Vikatan Exclusive!! “We innocents are definitely going to come out.”

(translation: courtesy Satya)

A Chance Encounter...Kathiravan in police custody

www.vikatan.com/jv/2005/jan/23012005/jv0201.asp

Interview: In all, only 4 people are guilty!

Police identify Kathiravan as “the one who stood at the head of the gang hired to murder Sankarraman”. Orders have come down to book Kathiravan - who caused a sudden twist when he first gave secret testimony, then retracted it - under POTA. At this juncture, police brought him to Kanchipuram Court from Chennai Central Prison last Monday [Jan 10, 2005] for extension of his custody. Following Magistrate Uttamaraaj’s order extending custody until 31st [Jan], his journey back to prison began! But before all that, police fed Kathiravan lunch in the van and got preoccupied eating their own lunch. We seized this chance encounter to introduce ourselves to Kathiravan for an interview. When we said “JV” [as in “Junior Vikatan”], Kathiravan looked up with a serious face and started talking…

Q: They say the Sankarraman gang murder occurred under your leadership. What is the truth?

“Before I give an answer to that, I will first have to talk a bit about Sankarraman. Additional SP Shaktivel says: “When Sankarraman died, there was in total, only Rs.300/- in his house. Even for his funeral, we only gave help.” From what he says, it would seem as if Sankarraman was some selfless penitent who only lived for others. In fact, Sankarraman was an ‘A-No.1’ blackmailer! He used to check out who was going with whom in town, in order to threaten them and extract money. Behind his wife’s back, he had another woman on the side, and even had a child by her -- that sort of man. On top of it, he used to preach universal justice to everyone else. In this very Kanchipuram, there are so many people who have been harmed by this man. Police turns a blind eye to all these [people].

To all these kinds of questions - whether it was we who committed this murder or not – right now, I am not able to respond to them. BUT, we innocents are definitely going to come out.

On what basis did the police include all of us in this case? They say money trail, phone calls and all, right[?] …. Can they show even one properly-fitting evidence for all that? What [is there to] connect my boss (he is referring to Appu) to the Sankarraman murder?

I am telling you something now, write it down …. So far in this case, police has arrested 25 people. Out of these 21 are innocent. Only 4 people are guilty. Who those 4 people are… what did they commit the murder for – all that I will not say now. Because these two [answers] are the only weapon I have to prove myself innocent in this case. Once the trial begins, I will tell everything in open court. But one thing is certain. This murder [was not committed] just for money alone!”

Q: Did you not at first testify that this murder happened because of enmity with the Kanchi Mutt and that a gang was hired under Appu’s direction?

After staring at us a few minutes blankly, with a dry laugh he said: “Look! I have to stay alive, right? I confessed – that is why I am alive right now! To distract from the murder, the police says Sankaracharya himself arranged a fake surrender. In the group they call fake surrendered, they caught a person called Pazhani in Chennai. They forcibly threatened him to give a statement to their liking. They took him into the deep part of the ocean, tied a stone around his stomach and dipped him in the water, saying: “If you do not give your statement the way we tell you to, you are finished.” They were dipping him in and fishing him out every ten minutes, saying: “Let the sharks come and finish you off.” They tortured him like this for 6 hours. Finally, Pazhani confessed just as the police demanded. Sundar, who was arrested in the same set, faced the same situation. Now, do you understand how the police get statements!”

Q: After first confessing that the murder was only committed according to what Sankaracharya said, why did you later retract?

“What I gave in court is not called a confession statement. It is a police statement! Before I was brought in for that statement, the court asked that I be kept in the Kanchi Branch prison. But [instead], the police kept me in their custody for 3 days and beat my body into a twist. They beat me in such a way that would cause no visible wounds, but internally, all my bones were broken. Even then, I did not agree to give statement as the police wanted. After that, they sent a police battalion itself to my house for intimidation. Fearing for my family’s safety, I agreed to give the statement as the police wanted.

Even then, I thought of telling the truth when I was inside the court, alone with the magistrate. Anticipating this, policemen warned me “if you change your tune after you go inside, we will come to know about it one way or the other - and you’re a gonner.” and they sent me in.

Q: Then, how did you get the courage to retract that statement later?

“After I gave the statement, I arranged through my people to send my family to a different place where the police would not be able to hassle them. I was also sent to judicial custody. So I was no longer fearful. From now on, no matter who asks, I will refute any connection or involvement in the murder.”

Q: Is it true that you retracted your statement only because Sankara Matam paid you off and Appu, after his surrender, threatened to kill you?

“These are all ridiculous dramatics made up by the police. If I want, I can command a lakh rupees just like that! My boss Appu threatened to kill me: that’s a laugh! If he even uttered a word in jest, I would be ready to close my eyes and jump into a well for him.”

Q: How come you and Appu are so close? Do you mean to say Appu has no connection to this murder?

“I told you, didn’t I? He is my boss. I drive his car for him, go places with him, take care of him – I do everything. To put it bluntly, he brought me up like his third son. There is not even an iota of connection between him and this case. But as soon as they started hunting him, he decided to surrender. When I was in custody, even I told the police myself “Don’t go looking for The Boss. You’ll see, he will himself surrender.” The Boss didn’t go anywhere at all. He was right there in Chittoor farmhouse itself! Could the police arrest him? Not at all! He surrendered on his own. After he surrendered, police are acting out this big drama as though they bravely surrounded him and captured him.”

Q: It seems Appu has said during custody that you and Ravi Subramaniam could have conspired together in this murder?

“He DEFINITELY would NOT have said that! I know my boss very well. When that Ravi Subramaniam came to see my boss, I became acquainted with him. From whatever I have seen of him, he is a good person. He comes from a good family. He has also been purposely dragged into this case. Ravi Subramaniam surrendered long before the date the police announced as the date of his arrest. He was put to unspeakable torture, and by the time they brought him and stood him up in court, he was more or less half-crazed! One day, police are going to have to answer for all this.”

Q: What is the connection between you and the Sankara matam?

My boss is a very devout person. Whether it’s Thirupathi temple or Manthraalaya, my boss gets a lot of respect. If you mention Krishnaswamy Reddiyar’s name there, they’ll greet you with hands folded. My boss went to the Sankara Matam for the first time in 2002. At that time, I went along with him too. After that, I have gone there with the boss more than 10 times. Even just a month before Sankarraman’s death, I went there to see Periyavaar and got his blessings. Other than that, I do not have any special connection with the Mutt. As far as I know, Periyavaar knows how to do poojas, not murders!”

Q: Isn’t Vijayendrar [Swamigal] in Chennai Central Prison – the same as you? Were you able to meet him there?

“When he came to the jail, they kept him in the cell near mine. On the first day, I sent him some apples and oranges. He didn’t take them. As he did not like the water in prison, he remained without bathing. Even for drinking water, he asked to have well-water. They have made arrangements for that. Now they have kept him in a separate cell called “Quarantine cell”, where Jayalalitha was also kept. Neither I nor his little brother Raghu have been able to see him yet. They said only Sundaresa Iyer went to see him and gave him curd rice.”

As Kathiravan was saying this, police prepared to leave, and the vehicle got ready to start off as well.

As he was leaving: “If this interview comes out in the papers, after that they won’t stop for lunch when they bring me to court. Only jail food for me! But that’s okay!” said Kathiravan, ducking his head inside the van.

-Mu. Thaamaraikannan
