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A Poisonous Affair

What goes on in the head of a serial killer? Can a prolific killer really be judged by the same standards as a normal member of the public, or do their crimes confirm their psychological instability?

Jolly Thomas is a serial killer.  Allegedly.  But her case appears to be so confused that it offers few answers to our questions. She has confessed to murdering six members of her family over a 14-year period. Even while she was poisoning them with cyanide to her family, her community, and her friends she appeared to be a cheerful, happy, upstanding woman. 

Jolly was a pious and friendly person who seemed to be possessed of a strong moral fibre. She was the kind of woman we would all love to have as a part of our family or as a neighbour. Which only goes to show that appearances can be extremely deceptive.

Because the 47-year-old mother, who lived in the south western State of Kerala in India, is alleged to have murdered her relatives by lacing their food with the poison.  However, despite confessing to the crimes, many of her friends and relatives believe that she is the victim here - an innocent one at that.  They cannot come to terms with the fact that such a cheerful and respected member of the community could be a mass murderess. They believe that she has been framed by the authorities. 

While, from the opposite side of the fence, the police are sure that they are dealing with a psychopath. 

Murder with cyanide seems such an old-fashioned modus operandi.  We can almost expect Miss Marple to come staggering down the stairs, or Hercule Poirot to twiddle with his moustache as he considers the evidence before him. However, despite those overtones, the crime is a very modern and unpleasant one. 

The local police chief Behera, said: ‘Let me admit, this case is too complicated as it involves a homely lady who apparently looks very normal in her behaviour, but evidence gathered by us indicates that she is a serial killer. I have now asked officials to engage the best psychologists to carry out an in-depth study of her mental behaviour.’

Behera ordered that her alleged victims’ bodies should be exhumed from their graves. Through the examination of these corpses the evidence of their poisoning came to light.  Nevertheless, uncertainty still abounds in the case.

‘But we have to probe further into the cause of deaths. To ascertain that cyanide was used to kill the victims I intend to dispatch the samples to the best forensic labs. If we do not get any specific leads from the Indian labs the government will send samples to England, which is considered to have the most advanced forensic toxicology labs to find traces of cyanide (if the chemical was used in the killings),’ said the police chief of the southern State.

The first killing took place in 2002. The victim was Jolly Thomas's mother in law, Annamma Thomas. A gap of six years followed. Then it is alleged that Jolly killed her father in law, Tom Thomas. Three years after that, in 2011, she is said to have poisoned her husband Roy.

In 2014, the authorities maintain, she killed her husband's maternal uncle, Matthew.  The circumstances of his death matched those of the earlier victims. In 2016 the wife of her lover died along with her one-year old child.  The lover, Shaju, was Roy Thomas’s cousin. He too has also come under suspicion of involvement in the killing spree carried out, it is claimed, by Jolly.  

Alphine Shaju, the toddler, was diagnosed as having choked on her food, but investigators later came to the conclusion that she had been poisoned.  Her mother died two years later having drunk cyanide that had been mixed with her water. She was at a dentist’s appointment at the time of her death. 

Jolly's son Romo Roy, 21, was clearly devastated by the turn of events. On the one hand, he found it impossible to believe that his mother could have murdered his father, his grandfather, grandmother and many other family members. Yet it is beginning to dawn upon him, and others in the family, that this might indeed have been the case. If that is so then he believes that's justice must follow its own course even though that route could see his mother driven to prison. 

He said to the local media, ‘A crime is a crime and the wrongdoer should be punished.’  However, he clearly suspected that even if his mother was involved in the sordid acts she had not operated alone. ‘My mother could not have committed all the murders alone, including that of my father. I suspect help from outsiders,’ he said.  ‘I don't want to say anything. The probe by the crime branch is on. The truth should come out. I have got to stay strong as I have a younger brother. I can't afford to let him down.’

One name which has been associated with the crimes is that of Jolly’s now second husband, Shaju. Her marriage to him is mired in controversy.  Shaju’s father believed that he had been tricked into the relationship by Jolly and her eldest son.  Shaju, a teacher, explained that Jolly had displayed an unhealthy interest in him even while his wife, Sily, was alive.  That had made him feel uncomfortable and when Jolly brought up the topic of marriage just a couple of months after his wife had passed away, he felt in a state of confusion.  

However, the story was contradicted by Romo.  He said that it was Shaju’s father who had attempted to bring the two together and that once both became widows it was always the plan that they should marry. Romo claims that Shaju had displayed little concern or sadness about the death of both his daughter and his wife: ‘They had to die someday,’ Romo alleges that he said. 

However, for whatever reason, Shaju has confessed to being involved with the crimes.  At least, that is the case the local police are considering.

The local Superintendent, KG Simon, explained the difficulty surrounding Shaju’s confession regarding helping his wife (whom he married a year after her killing spree is alleged to have stopped) with the murders.

‘Our probe is going on in the right direction,’ he said ‘and if required we will ask Shaju to come back again. We are in the process of verifying all aspects as many more will also be questioned. The State police chief called me and said that if required chemical examination in the probe can be sent to foreign countries. 

Others were arrested in connection with the crimes.  MS Matthew and Prajikumar were both taken into custody, the former policeman suspected of being an accomplice in each of the murders. KG Simon said: ‘The probe is going well. Jolly Thomas has confessed to all six murders. Evidence is there against the three accused. At the moment nothing could be said about Shaju, second husband of Jolly Thomas,’ he concluded.  However, the police officer seemed unhappy about the representation the suspect received from her lawyer. ‘Lawyers, while taking care of their clients’ needs, should also care for their social responsibility,’ he said, clearly angry with the outcomes the lawyer’s advice had precipitated. Something which had given Jolly Thomas greater confidence in her police interviews.  

But what could have been the motivation behind the murders, if indeed responsibility for them does primarily rest with Jolly Thomas?  It seems as though the probable motive for murdering her first husband, Roy Thomas, was financial. After his death in 2011, Jolly attempted to get the family properties put in her own name.  She had almost succeeded in her ambition when news reached her deceased husband's brother, Rojo, who travelled from the United States and managed to get the property deeds placed in the name of his father. 

The question of ownership arose again in 2017. Now married to Shaju, Jolly managed to persuade her deceased husband’s sister Renji to divide the shares between her (Renji), Rojo and herself.  Her own portion would be equally divided with her two children from her first marriage.

However, Jolly was not happy with this arrangement. She wanted the house to herself along with more than a third of its land and half of another piece of ground. It is difficult for those not familiar with the system of passing on property in southern India to fully grasp these complex arrangements.  At the time these arrangements were under debate, Jolly had not been charged with, or even suspected of, having carried out the murders and therefore it would seem to Western eyes right and proper that she inherited the property owned by her former husband. Indeed, it would seem an odd arrangement whereby a husband is the sole owner of the family home, with none of that property belonging to his wife.

It was this disagreement that led Rojo to look more deeply into his brother's death. After reviewing the post-mortem report, he began to become suspicious of his sister in law's behaviour and filed a complaint to the police in which he raised his worries over his brother's death and the possibly illegal involvement in it by Jolly.  

Initially Jolly denied all involvement in the crimes but police confronted her with the evidence that they had, and she confessed to murdering the six relatives. The extent of the evidence is certainly questionable. Autopsy reports conducted after the bodies had been interred highlights the presence of the poison and the police claim that they have discovered proof that Jolie was on the scene around the time that each of the victims died. However, in a close-knit, extended family such a situation is not that surprising. It seems as though the confession that Jolly Thomas allegedly made to the police was crucial in their pursuance of the case.  They have nothing concrete beyond this admission.

When she made her confession, Jolly told the authorities that she loved the topic of death and enjoyed hearing about news of it. She told the police that it was a subject that fascinated her. However, as interviews with her became more intense she changed her story to tell the police that her fascination had run dry and she now had interest in only one more death, that of herself. 

Police claim that she was a woman driven by a fantasy lifestyle that required expenditure well beyond her own financial means. She had never expected to be caught after committing her offences, and the image of a good and proper homemaker which she sought to spread among her community disguised the truth. In fact, they claimed, she was a heavy drinker who became involved in numerous extra marital affairs and acted as an unofficial, unregistered real estate agent.  The police also said that she regularly carried cyanide around with her on her travels. 

When the police's investigations began Jolly seems to have been unconcerned about what they might uncover.  P George is a member of Jolly’s prayer group which she held at the Lourd Matha Catholic Church in a nearby village. He recalls the police reopening their investigations into Roy Thomas's death, something about which Jolly seemed unconcerned. ‘Jolly said she had nothing to worry about,’ he told reporters from the local press. 

Jolly Thomas was raised in the small village of Vazhavara, which lies approximately seven kilometres outside Kattapana in the undulating and wet district of Idduki in Kerala.

The State is a relatively new region of India, having been formed on the 1st of November 1956. It came about as a result of the political changes wrought by the State Reorganisation Act and combines many formerly independent regions.  it is home to thirty-three and a third million people and generates an annual gross domestic product of nearly one hundred billion dollars.  

It is a stable region and has the lowest population growth in India. It holds the highest literacy rate in the country and offers the highest life expectancy in the country to its population.  Given this, the chaotic nature of what has unfolded in the murders allegedly committed by Jolly Thomas makes no sense.

Nine languages, including English, are widely spoken in Kerala, and the largely Hindu population includes a significant number of Islamic and Christian worshippers. A European culture has played a significant part in its development.  The region is one of the most widely visited tourist destinations of the country.  Mumbai, Delhi, Amritsar and other large northern cities may hold the centre of government and economic development, but the south western region is both rural and well developed socially and economically.  Indeed, it is the dominant greenery that attracts tourists, along with some splendid beaches and historical reminders of the Raj.

Kerala is known as the spice garden of India; in fact, it has been a major exporter of spices for more than 5000 years with records dating back to Sumerian times.  The current investigation into a serial poisoner is a topic about which many officials are undecided.  It may be a subject just a little too spicy, even for a region such as Kerala.  On the one hand, the awful crime is the kind to be viewed as unattractive wherever it takes place.  On the other, the global attention given to it has brought Kerala to the attention of many potential visitors who might otherwise have never heard of the region.  What everybody wants, however, is a clean and tidy investigation.  At the moment, that is a wish which seems unlikely to be delivered.

There are many who will claim that this sordid case of Jolly Thomas has been more about speculation than hard evidence.

Jolly was brought up in a hardworking middle-class family of farmers. She enjoyed a simple childhood, but a loving one.  Jolly completed her school days successfully and moved on to college; it was at this point that she may have started to fall off the tracks.

Her relatives tell of a young woman, recently married (to Roy) who aspired to a lifestyle beyond her means.  To her hard-working father, a man for whom rewards were earned rather than taken easily his daughter’s desire to spend money she didn't have was concerning.  However, children rebel from the values of their parents in whichever part of the globe we examine and nothing else in her behaviour led her family and friends to suspect that Jolly’s expensive tastes might lead to criminal activities.

Yet on two occasions, according to a neighbour, her father caught Jolly stealing. Firstly, she had taken money from home and then while studying as an undergraduate at MES college, Nedumkanda, she is alleged to have stolen a gold bangle from a classmate.

Apparently, her father beat her savagely for this, causing not only severe bruising but also breaking her arm in the process.  Maybe there was more to this family then met the eye at first glance.  Or perhaps the cultural difference between rural southern India and the West is so great that we shake our heads in outrage without really comprehending the nature of that society.  

Stories also suggest that Jolly misled her first husband's parents, claiming that she held a master's degree in education. She did not; if indeed she did make that claim she was blatantly lying.  Some neighbours feel that she may have been socially intimidated by Roy's parents.  They lived in the beautiful Ponnamattam house in Koodathayi and were highly regarded members of the local community.  Both were teachers in a society where educationalists are granted the greatest amount of respect. Indeed, the entire family was well educated.

An aspirational woman such as Jolly, with her desires for wealth and all that glitters may well have been made to feel inferior by her new in-laws even though such an outcome was not their intention. That she came from a farming background, rather than a professional one, might have added to that sense of inferiority.

Even her brother, Nobby, talked of the family's frustration with his sister’s spending habits.  How she continuously pestered them for money. He explained after her first husband's death they had tried to support her and her two young sons. He also explained that Tom Thomas, her father in-law, had deposited the not inconsiderable sum of R18 lakh (about $20,000) into her account after selling some private land.

It was claimed that she used the windfall for money laundering, working with Matthew - a relative she also allegedly murdered later.  Her reputation was falsely enhanced when she claimed to neighbours and family that she was a professor.  This was to help her to earn dignity and honour necessary in her community to gain the opportunity to make serious money. It was from this deceit that the murder of her parents in law had its genesis.  Annamma Thomas was the matriarch who ran the family and kept expenses under control, with the result that Jolly found her activities and ambitions curtailed.  It was to gain control of the family finances itself that she killed Annamma.

Roy began to drink heavily as his business began to struggle. This caused their relationship to flounder, not least because Jolly’s lifestyle had to be put on hold. It was this breakdown that attracted her towards Shaju.  The teacher was an introvert and Jolly thought that he would be easy to dominate.  In order to further their relationship, according to the theory being built up by the authorities, it was necessary to get his daughter and wife out of the way.

Some of the information that is leaking like the juice from a corrupted vegetable suggests that Shaju would soon have been joining the list of her victims had she not been arrested.  Apparently, she believed that she could exploit some connections and gain a post in the local government office, a sort of sympathy appointment if she lost another husband, which would provide her with a healthy income.  Thus, it was necessary to ensure Shaju was out of the picture.

Is it really possible to believe such an unlikely story?  Are the relationships in Jolly's family so convoluted that she could deceive everybody around her, most probably including herself so easily?  Or is this a story developing like the unlikely plot of a third-class airport thriller? A tale in the hands of a dubious novelist? Fiction writers who wear the uniforms of the police?

India is a powerful economy, one of the world's largest.  It is an almighty democracy and although two-hundred years of British rule held back its development as an independent nation it has made substantial progress as an economic and political power in the last seventy years.  So, can we really believe the treacherous tale of Jolly Thomas?  Or is there an attempt here to portray India as some kind of backwards backwater polluted by corruption and misdemeanour?  

There is a case to be made on both sides.  One plausible explanation for Jolly’s guilt, although at this stage it is very lacking in substance, is that she is suffering from a severe mental illness such as schizophrenia.  Some reports indicate that this is the implication the authorities would like to convey, but as of yet there is no evidence to back up their claim.  Yet
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