
05 KOCHI SATURDAY  18�10�2025

The gold plates that were removed from the dwarapalakas at Sabarimala sreekovil  for gold plating in Chennai, being reinstated at the sreekovil  on Friday |  EXPRESS

How Potti walked into his own trap
He  had alleged the dwarapalaka peedams were missing; they were found at his kin’s place

J A I S O N  W I L S O N  @ Pathanamthitta

ONCE celebrated as a generous 
sponsor at Sabarimala and a fa-
miliar face among the temple’s 
inner circles, Unnikrishnan 
Potti now finds himself  at the 
centre of  one of  the most sensa-
tional temple-related investiga-
tions in the state.

Once regarded as a respected 
priest, the first accused in the 
Sabarimala gold theft case now 
cuts a very different figure in 
public. When Potti was pro-
duced in court, he faced open 
hostility—shoes were hurled at 
him from the crowd. He told the 
media later, without naming 
anyone: “Those who trapped 
me will be revealed.”

Potti’s dramatic fall began 
the day he stepped into the 
spotlight. At a time when a row 
over the Global Ayyappa San-
gamam had erupted, he alleged 
that the pedestals (peedams) of  
the dwarapalaka idols installed 
beside the temple’s sanctum 
sanctorum had gone missing. 
The accusation triggered a po-
litical and religious storm, rais-
ing questions of  temple herit-
age, security and trust. 

However, what began as a 
“devotee’s concern” soon took 
a stunning turn. Within days, 
the Devaswom Vigilance recov-
ered the missing peedam from 
the house of  Potti’s sister. That 
discovery unravelled a trail 
that eventually led investiga-
tors to what they allege is a 
larger operation involving theft 
and replacement of  temple as-
sets. On September 28, the day 
the idols were seized from his 
sister’s home, TNIE contacted 
Potti. He admitted that the pee-

dam had been taken by one of  
his aides “for maintenance”.

“During Covid, my aide kept 
the peedam at his house. Since 
TDB (Travancore Devaswom 
Board) did not ask for it, I for-
got about it,” Potti had said. 

He added: “I have epilepsy, 
which causes memory lapses. I 
have been on eptoin and prega-
balin for 25 years.”

In the remand report, ac-
cessed by TNIE, the special in-
vestigation team (SIT) said 
around 2 kg of  Sabarimala tem-
ple gold was stolen and replaced 
with bronze replicas.The re-
port names Potti as the prime 
mover in the alleged conspira-
cy, assisted by nine others. The 
SIT has urged the court to deny 
him bail, citing the sensitivity 
of  the hill shrine and the devo-
tional sentiments of  millions 
of  Ayyappa devotees. They also 
found that Potti, who worked as 
an assistant priest (keezh shan-
ti) at Sabarimala between 2004 
and 2008, is well-acquainted 
with the structure of  the shrine 
and the work carried out, in-
cluding the gold-plating done 
on the roof  and surrounding 
structures in 1998.

The report said Potti misused 
this knowledge to gain access 
to gold-plated copper sheets 
and embellishments on the 
dwarapalaka idols and pillars 
on the northern and southern 
sides of  the sanctum sancto-
rum. He allegedly colluded 
with other accused who were 
duty-bound to protect Devas-
wom property, and by violating 
TDB procedures and HC direc-
tives, managed to have the 
sheets removed on July 19 and 
20, 2019.

PANELS REINSTALLED
Pathanamthitta: The restored gold-covered copper plates of the 
Dwarapalaka idols were reinstalled at the Sabarimala Ayyappa temple 
on Friday, coinciding with the opening of the hill shrine for the five-day 
monthly poojas. Travancore Devaswom Board president P S Prasanth 
said the sheets were reinstalled in accordance with temple traditions.
The sanctum sanctorum was opened by melsanthi Arun Kumar 
Namboothiri in the presence of thantri Kandararu Mahesh Mohanararu. 
The shrines of the Upadevathas were also opened, followed by the 
lighting of the aazhi (sacred fireplace) at the temple. Soon after the 
opening rituals, the restored gold-plated copper sheets were affixed to 
the Dwarapalaka idols that stand on either side of the sanctum. The 
reinstallation was accompanied by a special tantric ritual. Travancore 
Devaswom Board (TDB) president P S Prashanth and senior officials of 
the board were present. Devotees were permitted darsan during the 
reinstallation procedures. The process assumes significance as it comes 
in the backdrop of an ongoing probe by the Special Investigation Team 
(SIT) into allegations of theft of temple gold during the purported gold 
plating of the shrine in 2019.  Meanwhile, President Droupadi Murmu 
will visit the Sabarimala temple on October 22, the final day of the 
ongoing pooja. Restrictions will be in place for darsan in connection 
with the VVIP visit. 

HE MIGHT HAVE 
ABSCONDED: SIT
Pathanamthitta: The Special 
Investigation Team (SIT) has 
stated that Unnikrishnan Potti 
might have absconded if prompt 
action had not been taken. 
According to the SIT report, 
officers received credible 
information on October 16 that 
Potti might attempt to go into 
hiding.  Given the time-bound 
nature of the probe under Kerala 
High Court directions, the SIT 
moved swiftly.  to secure his 
custody. Later that day, Potti was 
detained and brought to 
Thiruvananthapuram, where he 
was questioned.  Based on the 
evidence, Potti was formally 
arrested at 2.40 am on October 17 
in accordance with legal 
procedures. 

TEMPLE OPENED
Sabarimala: Lord Ayyappa temple 
was opened on Friday for five- 
day monthly poojas for the 
Malayalam month of Thulam. The 
entry of devotees for darsan is 
restricted to those who possess 
virtual queue pass and those who 
possess spot pass issued at 
special counters at Nilackal and 
Pampa. Meanwhile, the final 
selection of new melsanthi for 
Lord Ayyappa temple and 
Malikppuram Devi temple will be 
held here after Usha pooja. The 
new Sabarimala melsanthi will be 
selected through a draw of lots 
from the 14 shortlisted 
candidates. After the selection of 
new Sabarimala melsanthi, new 
melsanthi for the Malikappuram 
temple will be conducted by the 
same method from 13 aspirants. 

C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P 1

E X P R E S S  N E W S  S E R V I C E  @T’Puram

CURRENTLY, the SIT is investi-
gating two cases— one pertain-
ing to the irregularities in the 
gold-cladded panels of  the dwara-
palaka idols and the other relat-
ing to the alleged misappropria-
tion of  gold from the side frames 

and lintel of  the temple’s sanc-
tum sanctorum.

After questioning in Thiru-
vananthapuram, Potti was pro-
duced before the Ranni court 
with the attendance limited to 
the public prosecutor, defence 
lawyers, special investigation 
team members and court 
officials. 

This restriction was enforced 

to prevent leak of  information to 
the public, based on the High 
Court directive that barred 
sleuths from sharing informa-
tion to media. 

Potti will be taken to various 
places, including Hyderabad, 
Chennai and Bengaluru as part 
of  evidence collection. He had re-
portedly told the cops about the 
involvement of  certain TDB of-

ficials in the gold theft.  Potti was 
questioned for 11 hours before 
his arrest was recorded in the 
wee hours  of  Friday. The inter-
rogation was led by Crime 
Branch SP Bijoy P. 

Since the High Court has di-
rected the cops to maintain con-
fidentiality of  the probe, they 
carried on with their proceed-
ings in utmost secrecy.

Potti produced 
before Ranni 
court, says he 

was framed

Customs grants nod for 
provisional release of 
Dulquer’s luxury car
E X P R E S S  N E W S  S E R V I C E  @ Kochi

THE CUSTOMS Commission-
erate (Preventive), Kochi, on 
Friday allowed the provision-
al release of  two seized luxu-
ry vehicles -- a Land Rover 
Defender belonging to actor 
Dulquer Salmaan and a Toyo-
ta Land Cruiser of  a Thrissur 
resident named Robin. 

The move follows 
the Kerala High Court 
issuing an interim or-
der allowing the actor 
to approach the cus-
toms for release of  
his vehicle. The addi-
tional commissioner 
of  customs gave the 
approval, acting un-
der Section 110 (A) of  
the Customs Act, 1962, which 
allows for the provisional re-
lease of  seized goods pending 
the final outcome of  the case 
adjudication.

“The two cars were allowed 
for release, subject to specific 
conditions,” a senior customs 
official said. The customs had 
launched ‘Operation Num-

khor’ (a Bhutanese word for 
‘vehicle’) on September 23 to 
crack down on a major racket 
suspected of  illegally import-
ing high-end, pre-owned vehi-
cles, primarily from Bhutan. 

These vehicles were alleg-
edly brought into India using 
forged documents, often in-
volving fraudulent registra-
tion and massive tax evasion. 

The crackdown saw 
raids across the state, 
in which at least 43 
vehicles were seized, 
including that of  ce-
lebrities. The cus-
toms has compiled a 
list of  150 to 200 such 
vehicles. 

The customs au-
thorities released the 

vehicles under strict financial 
and legal guarantees.With 
this, 39 seized high-end cars 
have been provisionally re-
turned to their owners. How-
ever, another car belonging to 
Dulquer, a Nissan Patrol, 
seized from the house of  one 
of  his relatives at Vennala, re-
mains in customs’ custody.

Intruder sexually 
assaults techie 
in hostel room
E X P R E S S  N E W S  S E R V I C E  @T’Puram

A 25-year-old techie working at
a Technopark firm was alleg-
edly assaulted sexually by an 
intruder at her hostel room in 
Kazhakootam in the wee hours
of  Friday. The woman was stay-
ing alone in a women-only hos-
tel at the tiome.

According to the police com-
plaint, the intruder forcibly 
opened the door of  the room 
and tried to assault the woman 
while she was asleep. 

She woke up in shock and 
pushed the intruder away. The 
suspect then fled. The victim 
reported the incident to the 
hostel authorities in the morn-
ing and they filed a complaint 
with the Kazhakootam police.

Following a medical exami-
nation, a case of  attempted sex-
ual assault was registered.

“A special police team has 
been formed under the supervi-
sion of  the Kazhakootam ACP 
to trace and apprehend the sus-
pect. The victim was unable to 
identify him,“ said Kazhakoot-
tam police. Officers are review-
ing CCTV footage from nearby 
areas and questioning hostel 
staff  and residents.

Panel to frame law against 
honour killings in TN formed
Chennai: Chief Minister M K Stalin on 
Thursday announced the constitution 
of a commission headed by retired 
Madras HC judge Justice K N Basha, 
comprising legal experts, progressive 
thinkers and anthropologists, to 
recommend measures to prevent 
honour killings in Tamil Nadu. Based on 
its report, the government will bring in 
appropriate legislation, the CM said.

Man ends life over 27 months 
of unpaid salary in K’taka
Mysuru: A 60-year-old waterman with 
Honganur grama panchayat in 
Karnataka’s Chamarajanagar taluk 
allegedly ended his life on Friday by 
hanging in the panchayat office. The 
deceased, Chikkusa Nayaka, had been
working as a part-time waterman for 
years but had reportedly not been paid 
for 27 months. In a note, he allegedly 
held the panchayat development 
officer and the panchayat president’s 
husband responsible for his death.

E X P R E S S  R E A D

Yellow alert in nine districts today
T’Puram: IMD issued a yellow alert for Saturday in Pathanamthitta, Kottayam, Ernakulam, Idukki, 
Thrissur, Palakkad, Malappuram, Kozhikode and Wayanad. Isolated heavy rainfall is expected in 
parts of the state through October 23. Thunderstorm accompanied by lightning and gusty winds 
is very likely at one or two places till October 21. Fishermen are advised not to venture into sea.


