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Introduction
Latvia’s history is a remarkable account of endurance, adaptation, and recurring
quests for autonomy. Situated on the eastern shores of the Baltic Sea, Latvia has for
millennia been at the crossroads of great historical forces and empires—its territory
shaped by migratory currents, trade routes, wars, and revolutions. While often
overshadowed by its larger neighbors, the story of Latvia is one of unique cultural
richness, persistent resilience, and enduring identity.

From the first hunter-gatherer groups who settled after the last Ice Age to the
emergence of the Baltic tribes, Latvia has been a site of continuous human habitation
for thousands of years. The land’s fertile plains, dense forests, and strategic rivers
fostered ancient communities whose trade in precious amber connected Latvia to
distant civilizations. Those ancient roots remain visible in the Latvian language, one of
the oldest living Indo-European tongues, and in the continued vibrancy of national
folklore.

For much of its history, Latvia was shaped not only by its native peoples but by
outside powers vying for dominance. The arrival of German crusaders in the 13th
century heralded centuries of foreign rule, bringing both violence and integration.
Castles, cities, and an urban culture flowered even amidst subjugation. Over the
ensuing centuries, control of Latvia shifted among Swedes, Poles, Lithuanians, and
Russians. Each regime left its indelible mark on the land, its governance, and the
Latvian people.

Yet throughout these turbulent eras, there persisted a core Latvian identity—a sense
of language, song, and community that transcended shifting political boundaries. In
the 19th century, this spirit reawakened in a national movement that sought self-
determination and cultural renewal. The creation of the Latvian Republic in 1918 was
the fulfillment of long-held aspirations, but it, too, faced daunting trials through war,
occupation, and tyranny in the devastating decades that followed.

The latter half of the 20th century brought new traumas: mass deportations, the
Holocaust, and decades of forced assimilation under Soviet rule. However, the nation’s
instinct for survival never waned. The late 1980s saw an extraordinary rebirth in the
form of the Singing Revolution—a peaceful assertion of national rights and dignity,
culminating in the restoration of Latvia’s independence.

Today, Latvia stands as a fully sovereign democracy and a proud member of the
European Union and NATO. Its history is both cautionary and hopeful, a testament to
the enduring strength of a small nation against formidable odds. This book seeks to
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chart the journey of Latvia from its most ancient origins through the crucibles of
conquest and suppression, to the triumph of national rebirth and its modern place in
the family of nations.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Latvia: Geography
and Early Settlement
Long before national borders were etched onto maps or kings laid claim to swathes of
land, the territory that would one day become Latvia was a landscape forged by ice
and water. Situated on the eastern shores of the Baltic Sea, this region occupies a
modest 64,589 square kilometers, an area comparable in size to some smaller
American states or a combination of European nations like Belgium and the
Netherlands. It lies in Northern Europe, between latitudes 55° and 58° N, and
longitudes 21° and 29° E. This geographical position has profoundly shaped its history,
making it a natural crossroads for cultures and trade throughout millennia.

Much of Latvia's terrain is low-lying, with approximately 98% of the country sitting
below 200 meters (656 feet) above sea level. This largely flat landscape is part of the
East European Plain. However, the legacy of the last Ice Age is evident in the morainic
uplands of Western and Eastern Latvia, as well as the Middle Lowlands, creating a
varied tapestry of fields, forests, and numerous lakes and rivers. The three main
upland areas, found in the provinces of Kurzeme (western Latvia), Vidzeme (central
Latvia), and Latgale (eastern Latvia), offer picturesque views of interspersed forests
and many bodies of water. The glacial activity also left behind extensive moraines,
eskers, and drumlins, which, while scenic, presented challenges for early agriculture.

Latvia is a land rich in waterways, boasting over 12,000 rivers, although only 17 of
them stretch longer than 100 kilometers. The major rivers include the Daugava,
Lielupe, Gauja, Venta, and Salaca. The country is also dotted with over 3,000 small
lakes, many of which are eutrophic. Woodlands cover around 52% of the country, with
pine, spruce, and birch being the most prevalent tree species. These dense forests
provided abundant resources for early inhabitants, from game to timber. Beyond its
lush forests and waterways, Latvia possesses other natural resources like peat,
dolomite, and limestone, though these are relatively scarce.

The coastline of Latvia stretches for 496 kilometers (308 miles), with a significant
portion facing the Baltic Sea and another section bordering the Gulf of Riga, a deep
inlet that almost divides the country in two. This extensive sandy coastline has always
been a vital feature, providing access to the sea for fishing and trade, and offering
natural harbors. The western ports of Liepāja and Ventspils, for instance, remain
important warm-water harbors that are open year-round, even when the Gulf of Riga
freezes over in winter.

Latvia experiences a temperate climate, often described as humid continental or
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oceanic/maritime. The warm winds carried from the North Atlantic ensure relatively
mild winters in the western parts of the country, with cool summers. Moving eastward
to more elevated areas, winters tend to be somewhat colder, while summers are
warmer and wetter. Rainfall is a common occurrence throughout the year, with the
heaviest precipitation typically falling in August or September. This climate, coupled
with the varied terrain, created a hospitable environment for early settlers, offering
diverse ecosystems to sustain life.

The story of human habitation in Latvia begins approximately 9000 BC, at the close of
the last glacial period in Northern Europe. As the vast ice sheets retreated, leaving
behind a thawed, fertile land, the first human settlers arrived. These were primarily
Paleolithic hunters, keenly following the migratory paths of reindeer herds. Evidence of
their presence, including early tools belonging to the Swiderian culture, has been
unearthed near Salaspils, dating back around 12,000 years ago. These early
inhabitants established their camps along rivers and the ancient shores of the Baltic
Ice Lake, often choosing higher ground for their settlements.

During the subsequent Mesolithic Age, spanning from roughly 9000 to 5400 BC, the
nomadic lifestyle of the Paleolithic hunters gradually gave way to more permanent
settlements of hunter-gatherers. These communities thrived by hunting, fishing, and
gathering, establishing their camps near the abundant rivers and lakes. Archaeological
discoveries around Lake Lubāns, for example, have revealed evidence of at least 25
such settlements, indicating a significant presence of these early inhabitants.
Members of the Kunda culture, prominent during this period, demonstrated skill in
crafting weapons and tools from readily available materials such as flint, bone, wood,
and deer antlers.

The Neolithic Age, which commenced around 5000 BC and lasted until approximately
1800 BC, marked a period of significant cultural and technological advancement. This
era saw the introduction of pottery-making, a revolutionary development that allowed
for better storage and cooking. Alongside pottery, early forms of animal husbandry
and agriculture began to emerge, signaling a shift towards more settled, agrarian
societies, although hunter-gatherer strategies remained prevalent for some time.

A distinct culture, known as the Narva culture, flourished during the Middle Neolithic,
specifically between 4100 and 2900 BC. This culture, named after the Narva River in
Estonia, encompassed present-day Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and parts of Poland,
Belarus, and Russia. The people of the Narva culture were largely descendants of the
earlier Mesolithic Kunda culture, and their economy continued to rely heavily on
hunting, fishing, and gathering. They were characterized by their use of local materials
like bone, horn, and schist for tools, and their unique pottery, often mixed with
crushed snail shells.

Around 2900 BCE, during the Late Neolithic, a pivotal migration occurred with the
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arrival of the Baltic peoples, the direct ancestors of modern Latvians. These groups,
associated with the Corded Ware culture, migrated from the Pontic-Caspian steppe
and gradually settled across most of Latvia's territory. Their arrival displaced or
assimilated the earlier Finnic peoples, such as the ancestors of the Livonians, who
were closely related to Estonians and Finns and had belonged to the Comb Ceramic
culture. The Baltic peoples, including the Curonians, Latgalians, Selonians, and
Semigallians, established distinct tribal realms by the end of the first millennium AD.

Latvia's geographical position was not merely conducive to settlement but also made
it a crucial hub for ancient trade. The Daugava River, Latvia's most iconic river, served
as a vital artery, historically determining where communities settled, trade flourished,
and conflicts were waged. Rising in the Valdai Hills of Russia, the Daugava flows
through Belarus and Latvia before emptying into the Gulf of Riga. Its strategic course
connected Scandinavia to the Byzantine Empire via ancient Kievan Rus', a route
famously known as "the route from the Varangians to the Greeks." This waterway was
actively used by Vikings and later by Nordic and German traders to transport valuable
goods like furs from the north and Byzantine silver from the south.

Beyond furs and silver, the Latvian coast was particularly renowned for its amber, a
fossilized tree resin that dates back over 40 million years. Formed in prehistoric
forests and carried by rivers into the Baltic Sea, this "Baltic gold" was a commodity
more valuable than gold itself in many ancient and medieval societies. So significant
was this trade that Latvia earned the moniker "Dzintarzeme" or "Amberland." The
Amber Road, an ancient trade network, linked the rich amber deposits of the Baltic
coast with distant markets in Italy, Greece, and beyond, with archaeological evidence
of this trade dating back thousands of years. This precious material, often carved into
jewelry, amulets, and religious artifacts, became a central element of Latvian culture
and a powerful symbol of its connection to the wider ancient world.
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