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Sundaresa Iyer's Interview to Vikatan! "...the only thing is ... our liveliness, our enthusiasm, our happiness is missing."

"Why would I have any quarrel with Sankarraman?"

http://www.vikatan.com/jv/2005/jan/02012005/jv0201.asp

Kanchi Mutt Manager Sundaresa Iyer is presently behind bars in Chennai Central Prison!

Since Jayendrar Swamigal's arrest, Sundaresa Iyer has been in the eye of a storm from the very beginning, frequently ending up in police interrogation. Whenever journalists tried to find out why [there was] all this interest in him, they couldn't get near Sundaresa Iyer. He was so taut, so disciplined.

We were persistent. Last Friday afternoon, our efforts were successful. He agreed to answer all our questions. Maybe he knew he was going to be arrested...

Q: Uptil now, police have interrogated you 13 times. What did they ask you?

-"They asked only general questions [about] - the administration of the mutt, financial matters, accounting procedure, bank account and trust account details. I told them whatever I knew. They asked me did Appu and Ravi Subramaniam kill Sankarraman. I said I don't know. They asked were the murderers paid money by the Mutt. I said no. The also asked me unrelated [irrelavent] questions about Periyavaal's (Sri Jayendrar's) tour program, VIP visits to the Mutt, arrangements for other events . For everything, I patiently gave them clear and detailed answers to the extent of my knowledge."

Q: During interrogation, did they harm you in any way? Some people in the Mutt have said police subjected them to mental torture.

-"With me, the police behaved respectfully. They did not physically or mentally mis-handle me. But one matter was very disturbing to me. Everytime they called me [for interrogation, they gave me] a specific time. But each time, they kept me waiting for several hours. As a result, a lot of the Mutt's work was ruined. Some people from the Mutt who went for interrogation said that they [ie. police] threatened them at gunpoint and [police] said they would hang them upside down and beat them. I didn't undergo that."

Q: Police say that the money given to the murderers was from a Mutt trust account in ICICI bank. How many trusts does the Mutt have? And of those, how many include Jayendrar?

-"I want to give you a detailed explanation for this. 

I am the manager of SriMatam - any money exchanges [of the SriMatam] cannot happen without my knowledge. The Mutt has direct connection with only 6 trusts. Periyavaal has connection or control over only these 6 trusts. Neither the Mutt nor these 6 trusts have any accounts in the ICICI bank.

At the same time, the Mutt as well as [its] trusts have fixed deposits in ICICI bank. Money cannot be withdrawn from these by anyone at anytime as they wish. There are no other current accounts [ie regular checking or savings accounts] at this bank.

Either in Tamil Nadu or other states, some important personalities have started trusts to do good works with Periyavaal's blessings. The Mutt does not interfere in their day-to-day activities or their financial dealings. Their account details do not come to the Mutt. We also do not seek such details.

Those trustees sometimes ask Periyavaal for advice [or direction] for their good works. In some of these trusts, the founder himself may ask Periyavaal to be the patron of this cause and nominate him to the trust. In some cases, they may give Periyavaal the authority to name or replace members. Even in those cases, the Matam gives its opinion on membership upon the advice of those inside the trust. As such, with Periyavaal having no authority over accounts and financial affairs, how could money have been given from these trusts to the killers?

The devotees should properly understand about this.

Q: They say you gave 55 lakhs as one part of the payment to Ravi Subramaniam from the Jan Kalyan trust [which you operate] as [its] administrator.

-(A big laugh)- "From this trust, I gave a 5 lakh cheque to Ravi Subramaniam for some construction work - this much is true. How can that be [construed as] "a payment distribution to killers"?
Ten days before the murder, there was a donation from a devotee for 50 lakhs to the Jan Kalyan trust. This money is still sitting in the trust's bank account! Anybody can check and see for themselves."

[Editor notes with bemusement that this cheque was reportedly endorsed by Ravi Subramaniam with his signature on the back, according to other reports!!]

Q: They say some charitable trusts you oversee have not been properly accounted and not been audited?

-"This is false. All accounts have been audited properly. Some account details have to be compiled so the audits may have been delayed. Otherwise, all accounts are proper."

Q: The police say criminals like Appu and Ravi Subramaniam have been freely coming to the Mutt with full respect paid to them. How is that?

-"This requires a clear explanation. There is no bar to any devotee to come to the Mutt, get blessing from both Periyavaal or tour around the Mutt. We have neither the means nor mechanisms nor time to to check the backgrounds of everyone visiting the Mutt. We see the people coming to the Mutt to take darshan of Periyavaal only as devotees. 

Appu and Ravi Subramaniam would have come to the Mutt just as any other devotee. Periyavaal would also have given them blessings as a devotee. There is not even a little room for thinking otherwise or imputing motives to this."

Q: Have you seen Ravi Subramaniam or Appu at the Mutt? How well do you know them?

-"I have heard that Appu comes to the Mutt. I have not personally seen him. I know Ravi Subramaniam well only [in his capacity] as a devotee and as a contractor.

I don't know who he might have brought with him there or why or anything like that. [Translation note: previous sentence corrected]. He has taken a contract for the Mutt for 2 or 3 school buildings and he has built them. Sometimes he gives donation to the Mutt. That's all I know about him." 

Q: When Sankarraman came to the Mutt once, it is said you stopped him and that became a big scene and he sent you a lawyer notice. Is that true?

-"It is true Sankarraman came here on his Mother's death anniversary. It was during the time when he used to write things about the Mutt in a number of letters. Because of that, I felt if he lingered too long at the Mutt, it may end up causing unnecessary resentment and arguments, so I suggested he get going. **

He also agreed and came with me. We were both smiling and talking uptil the gate. I saw him off myself! Anyway, why would I have any quarrel with him? It is true he sent me a lawyer's notice. I don't know why he was angry at me."

[**Editor notes Sankarraman singled out a number of Mutt employees for criticism in his letters -- (plus, it would seem, half of Kanchipuram!!) so Sundaresa Iyer's reaction makes perfect sense. ]

Q: Was there any problem between Sankarraman and Jayendrar Swamigal?

-"Sankarraman had written mischeivous falsehoods about the Mutt. That's all I know - nothing else."

Q: It is being said the Mutt has so many buildings all over Tamil Nadu, that there was some wrongdoing going on there?

-"All these are built by the Mutt or the Mutt trusts. Mostly they are school buildings, or else they are public hospital buildings. Right now, Sankara hospital is being built. 5-6 contractors are taking part in this construction. There has been no wrongdoing in this. Specifically, no contract in this has been given to Ravi Subramaniam.

Q: You saw Jayendrar Swamigal several times in Velur jail. How is his emotional and physical health?

-"Physically, he is okay. One day, his Blood Pressure became elevated. He has back pain on and off. It is his feelings that are affected. Everyday, he gives prasadam to more than several thousand people. Now, he is all alone -- this is what saddens him. 

While at the Mutt, only when he was very exhausted or ill would he lie down for rest during the daytime. Otherwise, he would constantly be on his feet, walking about. Now, he cannot walk around or go anywhere. So that saddens him.

He is taking it as a good opportunity to do tapasya and increase his spiritual power. This is also what consoles us.

Q: How is hte Mutt work continuing without Jayendrar Swamigal?

-"There is no shortfall there. The educational and medical work is all going on as usual. That Periyavaar is not here is our only big worry... All the pujas are going on without any shortcoming. Even so, the only thing is in our doings, our liveliness, our enthusiasm, our happiness is missing.

During puja, the Mutt's big bell used to ring brightly all through Kanchipuram. Now, we don't ring the bell during puja..."

Q: There is a difference of opinion [between the two acharyas] and also some rumors about women, and questionable deaths. What about all these?

-"I consider all these as malicious attempts to smear the Mutt and destroy its pride and reputation. Some people are comparing this highly reputed Mutt and highly respected Periyavaal to some other kinds of maths and sanyasis. This is really saddening. The other sanyasis they are comparing Kanchi to don't have a special lineage and tradition. But Sreematam has its own lineage and tradition. The devotees who even now come here give witness to this."

Q: There are some shocking rumors about the younger Sankaracharya's brother Raghu?

-"This is also a vicious rumor dredged up to give a bad name to the Mutt."

Q: What do you want to say to the devotees in this difficult time when Jayendrar Swamigal is in jail?

-"Yes, this is a testing time for the Mutt. But we are going to come through this test like pure gold through the flame. Till then, all devotees should pray that Periyavaal's return to us soon.

Q: It seems police plan to arrest you and turn you approver in the Sankarraman case?

-"Is that so? I didn't know that... it's nothing like that."

he said and ended the interview. Afterwards, Sundaresa Iyer was with the younger Sankaracharya Vijayendrar Swamigal as he did puja. Iyer introduced us to [Vijayendrar Swamigal]. Vijayendrar Swamigal said - "Did you hear everything he said? Write everything properly." And he raised his hand in blessing. 

All this were the happenings until 3 pm. That very evening about 5:30pm, after dragging Sundaresa Iyer to the forest bungalow for interrogation, police announced at about 8 pm: "Iyer Arrest".
