President Mobutu's dog smuggling causes outrage at Buckingham Palace in 1973
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During a state visit to Britain in 1973, the African dictator President Mobutu of Zaire and his wife Marie-Antoinette caused a diplomatic stir after smuggling a dog into Buckingham Palace, much to the displeasure of Queen Elizabeth II. The incident, recounted in a recent episode of the podcast "Queen’s Kings and Dastardly Things" by Daily Mail columnist Robert Hardman and historian Professor Kate Williams, highlighted one of the stranger chapters in the history of royal state visits.
The visit took place against the backdrop of a Europe-wide effort to combat rabies, a deadly disease spread through animal bites. At the time, Britain had stringent regulations requiring a six-month quarantine period for pet dogs entering the country, a rule that President Mobutu’s wife circumvented by secretly bringing her pet dog inside Buckingham Palace.
The episode reveals that shortly after the presidential couple arrived for the visit, a palace footman was dispatched to deliver a plate of raw meat to their suite in Buckingham Palace—an unusual request that raised some eyebrows among the staff. Upon arrival, the servant discovered the concealed dog among the couple’s luggage. The revelation reportedly infuriated Queen Elizabeth II, who was said to be so angry that palace staff described her reaction as unprecedented. Her immediate demand was to "get that dog out of my house," and for their own protection, the Queen’s cherished corgis were quickly moved to Windsor Castle.
The animal smuggling incident cast a shadow over what was already a tense visit aimed at securing a lucrative contract for a new power plant in Zaire. Despite a down payment of £1 million made to the British Government, the expected contracts never materialised following the visit. President Mobutu attempted to smooth over tensions during a speech at 10 Downing Street by explaining that the dog was of British heritage and that his wife simply wanted to show the pet its homeland.
This episode of the podcast also touches on other remarkable royal encounters, including tales of the Shah of Iran cooking a sheep in his hotel room and former US President Jimmy Carter’s attempted kiss of the Queen Mother. The stories offer a glimpse into the sometimes challenging and unexpected moments experienced by the Royal Family during official state visits.
The Daily Mail’s podcast "Queen’s Kings and Dastardly Things" is available on all major platforms for those interested in exploring more about the less-than-perfect diplomatic occasions in the history of British royal hospitality.
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