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Travels to  

LATVIA  

May 2019 Belarus and BALTICS Trip  

 

Travel to Latvia was part of a 10-day trip that covered Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, and 

Estonia 

Sudha and Rajinder Rajput 

May 6 – May 20, 2019 

An unmatched journey into the depths of the country's immense culture, history and people. 
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Flag: Latvia’s flag with red and white colors was adopted in 1990 at the time of the country’s 

independence from the Soviet Union. Some believe that the deep red color represents the 

blood shed by a wounded Latvian leader, and the white represents the cloth used to wrap his 

wounds, in the struggle for Independence.  

       

Section I  
About this Trip:  This trip was my once a year trip with the American Councils HQ and 

country staff and about 15 co-travelers, my 6th such trip, with my first trip with this group in 

2013 to Kosovo and Ukraine. These trips are truly ‘insider tours’ that take us to the depths 

of the countries, acquainting us to the tumultuous but fascinating history, charming cultures, 

delicate politics of the countries and hospitality of their people.  I am fascinated with my 

travels to these countries, given decades of my work at the World Bank, where many of these 

countries were under my focus, in the Bank’s Europe and Central Asia (ECA) region.  

However, I never had an opportunity to travel to these countries. These trips offer an 

invaluable opportunity for me to immerse with local merchants, artisans, cooks, students 

and entrepreneurs, who lead us into a remarkable journey of their individual country. This 

trip to Latvia and other Baltic countries, together with Belarus was a journey into four 

distinct countries with a shared past, having been invaded by the same forces; Germans, 

Poles, Russians and Swedes, but now showcasing a unique sense of resilience and 

independence. 
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National Library in Background (Riga)   Stone Bridge (Riga)       Signing My Book in Riga! 

 

Arrival into Latvia:  Our entry into Latvia was through Birzai, the oldest Lithuanian town 

bordering Latvia, where we had visited the Butautai Manor brewery and had enjoyed the 

beer tasting with traditional Lithuanian snacks.  A two-hour bus trip from the brewery 

brought us into Latvia.  Arrival into Latvia’s capital, Riga was a late-night arrival with a 

quick check-in into our Wellton Riverside SPA Hotel.  

LATVIA Cities and Sites Visited: 

 (1) RIGA:  Riga is the country’s capital and was established in 1201 by Bishop Albert. 

Riga has over 800 art nouveau buildings, the style depicted by flowing curves and lines, 

largest collection of such buildings in the world.  Riga is located in the Gulf of Riga, and 

enjoys being the largest city of the Baltic states, Riga was European Capital of Culture in 

2014.  As Riga is situated on the river, many bridges can be found around the city.  
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        Riga sights                             Rifleman Monument                 Black Magic Bar 

 

   

  Canal Boat Ride on Amber, Riga  

History:  The city was developed as the center of Viking trade during the Middle Ages, as 

part of Viking’s Dvina-Dnieper navigation, Riga’s river Daugava was the trade route to 

Byzantium.  Monks came to convert pagans to Christianity. It remained the largest city in 

Sweden till 1710. During Great Northern War*, Russia under Tsar Peter the Great besieged 

plague-stricken Riga, ending Sweden's northern dominance. By 1990, the city had become 

an industrialized port city of Russian empire, becoming the third largest city in Russia after 

Moscow and St. Petersburg. 

Hotel Stay: Our stay in Riga was at the recently built (2018) 4-star hotel, a sleek glass 

building, within the Old Town, the Wellton Riverside SPA Hotel, located along the river, the 

hotel had a modern European look and feel, with bilingual staff.   
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Sites visited: Our Riga sightseeing began with the walking tour, on a very cold and very 

rainy morning, with the American Councils student alumni, we headed to: 

Old Town Riga: UNESCO World Heritage famed for its varied styles of architecture: Gothic,  

Baroque, Eclectic, Classicism, and Modernism, a mammoth gem for art enthusiasts. Riga’s 

Old Town makes up the historical and geographical center of the capital.  Old Town gives an 

ambiance of the Middle ages, with narrow cobblestone streets showcasing dozens of 

architectural gems. We visited:  

 

                    

 The Black Magic Bar: 
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(1) Riga Castle on the banks of river Daugava.  (2) House of the Black Heads – this iconic 

red building in Old Town was built in 14th century for the Brotherhood of Blackheads, a 

guild for unmarried merchants, shipowners, and foreigners.  (3) Freedom Monument (1935), 

symbol of the nation under different oppressors, at the top of the monument is MILDA, an 

image holding 3 stars for 3 regions of Latvia that existed during first republic. (4) Balsam 

Bar, we visited the Chocolate masterclass at Balsam Bar Rīga Black Magic, located in the 

heart of Old Town, a spooky palace, with hidden doors and dark staircases. Our waiter-host 

narrated the story of the Riga Black Magic, while we enjoyed the very dark hot chocolate, 

sitting in a very dark room.  (5) St. Peter’s Church - the viewing platform at St. Peter’s 

Church offered a spectacular panoramic view of the city, this historic Lutheran Church, of 

Brick-Gothic style was built in 1746. (6) Stone Bridge: This Stalin style bridge opened in 

1957, and crosses the Daugava river, was outside our hotel, this was an easy way to cross the 

river on foot to get to the other side of the river banks. (7) Central Market: UNESCO World 

Heritage Site within Old Riga, since 1998. Large part of the afternoon was spent touring the 

Central Market, built in 1924.  The professional guide, explained the legends and stories of 

this old building (Central Market Secrets), the market is Europe's largest market/bazaar, 

with its notable structure. A large part of the market contained fresh fish and other seafood, 

giving the place an intolerable odor for some. 

Lunch in Riga:  We enjoyed lunch at Lido, featuring Latvian national food, with restaurant 

workers dressed in national costume, giving a glimpse of the rich heritage of Latvia.  

Late afternoon: Later we headed to a visit to a local store owned by a Latvian-American and 

his wife, the store contained a collection of art nouveau merchandise. During early part of 

the evening, we enjoyed a majestic Canal boat ride on the AMBER RĪGA. The canal which 

was originally part of city’s defense, encircled the Old town, marking the boundary line 

between Old town and the city center.  

Dinner in Riga: Our dinner was at Folkklubs ALA Pagrabs -a unique tavern in Rīga’s Old 

Town, which offers 24 varieties of beer. We enjoyed the Latvian cuisines accompanied by 

Latvian folk music. 

 

 (2) JURMALA – Seaside resort: Our next day’s trip began by departing from Riga, 

after breakfast, and heading to Jurmala.  A one-hour bus trip brought us to the seaside 

resort of Jurmala, once a fishing village, located on the Gulf of Riga, along the 500 km Baltic 

Sea coast, a charming coastline. Jurmala now showcases wooden art nouveau seaside villas, 

Soviet-era sanatoriums and the very sandy Jūrmala Beach.  Arriving at Jurmala on a very 

cold and windy morning, took away our incentive to dip our feet in the Baltic Sea, as we had 

done in the Black Sea at Bulgaria’s Varna resort. Simply walking along this Baltic shore for 
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10 minutes was a feat. Open air museum: Next we visited the Open-Air Museum, located at 

the entrance of the pine forest, the locals welcomed us with their local music instruments, 

dressed in local costumes. We spent the afternoon, interacting with the locals of the town 

who prided in sharing the stories of their beloved town, through singing and dancing. 

 

 

                                        Pics: Jurmala Beach Resort and Ragakapas Dabas Park 
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Lunch: We were hosted by the American Councils Country Representative Laura Lucaus at 

her home, where we prepared Latvian meal under the direction of Latvian restaurant chefs.  

 

               

From the season side resort, we returned to our hotel and prepared for our night departure 

to Estonia. Before reaching Estonia, we made a trip to Valmiera, a city in Latvia’s historical 

Videzme region. 

(3) VALMIERA – Valmiera region and its brewery is 100 km northeast of Riga and 

17 kms south of Estonia’s border.  This is the largest city of the historical Vidzeme region, 

although only an area of 18 sq. km. The name of the town comes from the Slavic root 

Vladimir. During WW2, the town was captured by German troops and was placed under 

Reichskommissariat Ostland administration. Now the town boasts the country’s largest 

Vamiermuiža brewery.  Touring the brewery was important as beer has enjoyed a special 
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place in Latvia’s pride since the olden days. At Valmiera brewery, live beer is brewed and 

the staff nurtures a culture of enjoying beer, so that beer enjoys a place of honor at the table 

just as it did in olden days. Tour provided us an experience where we witnessed how fine 

beer is brewed from a comb of well water, malt, natural yeast, while listening to the story of 

why food and beer are so compatible. 

 

          

    

 

After lunch at Valmiermuiza brewery we headed to Estonia bidding Latvia farewell. 
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Onward journey to ESTONIA continues in my next essay. 

 

Section II  
About LATVIA the country:  Latvia is relatively a new country that regained its 

independence from the Soviet Union in 1990. From 1940-1991, the country was under the 

Soviet and Nazi occupations, earlier the country was also part of Sweden.  Latvia observes 

two periods of independence; 1918 when it became an independent nation for the first time, 

and 1990, when it became independent of the Soviet Union. In 1987, peaceful Singing 

Revolution, called for Baltic emancipation from Soviet rule, condemning Communist 

regime's illegal takeover. Despite foreign rule from 13th -20th centuries, the country 

maintained its identity throughout generations via language and musical traditions. 

Consequent to centuries of Russian rule (1710–1918) Latvia is home to large number of 

ethnic Russians (26.9%) of whom about 14% are Latvian residents but without Latvian 

citizenship leaving them with no citizenship at all. Until World War II, Latvia had minorities 

of ethnic Germans and Jews. Latvia is historically a predominantly Lutheran Protestant 

country. 

Location/Area/Pop: Latvia occupies an area of 25,000 sq. miles, size of West Virginia, with a 

population of 2 million people. The country is located in Northern Europe, at the eastern 

shores of the Baltic Sea. Latvia’s neighbors are: Estonia (N), Lithuania (S) Russia (E) 

Belarus (SE), and it shares a maritime border with Sweden on the West. 

 

 

Etymology:  The country’s name is derived from name of ancient Latgalians, one of the four 

Indo-European Baltic tribes.  

Religion: Christianity is observed by 79% of its population (Russian Orthodox). Given its 

historical links with the Nordic countries and influence of the Hansa and Germany, 

Lutheranism was more prominent before the Soviet occupation. 

Culture/Cuisine/Music: Traditional Latvian folk-dance dates 1,000 years with pagan 

celebration of summer solstice (day of St. John the Baptist) as one of the popular 
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celebrations. After incorporation into Soviet Union, Latvian artists and writers were forced 

to follow socialist realism style of art. During Soviet era, music was used, by the locals, as a 

relief to cope with Soviet life and as a reminder to preserving Latvian identity. The town of 

Jurmala holds an annual summer time Music Festival, when world-famous orchestras and 

conductors perform across four weekends. Cuisine:  Latvian cuisine focuses on agricultural 

products, with meat as the main dish, fish is a popular part of cuisine, given the country’s’ 

location on the Baltic Sea. Cuisine is influenced by its neighboring countries, using wheat, 

potatoes, cabbage, pork but with no or very limited spices. National staple food is the 

Latvian rye bread, Rupjmaize.  

Language:  Latvian language, a Balto-Slavic branch of Indo-European language family is 

nearly extinct. Livonian, a Finnic branch of Uralic language, is widely used, with Russian as 

the most used minority language, Latvian and Lithuanian are the two surviving Baltic 

languages. 

Economy/Trade/Industry: Since 2000, Latvia has become one of the fastest growing 

countries in the European Union, all previously state-owned companies have been 

privatized.  Many of the agricultural areas are ecologically pure farming areas (no artificial 

fertilizers/pesticides), the country ranks as the 2nd highest in Environ Performance Index, 

after Switzerland. Health: Universal coverage is provided by the government through taxes, 

however, the quality of healthcare systems ranks low within the EU system, with excessive 

waiting times for treatment and insufficient access to latest medicines.  

Foreign Relations: Latvia is a member of the UN, EU, World Bank, and the  

Nordic investment bank.  

* Great Northern War: 1700-1721 , coalition led by the Tsardom of Russia contested the supremacy of the Swedish 

Empire in Northern, Central and Eastern Europe. 

 


