When Databases are Wrong or Misleading

N

ow so far we have assumed that everything you have found in a database
is true, but that is not always necessarily the case. Sometimes before you
can answer the question, “How does this new information help me answer my
question?” you have to answer the question, “Is this new information true?”
When you do this you are acting like a real detective. You can detect the
truthfulness of things in several ways, but basically you are looking for
inconsistencies between what you know to be true and the new information
you are looking at. Of course, it maybe that the new information is correct
and you may have to modify what you thought to be true, but first let us take
a look at a pretty clear case of when your new set of information contains
something that is false. Lets say we are looking for information of an athlete
from John Muir High School named Obea Moore. We look up his name in
the PNI, and the bottom of the results list looks like this:
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Can you find the one thing is not like the other? Look at the last citation in
the list (The one called “Muir duo area’s best in track.”) and compare it to the
ones above it. Look at the date of each for the articles.
Now can you see it? The date. More specifically, the year.
Good job.
Either Obea Moore ran championship level track for 90 years, or there is an
error in this citation list.
The next question is, what is the correct year, and how would you go about
showing it?
Now there are two basic ways of determining which of the two alternatives are
correct. You can look for internal consistencies (meaning looking deeper at
what you have), or you can look at external factors (meaning you look at other
evidence outside of what you have here) to resolve whether Obea Moore was
running in 1906 or 1996.
One of the first things to know about errors is that just because it is written
down and or in the computer on the internet does not mean it is correct.
For one thing, everything in the computer at one point had been touched by
a person, and people make mistakes. For the PNI, each record was typed in
by hand and was catalogued one at a time by a hard working librarian, who
occasionally, makes mistakes.
So the question is, which are the correct records, the four records from 1996,
or the one from 1906? Do not necessarily assume that the 1906 record is the
incorrect one. Especially when it comes to computer records, sometimes one
bad record is just copied and recopied mechanically so that the mistake is
multiplied. You have to have a reason based on some evidence to say which is
the correct record.
Looking at the 1996 records, what would make you think those were the
correct ones? Look at the first one “Muir’s Moore is one of the best.” One of
the subject headings is John Muir High School, 1996. This suggests that in
addition to writing the date of 1996 correctly in 1996, the person who
catalogued the record wrote in another place that the article was from 1996.
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The chances of making the same error twice in once record makes if look
more likely that 1996 records are correct. Can you find another record that
suggests the same thing? Again the more internal consistencies (things that
say the same thing) that say 1996, make it more likely that 1996 is correct.
Now take a look at the 1906 record. What can you ask about it that would let
you know if this was the correct record? How about, was there a John Muir
High School in 1906? Was there a Pasadena Star-News newspaper? Good
questions. How would you answer them?
Actually, you can use Google. If you find the website of John Muir High
School and find its history, that can give you a pretty good clue. Same thing
for the Pasadena Star-News newspaper itself. You can also google Obea
Moore and see what it says about him. You can also look up Obea Moore,
John Muir High School or the Pasadena Star-News in other reference books
too. You can also see on Google to see if Inger Miller was actually in the 1996
Olympics, or did Obea Moore go out for the 1996 Olympic team.
Also, like a dectective, you can think about motive. In other words, why
would anyone want to fool you and make you think that Obea Moore really
was a runner in 1996, and thus made up these records to fool everyone, when
he wasn’t. Honestly, I can not think of why it would be that important to
anyone.
But to be finally sure that 1996 is the correct date for the article, assume the
only error is the year, and come to the library and look in the Pasadena StarNews June 19, 1996 and see if there is an article written by Richard Gonzalez
called “Muir duo area’s best in track” on page C-1.
There is.
Suggested activity: can you think of another explanation for these
results? I can think of at least one. How would you prove or disprove this
additional hypothesis? (Hypothesis is the fancy word for the thing you are
trying to prove is true or false. In this example I started with my hypothesis
was that there was one Obea Moore and correct citations were from 1996
and the 1906 citation was an error.) So, what is another hypothesis that can
explain these results?
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Now sometimes it is not so easy to find the error. Sometimes if can be almost
impossible to find. Sometimes people will not tell the full truth, or try and slant
the way they are telling you something to make you believe something that may
or maybe not true. Again, a good detective, or historian, does not always accept
what is written in a newspaper article to be true.
Now for this example, what you need to know ahead of time is that what comes
out of a car is carbon monoxide, and that you cannot breathe carbon monoxide
and keep on living. If you are in a place where your car motor running where
there is no fresh air coming in, eventually the carbon monoxide that comes out
of the car will displace the oxygen you can breathe and you will suffocate and
die. This is why there are very big doors at the place where the mechanics work
on your car.
Also because you just go to sleep and die, sometimes people use this technique
to commit suicide.
Another thing you should know is that many people think that suicide is an
uncomfortable word for family members who survive to hear, or is something
to be ashamed or embarrassed about, and they will often try and come up with
other explanations to spare the feeling of the family, or out of a perceived respect for the privacy of the family.
Knowing that, look at this article about the death of a former Pasadena City
Manager Robert V. Orbison taken from the Pasadena Star-News October 7,
1937, page 17:
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Think about what this articles is asking for you to believe:
An engineer decided to work on his car.
He closed all the doors and windows to the garage.
He turned on the car.
He went to the truck to get his tools
He opened the trunk.
He had a heart attack.
The trunk closed, pinning him.
The carbon monoxide from the car killed him.
Calling this a heart attack, rather than an accident, means that there will be no
more official investigation.
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OK, that is POSSIBLE.
Let’s gather some more information about his life and death, this time taken
from another account of his death, this time from the Pasadena Post
October 7, 1937:
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What additionally do we learn from this article?
He had a history of having a lot of heart attacks.
A close friend, who is also a doctor, says he had a recent heart attack.
“Many people” say he was in good spirits (in a good mood). He always had a
smile on his face even when his life was not going so well.
He was let go of his job being city manager because of the city’s “political affairs
becoming somewhat embroiled” in 1931. After that, Mr. Orbison had a series
of much more menial jobs.
His wife, who discovered the body, is very upset and under the care of doctors.
Insider’s tip: notice how two different sources if information can give you somewhat different
versions of the same event. Whenever you are investigating something, try and collect as much
informational from as many different sources of information as you can. Hopefully, when you
gather information from more than one source of information, you make it possible to see the bias,
or slant of just one person or source. During much of Pasadena’s history, there have been two or
more newspapers. One paper, typically the Star-News has tried to be the more serious and sedate
newspaper for the establishment. Its focus is usually just the simple facts, but often to the point of
blandness. There is often another paper that is more “tabloid like” and that has more lurid headlines
and quotes and is usually more explicit about what is the real issue. At times the Pasadena Post, or
Independent has functioned in that role. Currently there is the Pasadena Journal which writes from
the perspective of the African-American community, the Pasadena Independent which sometimes
takes a more conservative slant, and the Pasadena Weekly that has a history of being an
alternative newspaper.

Now have you heard of Occam’s razor? That is the thought that when you
have competing theories about what happened, in general you should go with
the one that has the fewest requirements to be true.
So on one hand, you have the theory that Mr. Orbison, depressed because he
had lost his job because of politics, had not had a significant job in 6 years
killed himself in an efficient and relatively painless manner. His friends, to
protect his wife during a time of grief decided to call it a heart attack, a
decision that involves the least amount of further questioning or prying by
outsiders.
Or you can think the story is as it is presented in the press.
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The press that seems to give you every possible thing it can find to support its
conclusion that is was an accident/heart attack, and that Mr. Orbison was a
happy person.
The question then becomes, how do you decide where the truth is.
The short answer is that after this many years, it might be practically impossible
to determine.
You could find more about the more public parts of this affair, especially the
1931 firing of Mr. Orbison in both the PNI and the Los Angeles Times. You
could look for other accounts of his death in other newspapers or magazines.
Many times different newspapers will have different takes on the same event.
Also sometimes local newspapers have more local content or contacts, but
are more sensitive to local sensibilities. For instance, many times accounts of
local wealthy people in Pasadena are better covered in the Los Angeles Times
rather than the Pasadena newspapers because the local newspapers were more
afraid/respectful of offending local powerful people. You could do more work
looking for information on the life of Mr. Orbison to see if other people have
written about him and his death.
You could look for people who were alive at the time, or surviving members
of the family to see if they have any personal recollection of knowledge of
the of the event that never made it into the newspaper. You could trace the
daughter through ancestry.com (again the library has a subscription) and see
if she ever had any children.
Insiders tip: Ask someone for advice before you approach anyone out of the blue to ask if they
know anything about R. V. Orbison (or any other time you ask someone for outside help). At the
library we have an internal rule that says we only use publicly available sources of information when
we try and find someone to answer a question. We always make the question we ask a question
they can say no to, and stress that they are under no obligation to even answer us. Be honest in
who you are and why you want to know the information. Also be honest and clear in what you want
to use the information for, and who you will share it with. In general, people are happy to talk to
you, but if they say no, leave them alone. If they don’t want their information made public, it is their
right not to tell you.

You could also go to the Pasadena Museum of History and see if they have
any resources or personal information about Mr. Orbison.
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Insider’s tip: the Pasadena Museum of History is an excellent place to go to research the history
of Pasadena. Unlike the library, which is pretty much restricted to books and printed materials,
the Museum collects all kinds of things from all kinds of people that help illustrate the history
of Pasadena. Over the years that have collected many items that were in the private possession
of local families and businesses which are very useful to get a fuller and more complete account
of the history of Pasadena.

But sometimes all you can do is tell your reader your summary of the evidence,
your conclusion, and the reason for your conclusion while admitting that you
may never know the truth.
So now you have been given all the tools you will need to become full-fledged
experts on Pasadena. In the chapters that follow, you will look at different
parts of life in Pasadena: either its people or what they do. You will be given
list of people and places or timelines. You can look up anything that interests
you given the tools we have talked about. You will also be asked questions
that you can best answer by using the PNI.
Not every person, place or thing can be answered using every database. Sometimes there will be something in every database about the topic. Sometimes
you will find only one item in one database, if you can even find it at all. Also
remember that Google or other resources can be very helpful.
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