Folklorist and Cognitive Scientist Aija Veldre Beldavs 

Aija Veldre Beldavs a folklore researcher and an active member of the Sveiks, Folklore and other online communities centered on Latvian and Baltic interests died July 14 in Bloomington, Indiana after a lengthy struggle with endometrial cancer.  Aija’s struggles began when was born a month premature on May 27, 1941 in the city of Riga, Latvia to Gundega and Serafims Veldre who was lost in action during the war.  Her premature birth saved the family which was not at their home in Valmiera on June 14, 1941 when Soviet agents came to deport them to Siberia.  Early childhood in the chaos of war was followed by refugee camps in postwar Germany followed by immigration to America in 1950 first to a farm in North Dakota then to Ohio where her stepfather to be Rudolfs Lidums had settled.  

Aija grew up in Marion, Ohio and attended Harding High graduating in 1959 as the valedictorian.  Aija earned a full GM scholarship to Ohio State where she met her future husband at a scholarship dinner.  Aija graduated with honors from OSU and was admitted to the Medical School, at that time a rarity for women.  Aija was inspired by her grandfather Aldis Goba, art historian, director of the Latvian National Library and co-founder with the Brastins brothers of the Dievturi, dedicated to the preservation of the folksongs and practices of the ancient folk religion of the Latvian people.  Aija’s quest to understand the folklore treasures of her native land brought her to the Folklore Department at Indiana University, recognized as the leading center of folklore studies in the US.  Parallel to her studies of folklore and mythology Aija studied cognitive science under Douglas Hofstadter, an international recognized expert in the field shaping her approach to the field as a study of indigenous knowledge systems.  She researched the Latvian folk arts complex in Ontario under grants from the Canadian National Museums producing a large collection of tapes, transcripts and photographs as well as the reports for the Museums.  She has lectured on folklore across the United States and Canada as well as a lecture tour to Australia sponsored by the Latvian Folk Arts League of Australia.  After a lengthy interruption in her studies Aija earned her PhD in Folklore in 2001.  Aija has published many  scholarly papers and articles and given numerous conference presentations at the Association for the Advancement of Baltic Studies (AABS) and other academic organizations, particularly relating to indigenous knowledge systems and online communities in the Baltics.  She also co-authored an award-winning science fiction story in Latvian with her husband.  Her untimely death on July 14, 2009 after months of struggle with cancer left many unfinished projects and books in process.  

Aija is survived by her husband Vidvuds Beldavs and three sons Raitis his wife Laura and their children Zemene and Zeltis, Aris and his wife Danyi and stepson Guthrie, and Zintars, Aija’s sister Vija Purs, aunt Daina Arajs, cousin Ilze Arajs, uncle Roberts Ruško.  Aija and Vidvuds raised their family in Columbus, Indiana where Aija was the top-rated tennis player for many years and was also active in the Futuristics Study Group and a member of the Unitarian Universalist Fellowship.  The family moved to Bloomington in the mid-1980s so that Aija could focus more on her academic work.  In Bloomington Aija was also active in the IU Science Fiction Club, the Society for Creative Anachronism, and the Baltic and Finnish Student Association.  Aija was also a landscaper who delighted to care for the flowers and gardens of people she knew in Bloomington.
A Latvian memorial in the spirit of Aija’s grandfather Aldis Goba was held August 16, 2009 at Garezers, the Latvian Center near Three Rivers, Michigan.  A Bloomington memorial is planned for mid October.  Aija built a very extensive collection of research material s specific to Latvian and Baltic folklore with several manuscripts in process.  A memorial fund is under discussion to create the opportunity for other scholars to build on her work and to have access to her research collection through linkage with an academic research center.  
Donations to the memory of Aija can be made out to 3X3 in memory of Aija Veldre Beldavs.   3X3 is a not for profit organization fostering preservation of Latvian folklore and culture.  Further information can be obtained by emailing me at vidbeldavs@aol.com or by writing to 6496 E. Cox Drive, Bloomington, IN 47408 or by phone – 1-812-333-1391.
