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Aina Holland moved to Denver in 1995 from Chicago where she had 
been very active in Illinois Business and Professional Women (BPW), 
rising to president.  She immediately joined Colorado BPW and founded 
Cherry Creek BPW in 1997.  In October of 1997, Aina shared her story, 
entitled “Something to Believe In – Freedom” at a BPW Aurora 
meeting.  What Aina shared, summarized and excerpted below, shows 
what freedom meant to her and how hard she fought for it through the 
turmoil and terror of World War II.  Aina valued education and would 
be proud to know the scholarship in her memory will help women who 
are pursuing their educations and the freedom it can provide. 
 
 

Aina Holland was born in Riga, Latvia, where her young life was 
filled with school, church, family and social obligations.  She  
loved to read and anticipated following in her father’s footsteps  
to become an architect.  But in 1939 when Aina was 11, her life  
was turned upside down as her parents divorced and her mother 
remarried, moving to German-occupied Poland with her new 
husband, a soldier, leaving Aina and her two younger brothers 
behind with her father and grandmother in Riga.  In 1940 when 
Aina was only 12, the Baltic States were occupied by the Soviet 
Communist regime and deportations began; people would awaken 

to discover their neighbors had disappeared in the night without a trace.  About 15,000 Latvians were 
deported as anti-communist political dissenters and shipped by train to Siberia.  Aina remembers one 
night when she and her family, then living on the third floor of a six-story house, stood in a dark 
hallway while their friends on the floors above and below them were taken away, never to be seen 
again.  The following week her father went into hiding, her brothers were sent to a farm, and Aina was 
sent to live with her uncle, an artist.   
 
Aina’s uncle soon handed her over to a group of Latvian Freedom Fighters whom she joined in hiding.  
As Aina described it, “I spent six weeks with a group of 25 other young people in almost complete 
darkness, living among rats in muddy conditions, with little food to eat, but full of hope that we might 
survive the atrocities of the Communists.”  She finished, triumphantly, “We did!” 
 
Aina was reunited with her mother in German-occupied Poland and was able to go to school, learn a 
new language, make new friends, and enjoy her freedom.  But in 1945 when Aina’s half-brother 
contracted polio, her mother took him to Berlin for surgery and didn’t make it back to Poland.  So, as 
the threat of Soviet occupation of Poland escalated, Aina joined the masses of people fleeing to 
Germany on foot.  It was winter; she was 17-years old with only leather-soled felt slippers on her feet.  
Aina pointed out that they didn’t disintegrate immediately because of the leather soles.  And then, with 
boots from the feet of a dead soldier, Aina continued walking toward freedom and occasionally, if 
fortunate, catching a ride from a truck on the road to Germany.   
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When Aina arrived in Germany, she was able to live with a family with four children her age.  They 
made her feel welcome and also helped her find her mother and stepfather who had been arrested and 
shipped back to Germany.  Aina was free again, in her words, “Free to achieve whatever I wanted.” 
 
Aina joined her family in a Latvian refugee camp in Geestacht, Germany, and remained there for the 
next five years.  There she met her first husband, Rich, and had three children.  She continued her 
education, learning anything being taught, including English.  Once Aina convinced Rich they should 
apply for immigration to the United States, had been cleared by the FBI, and had a sponsor through the 
Lutheran Church, they were ready to go.  In Aina’s words, “Once more we were on our way, the final 
journey to freedom; no one would harm us in the land of milk and honey, where everyone was free to 
fly with the eagles.” 
 
After fulfilling half of their one-year work contract on a farm in Michigan to cover the expenses of 
their sponsors, Aina’s family was released, given train tickets, and sent on their way to Chicago, where 
their life of freedom really began.  Aina worked full time, sometimes two jobs, including a factory 
assembly line.  She took English language classes; worked for the Latvian radio in Chicago and was 
very involved in the Latvian community there.  She earned an Associate Degree in Accounting and 
became active in Illinois BPW.  Upon moving to Colorado her commitment to BPW continued.  In 
addition to founding Cherry Creek BPW in 1997, Aina served BPW in many capacities including 
Colorado BPW Parliamentarian for many years.  Aina was honored as Colorado BPW Woman of the 
Year in 2014 and leaves an additional legacy through the Aina Holland Freedom Scholarship. 
 

	
From left to right: Kathy Kelly, Deb Fischer, Sarah, and Nancy Rinker.  

Sarah was the 2018 recipient 
of Aina Holland’s scholarship.  
She graduated in June 2019 
with a Master of Arts in 
International Human Rights 
with a certificate in 
Humanitarian Assistance from 
the Josef Korbel School of 
International Studies, 
University of Denver.  Sarah 
was chosen as a Critical 
Language Scholarship 
recipient to study Arabic, 
which is sponsored through 
the U.S Department of State.   

 


