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live through Covid-19





1

1

It had been an exceptionally rainy month and Kodaikanal 
was cooler than usual for the time of the year. As 
Murugesan and Raman, two guards in the Tamil Nadu 
government’s forest department, patrolled their beat on 
the winding ghat road that goes from Perumal Malai to 
Kodai town mid-morning on 31 October 2001, there 
was a constant drizzle, with mist rolling in and out and 
the scent of wet wood hanging heavy in the air. 

The two men kept their eyes on Tiger Shola, a dense 
grove downslope from the road. Shola (or cholai) are 
forest patches of native deciduous trees, shrubs and 
grasslands unique to the Nilgiri Hills in the southern 
Western Ghats. Kodaikanal, located in a spur of the 
Western Ghats projecting eastwards into Tamil Nadu, 
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is at an elevation of 2133 metres. It is a hill resort-town 
established by the British in the nineteenth century. Its 
untidy expansion over the decades is the story of every 
‘hill station’ in India. But the shola around Kodai are 
still magnificent, painting the slopes and the valleys in 
every shade of green, the trees with their thick trunks 
and gnarled branches, and the vines twisted over and 
around them testimony to the age of the forest. The 
Kodai sholas are even known to have tigers. Long ago, 
someone spotted the big cat in this stretch between 
Perumal Malai and Kodaikanal. That is why it is called 
Tiger Shola, though no one remembers when anyone 
last saw a tiger there. Still, there was no telling. It 
could always be that kind of day. In any case, so much 
else happens in a forest that a forest guard has to keep 
track of. The place was teeming with bison and elephant 
herds, bear and wild boar.

Every day, the two guards had to report back to the 
Forest Office in Kodaikanal any animal activity, usual or 
unusual. Or for that matter, any human activity, which 
in those thick woods usually meant trouble: illegal 
tree-felling, also tourists going close to the gaur, only 
to discover they are not placid buffaloes and could give 
chase if provoked. Raman kept an official diary in which 
he noted down the day’s happenings.



3

Murder on the Menu

Keeping close to the wall on the ghat road, the two 
guards had barely crossed the fourth mile post from 
Perumal Malai when Raman stopped in his tracks. 
Something – someone – was lying in the undergrowth 
some five metres below, but there wasn’t a clear view 
from the road. He and Murugesan swung over the low 
parapet and, sure-footed in the way that foresters are, 
made their way down the wet, slippery slope. 

It was a young man, and he was dead. He was lying 
on a patch of thick grass. New vegetation had grown 
around him, obstructing a clear sighting from the road. 
His face was bloated. The clothes suggested to Raman 
and his colleague that this lad had been better paid than 
them. Perhaps he had even been to a good school and 
college. In his blue checked shirt and sandal-coloured 
trousers he looked very much a city boy. Unidentified 
bodies in the jungle were not an everyday occurrence 
in Kodai. But there was always the possibility of a jilted 
lover leaping to his death, or some unfortunate tourist 
being attacked by a bear.

Perumal Malai today is a messy, bustling town in its 
own right, with homestays and guest houses for budget 
tourists who find Kodai too pricey. The roadsides are 
packed with parked cars, mini buses and small load-
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carriers. Crowds of youngsters go trekking up to the 
Perumal Malai peak, taking selfies along the way. Back 
in 2001, though, Perumal Malai was a small village on 
the Palani Ghat road to Kodai – small enough that 
everyone knew everyone else.

The foresters, who were also from Perumal Malai, 
asked local passers-by if anyone knew the man, just to 
rule out that he was a local. He did not look familiar. 
They then asked a villager to fetch Natesan, the local 
fireman. By the time Natesan arrived, it was 12.30 p.m. 
The two foresters left the fireman to guard the body and 
headed to the Forest Office, getting a ride in a vehicle 
going to Kodai. There, a senior officer told them to 
inform the police.

•

It was around 6.45 p.m. that the two foresters returned 
to the spot where the body was still being guarded by 
Natesan. Sub-Inspector Emmanuel Rajkumar and 
Head Constable Sebastian from the Kodai police 
station were with them. Also with them in the police 
jeep were two sanitation workers, Sailathnathan and 
John, described in police records as ‘scavengers’, the 
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most polite word that officialese could come up with to 
refer to members of a caste group that was associated 
with society’s ‘impure’ tasks. No one else would touch 
the body because they belonged to castes that looked 
down on these jobs. Though it was pitch-dark, a 
small crowd of local people had gathered at the spot. 
Head Constable Sebastian, who had brought his own 
camera, shot a full reel of eight frames of the body 
and the area where it had been found. He also made a 
sketch of the scene. A case under Section 174 of the 
Criminal Procedure Code (Cr.PC), which empowers 
the investigating officer to ascertain the cause of death, 
had already been filed at the Kodaikanal police station 
on the basis of Raman’s complaint.

Sailathnathan and John took the body to the 
government hospital in Kodaikanal. Two days later,  
on 2 November, Dr Sivakumar at the hospital 
conducted the post-mortem and arrived at the 
following conclusions:

Time of death: approximately three to five days 
prior to autopsy. Death due to asphyxia on account 
of throttling.
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 Male body, aged about thirty years. Nails on 
both fingers and toes blue. Face, chest, abdomen, 
scrotum and penis slightly bloated, as the body was 
in the early stages of decomposition. Eyeballs and 
tongue bulging out. Contusion in the front and 
outer aspects of the right shoulder. Fracture of the 
greater horns of the hyoid bone, the U-shaped bone 
located in the neck just over the voice box that holds 
the tongue in place.

The post-mortem made it clear the man had been 
murdered. But there was a problem. The body had not 
been identified. It was already more than forty-eight 
hours since it had been found. The police had received 
no missing person complaint. With their small staff and 
resources, the Kodai police appeared to have decided 
it was pointless to launch a murder investigation that 
might linger as an unsolved crime in their precincts. But 
they did not close the case. From their point of view, 
they had carried out all the procedures correctly – taken 
photographs of the body and preserved the clothes 
and other personal effects found on the man. There 
was nothing more to be done. On the same day, the 
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police had the body buried in the Hindu ‘burial ground’ 
maintained by the Kodai municipality.

But the police officers had foresight enough to know 
that some day someone might come looking for the 
body. They got the watchman at the cemetery to place 
a large granite stone to mark the grave. If there was to 
be a further police investigation and the body needed 
to be located, it could be found easily.

•

None of the people involved in this chain of events over 
those two wet days in October–November 2001 knew 
the importance of what they had stumbled upon. But 
very soon it became clear that Raman and Murugesan’s 
discovery, and the procedures followed by the foresters, 
the police, the doctor and the men who buried the body, 
would form the main evidence in a murder investigation 
that spanned eight districts of Tamil Nadu and had 
to pass three trials at three different levels of India’s 
judicial system over a period of nearly two decades.

The accused was Tamil Nadu’s most well-known 
restaurateur, who ended up scripting a criminal coda 
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to his own remarkable humble-beginnings-to-hubris 
story. That story may have ended differently had the 
body of the young man never been found, had it rolled 
right down the slope and plunged into the thickly 
wooded gorge a couple of hundred feet below, where a 
stream flowed fast, fed by the nearby Silver Cascades 
waterfall. For the killers of Prince Santhakumar, that 
had been the plan. But a shelf-like projection on the 
slope broke the fall of his body as they threw it out of 
their Tata Sumo. And as the body lay there, waiting to 
be found by forest guards Raman and Murugesan, the 
clock started ticking for Pitchai Rajagopal, founder of 
the celebrated restaurant chain Saravana Bhavan.


