewhere in Asia, countries stand on their hind legs. Animals must
not be tortured and hunted, but Jews can be. At the Concertgebouw, the
people I spoke to had the troubled expression we had in Karlsbad after
the fall of Austria, “startled!”

—15 November 1938, Gerda Oestreicher-Laqueur (translation)

De volgende avond zijn we met Wally en Wim naar een concert in het
concertgeb. geweest. O.1. van Ed. V. Beinum. Willem Mengelberg is gelukkig
weg die N.S.B.er. Er ging voor van Beinum een denderend applaus op. Na
afloop zijn we met z'n 4en naar de Pr. Gr. gegaan.

—a25 November 1940, Els Polak (original)

The following evening, we went with Wally and Wim to a concert at
the Concertgebouw, conducted by Ed. V. Beinum. Thankfully, Willem
Mengelberg, that NSB member, was gone. There was thunderous applause
for Van Beinum. Afterwards, the four of us went to the Pr. Gr.

—25 November 1940, Els Polak (translation)

Jantje, Max en ik zijn naar Boyd Boekema gegaan, die in het Concert-
gebouw speelde. Max is eerst zijn meisje gaan halen. Toen Jantje en ik
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bij het Concertgebouw aankwamen was daar een geweldige drukte, het
was nog niet open. “Hoe komt dat?” Vroegen we natuurlijk. “Er zijn leden
van het orkest weggebracht door de Griin Polizei,” was het antwoord. We
zijn nog een kwartiertje gebleven en hoorden toen dat de voorstelling
uitgesteld was tot de volgende Zondag.

—9 april 1944, Celina Veffer (original)

Jantje, Max and I went to see Boyd Boekema, who was playing at the
Concertgebouw. Max went to pick up his girlfriend first. When Jantje
and I arrived at the Concertgebouw, there was a lot of commotion, and it
wasn't open yet. “What'’s going on?,” we naturally asked. “Members of the
orchestra have been taken away by the Order Police,” was the reply. We
stayed for another quarter of an hour and then heard that the performance
had been postponed until the following Sunday.

—9 April 1944, Celina Veffer (translation)

In all three excerpts, the Concertgebouw is mentioned in connection with
significant Nazi era events, both on a continental scale, as seen in Laqueur’s
account before the war in the Netherlands, and within Amsterdam itself.
Together, these fragments provide a window into how a single location,
the Concertgebouw, became intertwined with personal and collective
memory. They underscore the dual function that public buildings can
fulfil, illustrating how the Concertgebouw in particular served not only
as a venue for entertainment but also as a space for social interaction and
information exchange.

Another result of plotting these locations on the map of Amsterdam is
that we can easily visualize the movement of the diary authors throughout
the city. An example is this fragment of Celina Veffer, where she writes
about going to the city centre after her lunch.

Na gegeten te hebben, ben ik maar naar de stad gegaan. [...] Natuurlijk was
er weer luchtalarm, net toen ik in de Kalverstraat liep. Veffer [Jantje] was ik
op de Munt tegengekomen en hij kwam me met het luchtalarm vlug weer
achterna. [...] Ook Flippie Hovius kwam ik tegen. Op het Rokin. Hij was aan
het proberen of hij een kaart van Limburg kon kopen voor zijn broer, die
in de mijnen gaat werken. Wij zijn samen naar Wille [voor een thermofles]
en naar de tram gegaan. [...] Met Flip ben ik even meegegaan naar de
boekhandel op de Stadionweg, onder de de luifel kan hij een kaart kopen.
We zijn samen ook weer naar de apotheek geweest, om mijn staaldrank
te halen. Thuis zag ik dat de fles in mijn tas halfleeggelopen was.

—13 April 1944, Celina Veffer (original)
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Fig. 13.3. Locations mentioned in the diary of Celina Veffer. The arrows visualize the route she takes
as described in a single diary fragment on 13 April 1944.

After my lunch, I went to the centre. [...] Of course, there was another air
raid siren, just as I was walking on Kalverstraat. I had met Veffer [Jantje]
on the Munt and he quickly followed me with the siren. [...] I also met
Flippie Hovius. On Rokin. He was trying to buy a map of Limburg for his
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brother, who is going to work in the mines. We went to Wille together
[for a thermos] and to the tram. [...] I went with Flip to the bookshop
on Stadionweg, where he was able to buy a map. We also went to the
pharmacist together, to get my medicine. At home I saw that the bottle
had spilled in my bag and was half empty.

—13 April 1944, Celina Veffer (translation)

Veffer references several locations in her diary, some of which are specific
and easily identifiable, while others remain unclear—for instance, “Wille,”
likely a shop where she purchases a thermos, and a pharmacy. However, the
visualization in figure 13.3 provides valuable insights: it clarifies that the
shop is situated somewhere in the city centre, as she visits it before boarding
the tram home, whereas the pharmacy appears to be closer to her residence.
Visualizing this data in sequence therefore helps to pinpoint previously
unidentified locations, resulting in a more complete understanding of the
diary fragment and its historical context.

Reflection and Conclusion

This study demonstrates the potential of combining digital tools like GIS
with diary research to create a digital, interactive map of Amsterdam life
narratives. By collecting, digitizing and transcribing historical egodocu-
ments, and annotating references to people, organizations, dates and places,
we have been able to link these narratives to the (geo-)infrastructure of the
Amsterdam Time Machine through linked open data. The use of GIS has
allowed us to give an initial visualization of these narratives on a spatial
aspect, an entry point into identifying patterns and clusters of intersecting
life stories within and across the material of individual diarists. This way
of presenting the data highlights how the city played a role in people’s lives
and how urban spaces influenced their daily experiences.

Moreover, the integration of personal narratives with potential existing
statistical (e.g. census data), social economical (e.g. data on migration) and
cultural data (e.g. archival documents) on historical Amsterdam could
facilitate additional possibilities for research into individual experiences
and broader historical contexts. By incorporating life narratives into the
Time Machine’s infrastructure, we not only enrich our own research but
also contribute to a larger network of interconnected studies and (digital)
heritage within the same geographical area. This approach offers a sustain-
able framework for preserving and reusing research data and ensuring that
it remains accessible for future interdisciplinary research.
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With this explorative pilot project, we aim to open up potential routes
for more advanced research in the future, allowing for the exploration of
complex urban patterns, the incorporation of additional contextual data
and the possibility of cross-referencing with other linked datasets. We
have demonstrated that the use of these external datasets can provide a
preliminary exploration for ongoing and future interdisciplinary studies,
enabling researchers to uncover new insights into the urban environment
and its historical development. However, the limitations of this approach
must be acknowledged. The researcher remains essential, as the process of
annotation, interpretation and curation still requires considerable effort.
Rather than replacing traditional methods, this approach should be seen
as a tool to support and enhance them, offering opportunities to accelerate
research and explore new research scopes.

Future steps in the Amsterdam Diaries project will include developing
a thesaurus to describe the concepts mentioned in the diaries, which will
provide additional methods for interlinking data with other collections and
add even more structure to the dataset.
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