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Petr Justin is the President of the Czech and Slovak Heritage Association of Maryland (CSHA). Founded in 1994, the association has 
done a tremendous job to promote and preserve Czech and Slovak heritage in Maryland.  
 

1.) Petr, you studied at the Technical University in Brno. 
Now, you work in the architecture and construction 
industry and lead the CSHA. Tell us more about the 
journey that brought you to the United States! 

I, along with my family, have been living in the US for 
more than twenty years now, but I clearly remember our 
very first days here. The trip across the pond was my first 
time on a plane. That day was Friday the 13th, and I was 
quite nervous and full of expectations. 

My wife, Zuzana, had accepted a fellowship at the 
National Institute on Drug Abuse in Baltimore, and I 
joined her for this exciting experience. Originally, we had 
anticipated just a two-year stay with lots of travel plans, 
and then we wanted to head back home to Brno. I quickly 
received a work permit and looked for a job. With a 
background in Architectural Engineering, it did not take 
much time to find one. 

Those two years turned into more than two decades, and 
it went fast. We fell in love with Maryland. We grabbed the opportunity here on the 
East Coast by its horns and are still thriving and staying busy. We have two beautiful 
kids, Zoe and Denis. We keep on traveling and discovering this great new world that 
is our home now. We became US citizens in 2015. Luckily, we were able to keep our 
Czech citizenship as well.  
 
2.) What led you specifically to the CSHA? 

When my wife and I moved to the US, we had not known any fellow Czechs in the 
area. Even professionally, we found some colleagues with European origin, but no 
Czechs. Truly, thanks to our new American friends who welcomed us with open 
arms, we did not feel the need to seek out any communities of Czechs living in the 
US, at least initially. 

What brought us to the CSHA was pure luck. We met the Madro family at a 
playground. It happened that the CSHA was looking for someone to play Mikulas 
during the traditional St. Nicholas celebration in Baltimore. I happily volunteered. 
Suddenly, I got to know a great group of dedicated Czechs and Slovaks. Our kids 
eventually joined the language school for children. We started to attend the various 
cultural events the Association was organizing. Since then, we have been helping 
the CSHA with their effort to keep the cultural heritage alive here in Maryland.  
 
 

 

Petr Justin takes in the view at Shenandoah National Park in Virginia. 
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a game of Liverpool FC at NY Yankee Stadium. 
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3.) The Festival, one of your programming highlights, had to be canceled 
last year due to COVID-19. How did the CSHA adjust to the difficult 
programming situation? 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected everyone and impacted every aspect of the way we all live now. Our association 
organizes various activities as well as language school classes and tries to maintain strong ties between the Czech and 
Slovak communities in the US and the peoples of the Czech Republic and Slovakia. One of our main events for over 30 
years has been the annual festival. Every year on the last weekend of October, we celebrate the Czechoslovak 
Independence Day (1918). This event brings around several hundred people together. They can enjoy traditional meals, 
beverages and various cultural performances. Most importantly, everyone gets to meet their old friends, find new ones, 
and spend hours just talking and having a great time. 

Last year was supposed to be the 34th Festival. Due to the ongoing pandemic, we could not host it. 

The entire event is organized and run by the CSHA volunteers. We quickly turned to a different means to provide 
something else to our community during these challenging times. A Slovak folk acoustic band from New York City has been 
the main musical feature at our festival. This year, we asked them to create a recording of various traditional songs from 
Slovakia, Moravia, Silesia, and Bohemia. This hour-long concert can be viewed on the association’s YouTube channel and 
accessed via our website cshamaryland.org. 

Lots of people come to our festival to buy traditional pastries. We wanted to make sure they can have them again. 
Therefore, our board members (Dana Petran and Dana Havlik) baked close to 100 lbs. of traditional Christmas cookies and 
have them delivered to our members and friends across the US. The cookies tasted so good, and we received very positive 
feedback on this effort. I personally have to say that thanks to those cookies, our family Christmas table looked exactly 
like the one back home this season.   
 
4.) You have been in touch with the diverse Czech community in the United States for some time. What makes it special 
and unique for you? 

There has been a lot said about the American “melting pot.” Everyone who immigrated to the US can surely attest that 
even people from small countries in the heart of Europe have always been a big part of that idea. Czech and Slovak 

             Petr Justin enjoys Kenai Fjords National Park, Alaska. 



communities in the US keep making sure that their roots are being preserved, even here, thousands of miles across the 
“pond.” 

The members of the association in Maryland are still Czechs  and Slovaks at heart and proud of their heritage and family 
members who came here a long time ago to start a new life. These people, I call my friends, allow me to speak our lovely 
language and to share my memories from home with them. Most importantly, the Czech community here in Baltimore 
helps me with making sure my own children feel as Czechs, too. I also must express my appreciation to the Czech Embassy 
in DC for providing so many cultural events and keep bringing a little bit of Czechia to America.  
 
5) What is the one single thing you miss the most from your home country? 

I cannot even imagine how difficult it must have been for the Czech immigrants in times of the “Iron Curtain” or even 
before when the only means of connecting with the homeland was to send an occasional letter. My family still lives in the 
Czech Republic. It now takes me just a quick look at my smartphone, and I know everything that is happening in the small 
town of Kromeriz where I was born. I can call and virtually see my mom and dad anytime I wish. However, no technological 
advancements can replace getting together with friends and giving a hug to my close ones back home. I would say I miss 
the people the most. One more thing - every time we travel to visit the Czech Republic, I try to go on my favorite day-long 
hike to Kralicky Sneznik, the Source of the Morava River. I always carry a bottle of good Czech beer with me. That’s what 
I miss too and my kids say they miss “rohliky” and “kolace.” 


