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VACLAV HAVEL TIMELINE 
Prepared by Kyle Lascurettes  
Miller Center, University of Virginia, 08/10/2008 
 
1979 Vaclav Havel is one of the founders of the 

Committee for the Defense of the Unjustly Prosecuted in Czechoslovakia, a group 
that opposed human rights violations and oppression by the communist 
government. Because of his involvement and views, he is imprisoned three times 
in the coming years and spends close to five years in prison. 
(http://www.vaclavhavel.cz) 

 
1989 By November, Havel has become the leading figure in Civic Forum, an umbrella 

group for organizations and individuals who demanded fundamental changes in 
the Czechoslovak political system. On December 29th, running as Civic Forum’s 
political candidate, Havel is elected President by the Federal Assembly of 
Czechoslovakia. (http://www.vaclavhavel.cz) 

 
1990  
 
February Havel travels to the United States for the first time in 22 years, and for the first 

time as President of Czechoslovakia. He meets with President George H.W. Bush, 
and says that the purpose of the trip is to learn more about democratic institutions. 
(The New York Times, 02/19/1990) 

 
July Havel is reelected to the Czechoslovak Presidency on the 5th, thus fulfilling his 

promise at the time of his first election to lead the nation to free, open and fair 
elections. (http://www.vaclavhavel.cz) 

 
1991 In October, Havel again travels to the United States in his first official state visit 

as Czechoslovakia’s President. He meets again with Bush, this time focusing on 
strengthening political, economic and military ties between the two countries. The 
leaders conclude a series of economic and political agreements, and Bush states 
open-ended way that the United States will push for closer though informal ties 
between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and Eastern European 
countries like Czechoslovakia. (The New York Times, 10/20/1991, 10/23/1991) 

 
1992 As the gulf between the Czech and Slovak political factions widens, Havel fails to 

reach the required number of votes in the presidential elections of July 3rd. He 
resigns the office on July 20th, not wanting to preside over the country’s likely 
breakup. (http://www.vaclavhavel.cz) 

 
1993 The Chamber of Deputies of the newly independent Czech Republic (now 

separated from Slovakia) elects Havel to be the country’s first president. 
(http://www.vaclavhavel.cz)  

 

 



April Havel and Polish President Lech Walesa meet privately and separately with 
President Bill Clinton at the opening of the Holocaust Museum in Washington. 
Both reportedly stress to Clinton that their top foreign policy priority is NATO 
membership for their respective countries. According to National Security adviser 
Anthony Lake, himself a major proponent of NATO expansion, both Eastern 
European leaders impressed Clinton greatly, and the President was now “inclined 
to think positively toward expansion from that moment [on].” (James M. 
Goldgeier, NATO Expansion: The Anatomy of a Decision, The Washington 
Quarterly, Volume 21, Issue 1, 1998, pp. 86-87) 

 
1994  
 
January  Havel invites Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty, the two US government-

financed radio stations that had broadcast across the USSR during the Cold War, 
to move from Munich to Prague. Reports indicate that many members of the 
Clinton administration, as well as members of Congress, see the radio stations as 
obsolete and want them eliminated. “However, the stations also retain many 
supporters such as Havel who believe that the surrogate services of Radio Free 
Europe and Radio Liberty should be kept independent for a few more years until 
Eastern Europe's nascent free press has had more time to mature. That argument, 
advocates say, has been underscored especially for Radio Liberty by the strong 
showing of ultranationalists in Russia's parliamentary elections last month.” (The 
Washington Post, 01/05/1994) 
 
At a NATO conference in Europe immediately before his visits to Eastern 
Europe, Clinton announces that the United States will not yet agree to allow 
the Eastern European countries to become full members of NATO, instead 
offering them a partial membership through a new program, ‘Partnership for 
Peace’. The Clinton administration is reportedly unwilling to offer full 
membership primarily because of the strong opposition from Russian President 
Boris Yeltsin, who argues that extending NATO to Russia’s borders will 
imperil her security and empower the radical hardliners within Russia who 
have been gaining political ground recently. Also at issue is political stability 
within Eastern Europe, as Yugoslavia is in chaos, Czechoslovakia has recently 
split apart, and other countries are filling their governments with ex-
communists. Havel and Lech Walesa are reportedly united in their opposition 
to Clinton’s decision, and the subject of NATO expansion is expected to be at 
the center of Clinton’s visits with Eastern European leaders in the month. (The 
New York Times, 01/07/1994)  
 
Yet when Clinton flies from Brussels to Prague on the 11th, Havel signals his 
support for Partnership for Peace. The two meet first for formal discussions at 
Prague Castle, before heading to a reunion with an elderly Czech couple who 
had hosted a young Clinton during a visit to the country when he was a Rhodes 
Scholar at Oxford. That night, Clinton and Havel attend a nightclub where 
Havel has assembled 75 artist friends to meet Clinton and watch him play 



saxophone with a band on ‘My Funny Valentine’ and ‘Summertime’. Havel 
joins in on tambourine. The event ends somewhat prematurely as a loud blast 
outside (possibly a firecracker) prompts the Secret Service to take Clinton 
quickly out the back. The next day, the 12th, Clinton and Havel meet with the 
leaders of Poland, Slovakia and Hungary, who all agree to accept the 
Partnership for Peace program, though with some doing so more reluctantly 
than Havel. (Bill Clinton, My Life, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004, pp. 569-
570; The Times, 01/12/1994; The Independent, 01/13/1994) 
 
At the command of Prague Mayor Jan Koukal, a statue of Jan Sverma, a Czech 
communist who died during an anti-Nazi uprising in Slovakia in 1944, is taken 
down, despite opposition from Havel and reported attempts at indirect 
intervention by Clinton. (The Irish Times, 01/20/1994) 

 
April The Board for International Broadcasting votes unanimously to accept Havel’s 

invitation to move Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty from Munich to 
Prague, primarily because of the costs that can be saved through doing so. The 
decisions must be approved by Clinton and Congress, though approval is 
anticipated. (The Washington Post, 04/16/1994) 

 
June Clinton and Havel join 12 other heads of state and the Queen of England at 

Normandy to pay homage to the soldiers of World War II and the 50th 
anniversary of D-Day. (The Times, 06/07/1994) 

 
1995   
 
May Havel and Clinton join several other heads of state in Moscow on the 9th for, 

among other things, a military parade celebrating the 50th anniversary of the 
end of World War II. Some controversy erupts when Russian Army soldiers 
who had fought in the recent and widely-condemned Chechnya conflict were 
allowed to march in the parade, after indirect assurances had been made to 
Havel that they would not. Havel files an official complaint with the Russian 
Embassy in Prague on the 15th. (The Prague Post, 05/24/1995)  

 
Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty leave Munich for Prague, primarily in an 
effort to cut their annual budgets from more than $200 million to $75 million. 
The stations are due to be privatized in 1999. (The Irish Times, 05/31/1995)  

 
June Havel addresses Harvard’s graduating class as commencement speaker, 

denouncing appeasement and isolationism and arguing that the US cannot and 
should not escape its responsibilities as global leader. The next night, he attends 
a private, informal dinner at the Georgetown home of his friend, Czech-born 
US Ambassador to the UN Madeleine Albright. Also in attendance are the 
Clintons, the Panettas, and Czech Ambassador Michael Zantovsky and his wife. 
Though the event is friendly and informal, conversation does reportedly turn to 
events in Bosnia, with Havel expressing strong support for western intervention 



and Clinton reiterating Congress’ and the public’s strong aversion to substantial 
US intervention there. The next day, Havel picnics at Albright's farm near 
Harper's Ferry with about 40 foreign policy officials, reporters, and the 
American entertainer Barbra Streisand, among others. (The Washington Post, 
06/13/1995)  

 
October Clinton, Havel and Slovak President Michael Kovak meet in Cedar Rapids, 

Iowa (a city with a huge Czech/Slovak population) to dedicate a new building 
for the National Czech and Slovak Museum and Library. During the ceremony, 
Clinton generally promises renewed and continuing aid to the new Eastern 
European governments, including participation in NATO. Says Clinton, "We 
have to continue to stand by them by opening the doors to new NATO 
members, by supporting their integration into the other institutions of Europe, 
by improving access to our own markets and enabling them to move from aid to 
trade...The Czech and the Slovak people who came to the United States helped 
us to build our country. It's time for us to return the favor." (The Philadelphia 
Inquirer, 10/22/1995) The next day, Clinton meets in Hyde Park, NY with 
Boris Yeltsin, who bitterly opposes NATO expansion. Havel also travels to 
New York to address the United Nations in celebration of its 50th anniversary. 
He publicly issues his support for Clinton’s decisions to involve the United 
States in peacekeeping in Bosnia, telling The Washington Times, “On Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, I very much appreciate the more energetic action that the 
United States has taken on this subject lately and its peace initiative, and I 
greatly value the U.S. offer to send its land forces under NATO command with 
the mission to implement peace in Bosnia-Herzegovina at the start of the peace-
implementing force. I think this is a very wise decision, and I support President 
Clinton’s position.” (The Washington Times, 10/22/1995; 10/24/1995) Havel 
later says on Clinton’s reasoning on intervention in Bosnia, “Clinton’s 
extemporaneous argument for armed intervention was long, detailed, and 
extraordinarily well informed and convincing. I don’t believe that many of the 
European statesmen present [at a prior gathering] knew as much about the 
situation in the former Yugoslavia as Clinton.” (Vaclav Havel, To the Castle 
and Back, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007, p. 296)  

 
1996 Havel’s first wife, Olga Havlova, dies of a long-term illness in January. In the 

same year, Havel himself is also diagnosed with a serious medical condition 
(cancer) in his lungs. Thanks to early detection and early action (surgery in 
December), he makes a successful recovery. After surgery in early December, he 
receives get-well-soon greetings and flowers from foreign leaders, notably 
including Clinton. (http://www.vaclavhavel.cz; The Prague Post, 12/04/1996) 

 
Summer On a July trip to Eastern Europe, First Lady Hillary Clinton and Madeleine 

Albright dine with Havel in his private home and then walk through the old city 
and across the famous Charles Bridge. The First Lady remembers that “When 
my car pulled up, he was waiting on the sidewalk with a bouquet of flowers and 
a small gift, a sculpted headband made out of aluminum by one of his artist 



friends.” (Hillary Rodham Clinton, Living History, New York, Scribner, 2003, 
pp. 358-359) She later describes Havel as “shy, yet eloquent, funny and utterly 
charming. I found him enormously compelling, and he and Bill bonded over 
their mutual love of music.” (Clinton, Living History, pp. 357-358) On the 4th 
of July, Hillary Clinton speaks at Radio Free Europe’s new Prague headquarters 
in favor of the station’s new mission, supported by Havel, to help promote 
democracy. Later on the 4th, fireworks are set off at Prague Castle in honor of 
the American holiday as Clinton and Albright pass by on a boat trip. (Clinton, 
Living History, p. 360; The New York Times, 09/22/1996) 

 
October Clinton announces that the first wave of NATO expansion to the East should be 

completed by 1999. Yet Eastern European countries, such as the Czech 
Republic, begin to grow concerned about how much such expansion and 
integration will cost them. Havel warns the Czech people that expansion will be 
expensive, and calls for greater defense spending even in the face of his recent 
announcement that his government had planned a small reduction in next year’s 
defense budget. (The Independent, 10/30/1996)  

 
1997  
 
May Havel travels to Washington to meet with Congressional leaders and, later, 

Clinton, regarding the Czech Republic’s possible NATO membership. Eastern 
European officials have reportedly been frustrated at Clinton’s ‘go-slow’ 
approach, but Havel muffles his attacks on the administration in his meetings 
with Congressional leaders. Nonetheless, he seeks assurances from Senate 
Majority Leader Trent Lott (R-LA) that the Senate will reach the required two-
thirds vote to expand the alliance to include the Czech Republic after the 
anticipated official invitation from the group after the NATO summit 
scheduled for later in the summer. Havel also worries about expansion being 
delayed or deluded by the administration’s commitment to maintaining good 
relations with Yeltsin’s Russia, which still opposes expansion. He  receives 
strong support from Congressional Republicans (who are generally strongly in 
favor of NATO expansion), with Lott specifically saying, "President Havel has 
stood firm despite threats from Russia. The West must do the same… I remain 
concerned that we are establishing a formal relationship between NATO and 
Russia before new members have even been invited to join NATO." (The 
Washington Times, 05/14/1997)  

 
July NATO formally invites Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic to join the 

Western military alliance, while putting off decisions on Romania and Slovenia 
until 1999. Clinton praises the action as "a giant stride in our efforts to create a 
Europe that is undivided, democratic and at peace literally for the first time 
since the rise of the nation-state on the European continent." Havel, speaking at 
a joint news conference with Hungarian Prime Minister Gyula Horn and Polish 
President Aleksander Kwasniewski, says, "We express our deepest satisfaction 
for the invitation. This is an historic decision paving the way to a more stable 



and secure Europe.” The focus of attention in the expansion debate now turns to 
the ratification process by NATO members. Though Yeltsin has recently agreed 
to the establishment of a new special relationship between Russia and NATO, 
his government still maintains that expanding the alliance is “a big mistake.” 
(The Washington Post, 07/09/1997) 

 
December A new poll shows that fewer than half of the Czech public supports NATO 

membership for their country, a result significantly lower than in Poland and 
Hungary. This comes even after Havel’s public campaign to teach people about 
the importance of the Western alliance. The poll also shows that Czechs are 
more concerned with their economic well-being than with any external threat. 
These results come two months after the Clinton administration indicated to the 
Czech government that it is dissatisfied with their progress for integration into 
the alliance. During several recent visits by Pentagon officials, the Czech 
government has been told to sharpen its preparation for membership. Aside 
from Havel, most officials in the Czech government, particularly in the 
Ministry of Defense, are reportedly unenthusiastic about joining the alliance. 
Sources inside the Clinton administration indicate that these signs do not bode 
well for final approval of expansion by the U.S. Senate and then NATO 
members next year. (The New York Times, 12/23/1997)  

 
1998 Havel is reelected to the Presidency by both Chambers of Parliament on January 

20th. (http://www.vaclavhavel.cz)  
 
May On the 1st, the U.S. Senate votes, 80-19, to approve the expansion of NATO to 

Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, thus becoming the 5th of 15 members 
needed to approve the expansion. (The New York Times, 05/01/1998)  

 
July Havel undergoes surgery to repair his digestive tract after a colon rupture earlier 

in the year. The surgery is reportedly successful. (The New York Times, 
07/27/1998)  

 
September Havel travels to the United States on an official visit to thank American 

supporters for helping with Czech membership to NATO. He meets with Clinton, 
Vice President Al Gore, Lott, and other members of Congress, as well as with 
former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, who is expected in Prague next month 
for a conference. He speaks with Congressional leaders specifically on criticism 
of Czech racism against Gypsies, as well as the Czech Cabinet’s unclear stance on 
Radio Europe’s plans to broadcast from Prague to Iraq. Havel is reportedly on the 
‘right side’ of both issues, according to American officials. He is accompanied on 
the trip by his Foreign and Defense Ministers.  

 
On the 16th, and in the midst of speculation about Clinton being impeached, 
Clinton and Havel hold a joint press conference at the Acheson auditorium in the 
State Department. Most of the questions to both men focus on Clinton’s possible 
impeachment. When asked about whether Clinton has lost his moral authority to 



lead, Havel responds that America has many different faces, and that “I love most 
of these faces. There are some I don’t understand. I don’t like to speak about 
things which I don’t understand.” (Clinton, My Life, p. 812) That night, a state 
dinner honoring Havel is held at the White House. Havel is reportedly delighted 
that Clinton has invited Havel’s old friend Lou Reed, the famous Czech singer-
songwriter from the 1960s protest band the Velvet Underground, to perform after 
dinner, saying, "Lou is my old friend, and I am very thankful that they invited him 
today here." (The Washington Times, 09/17/1998; The Washington Post, 
09/17/1998; The Prague Post, 09/16/1998)  

 
 Later in the month, Havel stirs up some speculation by publicly suggesting that 

Madeleine Albright, now serving as US Secretary of State, could be a wise choice 
as his successor for the Czech presidency. It is strongly rumored that Havel will 
retire next year, and reports also indicate that Albright may be ready to leave the 
Clinton administration. (The Times, 09/25/1998) 

 
October Repeating a tradition he started a year ago, Havel hosts a three day conference at 

Prague Castle, known as Forum 2000, for some of the world’s greatest thinkers 
and politicians to talk about current world affairs and especially globalization, 
saying, "I thought how good it would be if clever people could meet somewhere 
for a quiet conversation." The conference is headlined by Americans Henry 
Kissinger and Hillary Clinton. (The Guardian, 10/13/1998) 

 
1999 
 
January In Clinton’s Senate impeachment trial, former Senator and Clinton friend Dale 

Bumpers (D-AR) presents closing arguments for the defense. He names Havel 
and Jordan’s King Hussein as examples of prominent foreign leaders who support 
Clinton remaining in office. (Clinton, My Life, p. 841)  

 
March On the 12th, the three eastern European countries are officially welcomed into 

NATO at the induction ceremony at the Harry S. Truman Presidential Library in 
Independence, Missouri.  

 
April Shortly after NATO launches its first aerial assault on Yugoslavia, Havel voices 

his unwavering support for the attack. His support is controversial in the Czech 
Republic, with many politicians opposing the war (specifically the Civic 
Democratic Party) and some calling for Havel’s impeachment for his stance on 
the issue. Reportedly only 35 percent of Czechs support the NATO attack, in 
contrast to the other new NATO member countries, where a majority of the 
people and all of the prominent political parties support it. (The Washington 
Times, 04/11/1999) 

 
Later in the month the leaders of NATO’s member countries, including Havel and 
Clinton, attend a ceremony marking the organization’s 50th anniversary and pose 
for a historic picture together.  



 
 
2000  
 
March As Albright and Havel travel around the Czech Republic for a public visit by the 

Secretary of State, Havel announces on television on the 6th that he hopes she will 
consider running for Czech President when he steps down in three years, saying, 
"I personally would consider it excellent if she were to run… It would bring a 
fresh international spirit to our somewhat muddy political environment ... She is a 
person who understands this Czech world and would be able to consider it in a 
broad international context." Albright does not respond to Havel’s remarks, but 
had noted earlier when arriving in Prague, "I am very flattered by the speculation 
that I might be considered a serious candidate in the future for the presidency of 
the Czech Republic ... However, I am not and will not be a candidate for that high 
office." (The Times, 03/07/2000) 

 
September At a gala dinner at the Plaza Hotel in New York City on the 7th, Havel presents to 

Albright an award for contributions to international justice and human rights. The 
event is organized by the American Friends of the Czech Republic (AFoCR). (The 
Prague Post, 08/30/2000) 

 
October Havel hosts another Forum 2000 at Prague Castle. This year, former President 

Clinton himself makes the trip, and speaks about the developed world’s failure to 
improve the impoverished world. (The Prague Post, 10/21/2001) 

 
2002  
 
September In an interview before his final trip to Washington as President of the Czech 

Republic, Havel issues his support for preemptive military action against Saddam 
Hussein’s regime in Iraq, though he cautions President George W. Bush to seek 
international support first. He says, "Saddam Hussein's regime poses a major 
threat to many nations and to his own people… [But] the right thing for Bush is 
not to go in alone. There should be an international intervention." In Washington, 
Havel meets with Bush and with several Congressional leaders. (The Washington 
Times, 09/13/2002)  

 
Havel and Clinton appear together along with author and Nobel Peace Prize 
winner Elie Wiesel at a symposium centered around Havel at the City University 
of New York entitled “The Playwright at President.” Havel makes a speech, and 
then the three take part in a conversation about presidents, political influence, and 
how much of it they (Havel and Clinton) will have when they both leave office in 
the coming winter. Havel describes entering the presidency as a move “from the 
exhilarating world of revolutionary excitement into the mundane world of 
bureaucratic routine." (The New York Times, 09/23/2002) 

 
 



 
 
2003 

 
February Havel leaves the office of President of the Czech Republic on the 2nd. 

(http://www.vaclavhavel.cz) 
 
2005  

 
May Havel is in the United States for an event at the Library of Congress, and he and 

Clinton meet privately on the 12th in Washington, not long after Clinton’s recent 
heart surgery. They casually talk about international relations, American politics, 
and whether or not Hillary Clinton should run for president in the future. (Havel, 
To the Castle and Back, pp. 161-162) 

 
 On the 16th, Havel has dinner at Madeleine Albright’s house with Hillary Clinton. 

He later says “she made a marvelous impression” on him, and that he “put 
considerable pressure” on her to run for US president. Democratic Senator and 
recent nominee for President John Kerry (D-MA) also makes an appearance at the 
dinner. (Havel, To the Castle and Back, p. 190)  

 
November The Club of Madrid, an international organization for strengthening global 

democracy that includes 57 former national leaders as members, meets in Prague 
at the Czech Foreign Affairs Ministry. Both former Presidents Havel and Clinton 
attend. Havel notes, "We should not forget that there are still countries that are not 
free… We should try to encourage those free-thinking people who risk 
imprisonment yet still fight for a good cause." Clinton says that achieving 
democracy is an ongoing process, and argues that it has not yet been fully 
achieved in the Czech Republic, or even in the United States: “This never ends.' 
This is a constant journey... It's important to tell people that." (The Prague Post, 
11/16/2005) 

 
2006 
 
Fall Havel travels to New York City in late October to begin a seven-week residency 

at Columbia University, where he will give a series of talks. On October 29th he 
attends a birthday celebration and fundraising event for Clinton at the Beacon 
Theater. On November 15th, Havel and Clinton appear at a joint forum at 
Columbia, where both men warmly praise each other. After his residency at 
Columbia, Havel moves to Washington, D.C. for a few more months to write and 
use the archives at the Library of Congress. (The New York Times, 11/08/2006)  



Vaclav Havel Suggested Topics 
Prepared by Kyle M. Lascurettes 
Miller Center, University of Virginia, 08/10/2008 
 
Relationship with Clinton 
• When did you first meet Bill Clinton? Describe that meeting and your early impressions of 

him. How did your impressions of him change over time? 
• How would you describe your working relationship with Clinton when you were both 

presidents?  Did you have shared personal interests? How firm was his grasp of the issues 
confronting the new democracies of Central Europe? 

• In addition to working with Clinton, you also worked with Presidents George H.W. Bush and 
George W. Bush while Czech President. Compare your relationship with Clinton to your 
relationship with these two presidents. Assess Clinton’s leadership style relative to theirs. 
Which is closest to your own style? 

 
Issues in Czech-American Relations  
• Did Clinton play a role in helping you to ‘sell’ NATO to the Czech people?  
• Discuss your trips to Washington to lobby members of Congress to support NATO 

expansion. What kind of reception did you receive in the Senate? Did you consider Congress 
more or less enthusiastic on NATO expansion than the Clinton administration? 

• Discuss Clinton’s visit to Prague in early 1994. Assess the visit’s success, both from a public 
relations and substantive policymaking standpoint.  

• Discuss your relationship with Madeline Albright during the Clinton administration. How did 
Albright react to your public statements supporting an Albright candidacy for the Czech 
presidency? Did you ever discuss with her the possibility of running?  

• Discuss your 1998 visit to Washington, including both the state dinner at the White House 
and the joint press conference with President Clinton. Was the trip any different from 
previous visits due to Clinton’s troubles domestically? What were your thoughts on the 
Monica Lewinsky scandal, as well as media’s coverage of it, during your visit?  

• Discuss your support of and possible influence in Clinton’s decisions to conduct military 
campaigns in Bosnia and Kosovo in the 1990s. Did Clinton specifically ask for your advice 
or support on these issues?  

• Describe your relationship with Hillary Clinton, both during her husband’s presidency and in 
the subsequent years.  
 
The Clinton Presidency in Retrospect 

• What do you consider yours and Clinton’s greatest accomplishments in Czech-American 
relations? 

• What were the strengths and weaknesses of the Clinton administration in the realm of foreign 
affairs?  How would you rate Clinton’s grand strategy? Assess Clinton himself as a diplomat 
and foreign policy thinker.     

• Did your personal relationship with Clinton have an influence on the state of Czech-US 
relations?  
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