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Larry the Cat
marks 10 years’
ruling Downing
Street roost

A
stalwart of the British political
scene, Larry the Cat has ruled the
roost in Downing Street for a

decade, serving three prime ministers
and becoming a legend in his own nap-
time. The tabby-and-white cat arrived at
10 Downing Street on February 15, 2011,
at the age of four. He was adopted from
London’s Battersea Dogs & Cats Home,
an animal shelter, and was chosen for his
mousing skills, according to his biography
on the Downing Street website. He
received the title of Chief Mouser—the
first inhabitant of the prime minister’s
famous residence and office to do so.

But while he did catch three mice in his
early months, according to David
Cameron, his first prime minister, he has
since disappointed, leaving the role in the
“tactical planning stage”. Nevertheless
this nonchalant operator has clung onto
power. While lacking the killer instinct,
Larry has made fur fly in very undiplomat-
ic spats with feline rivals including
Palmerston, the black-and-white resident
of the nearby foreign ministry. Palmerston
has since turned tail, quit politics and
retired to the countryside in 2020. Larry’s
soft-power diplomacy has “captured the
hearts of the Great British public,” accord-
ing to Downing Street. 

That includes building up a rapport
with the journalists, photographers and
camera crews stationed outside, who
reward him with strokes and snacks.
When Cameron left Downing Street in
2016 after the British public backed the
vote “Leave” campaign, Larry steadfastly
stayed on. Cameron even had to fight off
rumors of a rift with his four-legged house-
mate at his last Prime Minister’s Questions
session with lawmakers. He held aloft a
photo of them together, denying sugges-

tions that “somehow I don’t love Larry”.
Since seen as belonging to Downing
Street staff, Larry has cohabited with
Theresa May and now Boris Johnson.

‘I run the place’ 
In a nation of animal-lovers, a cat in

Downing Street plays a crucial role in
public relations, the historian Anthony
Seldon told AFP.  “It helps to humanize
the prime minister,” said the author of
biographies of the last four premiers. At
times of crisis, a cat can “act as a distrac-
tion”, he added. Tim Bale, professor of
politics at Queen Mary University of
London, attributes Larry’s longevity in the
role to prime ministers’ desire to bridge “a
huge disconnect between politicians and
voters”. A prime minister, particularly one
who has polarized the public, is “going to
seize any and every opportunity they
have to give people the impression that
they’ve got something in common”.

“Not all of us like cats—which is pre-
sumably why Boris Johnson also got a
dog,” he added. “But millions of Brits
have pets. So this is one such opportuni-
ty.” Larry has rubbed up against numer-
ous world leaders on state visits—with
varying degrees of friendliness. While he
let Barack Obama stroke him, he immobi-
lized Donald Trump’s armor-plated presi-
dential limousine, “The Beast”. Larry sat
underneath and stubbornly refused to
move.

On Christmas Eve, as journalists wait-
ed outside for a Brexit trade deal
announcement, Larry suddenly rushed
forward and pounced on a pigeon,
prompting gasps of excitement.  It flew
away unharmed. While maintaining a dig-
nified silence in public, Larry has told his
story in a book called “The Larry Diaries”
by journalist James Robinson.  He also
has an unofficial Twitter account,
@Number10cat, with more than 433,000
followers. Contacted via social media, the
account’s author insisted there is no
human intervention and gave a brief
insight into Larry’s long rule at Downing
Street. “The key thing to remember is that
I live here permanently, the politicians just
lodge with me for a bit until they’re fired,”
he said. “They all work out sooner or later
that it’s me that runs the place.”—AFP

T
emperatures fell to a record
minus 23 degrees Celsius
(minus 9.4 Fahrenheit) in the

Scottish Highlands this week, as
Britain shivered in the snow and ice
of a harsh Arctic cold snap. But
one thing distracting people from
the big freeze—and the coron-
avirus lockdown—has been
Scotland’s 230-strong army of grit-
ter lorries and snowploughs bat-
tling to keep main roads clear.
Traffic Scotland has seen a surge
in clicks to its “Trunk Road Gritter
Tracker” website, which allows
users to follow their progress. On
Friday, “Gritney Spears” and
“Spready Mercury” were making
their way down the road towards
the English border.

“Sir Andy Flurry” was plying a
route from the city of Perth to
Dunblane—home of the British ten-
nis star surnamed Murray—while
over the hills and far away, “Sled
Zeppelin” was making the roads
safe around Loch Lomond. “Sir
Salter Scott” was trundling around
the Edinburgh suburbs, while
“Robert Brrrns” and “Salt Disney”
were out near Glasgow Airport. The
Guardian reported that in one 24-
hour period last week, more than
110,000 people logged on to the
site. Normally the site gets some
700,000 in a full year. This year, the
public has been asked to name
dozens of new gritters and snow-
ploughs.  Suggestions include
“Coldfinger” and “You Only Grit
Twice” in tribute to late James
Bond actor Sean Connery.
“Snowcially distanced” was parked
up in Glasgow.

In 2016, a similar public appeal
for suggestions for a new British
polar research ship back-fired after
120,000 voted to call it “Boaty
McBoatface”. The vessel was even-
tually named “Sir David
Attenborough” after the naturalist,
although in a nod to the public
vote, officials agreed to give the
comedy name to its on-board yel-
low submarine.—AFP

In this file photo Pop superstars Britney Spears (right) and boyfriend Justin Timberlake (left) talk as
they sit courtside at the NBA All-Star Game in Philadelphia. — AFP 

In this file photo Larry,
the Downing Street cat,

sits outside the front
door of 10 Downing

Street, the official resi-
dence of Britain’s
Prime Minister, in

London. — AFP 

J
ustin Timberlake on Friday apolo-
gized for moments he “fell short”
and condoned misogyny, one week

after the release of a blockbuster docu-
mentary on Britney Spears saw the
behavior of the former boy band star
come under sharp criticism. The film, pro-
duced by FX and The New York Times,
explores the vitriol both the media and
entertainment industry aimed at Spears,
who soared to global fame before pub-
licly suffering a mental health crisis and
becoming a paparazzi punching bag in
the mid-to-late 2000s. Spears and
Timberlake famously dated several years
around the turn of the millennium, having
met as children while cast members of
Disney’s “Mickey Mouse Club” variety
show.

The popular narrative of their breakup
cast Spears as a cheating heartbreaker,
offering sympathy to Timberlake espe-
cially after he released a revenge fantasy
music video for the break-up hit “Cry Me
A River.” The documentary “Framing
Britney Spears” includes audio from a
2002 radio interview in which Timberlake
jokes about the couple’s sex life; Spears
for years was needled over the state of
her virginity prior to the break-up. “So
when are you apologizing to Britney?”
asked Spears fans on social media,
flooding Timberlake’s accounts with tags.
“I’ve seen the messages, tags, com-
ments, and concerns and I want to
respond,” Timberlake said Friday on
Instagram. “I am deeply sorry for the
times in my life where my actions con-
tributed to the problem, where I spoke
out of turn, or did not speak up for what
was right,” he wrote. “I understand that I
fell short in these moments and in many
others and benefited from a system that
condones misogyny and racism.”

‘Privileged’ 
Timberlake, 40, said he “specifically

wanted to apologize to Britney Spears

and Janet Jackson both individually,
because I care for and respect these
women and I know I failed.” In Jackson’s
case the former NSYNC star was refer-
ring to the infamous “wardrobe malfunc-
tion” Jackson suffered during a much-
watched Super Bowl halftime show, when
Timberlake appeared to pull off part of
her outfit and expose her breast. The
2004 scandal triggered widespread out-
cry, with much of the criticism aimed at
Jackson.

In both cases Jackson’s and Spears’
careers took serious hits, while
Timberlake’s popularity remained largely
unscathed.  “As a man in a privileged
position I have to be vocal about this,”
Timberlake wrote, nearly two decades
after the incidents in question. “Because
of my ignorance, I didn’t recognize it for
all that it was while it was happening in
my own life but I do not want to ever ben-
efit from others being pulled down
again.” The documentary’s release this
month has triggered renewed scrutiny of
the conservatorship Spears, 39, has lived
under since 2008, a legal guardianship
dictating the course of her life and
finances that’s largely been steered by
her father Jamie.

Spears filed last year to remove her
father from the conservatorship and give
sole power over her estate to a financial
institution. Her court-appointed lawyer
says she’s “afraid” of her father. On
Thursday a judge ruled that both Spears’
father and Bessemer Trust would oversee
the pop star’s finances, denying Jamie
Spears’ bid to keep sole power to dele-
gate investments. Spears’ lawyer did not
seek Thursday to remove Jamie Spears’
from the legal arrangement normally
intended for the elderly or infirm, but has
not ruled out doing so in the future. The
next hearing is set for March 17.—AFP

W
earing a bowler hat and familiar toothbrush
moustache, Pakistan’s Usman Khan darts
through traffic swinging a cane, teasing

motorists and shopkeepers for laughs and a few
rupees with a Charlie Chaplin impersonation that
has become a viral sensation. The 32-year-old actor
in bustling Peshawar hopes the silent film antics of
old will bring a bit of joy to the residents of the noto-
riously chaotic frontier city.   Khan said the idea to
impersonate Chaplin’s iconic character from “The
Tramp” came to him as he watched a video of the
legendary silent film actor while recovering from an
illness.  

“I thought that I should start acting like Charlie
and spread happiness among the people, to take
their minds off the coronavirus pandemic,” Khan
told AFP.  Dressed as Chaplin, Khan leaps into
passing rickshaws, annoys local shopkeepers, and

occasionally swats onlookers with his cane as he
shuffles bow-legged across the city, where he is fre-
quently mobbed by fans asking for selfies.  “It is my
purpose to make people laugh, to make them hap-
py, to help them get rid of their grief,” said Khan.
The act has proven to be a hit.  

In just two months, Khan has attracted more than
850,000 followers and garnered millions of likes on
TikTok—the hugely popular platform in Pakistan
where he uploads videos of his slapstick routine.
But it hasn’t always been all laughs for Khan, who
like many in Pakistan is struggling to hold down a
full-time job amid the economic fallout of the coron-
avirus epidemic.  The Chaplin shtick, he said, has
given him a new purpose.  “That’s why I like to get
up like Charlie Chaplin, to hide all my worries and
grief.”—AFP

Street actor Usman Khan (second right), dressed up as silent film star Charlie Chaplin, performs at a train station in the Pakistan’s northwestern city of Peshawar. — AFP photos


