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​The Kanpatimar: India's Most Prolific Serial Killer

In September 1973, three men sleeping in a Gurdwara in Ganganagar, northern Rajasthan, were struck on the temple while they slept. Two died. The attack left behind a sealed iron cashbox bearing a set of latent fingerprints, and the first trace of the man who would become India's most prolific serial killer.

The Kanpatimar reconstructs the full arc of the Kanpatimar Shankariya case: from the forensic investigation that secured his first conviction in 1975, to the catastrophic systemic failure that allowed him to commit seventy additional murders across Rajasthan, Punjab, and Haryana before his second arrest in January 1979. Drawing on court records, forensic science, criminological theory, and the social history of 1970s north India, this book examines not only who Shankariya was, but what conditions made his crimes possible, and possible for so long.

This is a story about a killer who confessed to targeting the temple because the screams sounded like music. It is also a story about the rural poor who slept unprotected in dharamshalas and on railway platforms, about the institutional failures that left them there, and about a justice system capable of forensic brilliance and administrative catastrophe in the same breath.
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​Chapter One: The Pink City in the Age of Transition
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There is a particular quality of light in Jaipur in the hours before the city fully wakes, a rose-gold wash that falls across the sandstone facades of the old city and turns the bazaars, still shuttered and quiet, into something that resembles a painting of themselves rather than the living, raucous thing they will become by mid-morning. The city has always traded on this beauty. The "Pink City," as it came to be known after the municipal authorities ordered its buildings painted terracotta in 1876 to welcome the Prince of Wales, wears its aesthetic identity with a confidence that borders on defiance, a jewel set in the pale scrub and dust of the Rajasthani desert, surrounded on three sides by the Aravalli hills, a place that seems to insist, against all geographic probability, on its own permanence and grace.

Kanpatimar Shankariya was born into this city in 1952, five years into the life of an independent India still working out what it was. He would live in it, unremarkably, for the entirety of his short life, sleeping in it, walking its lanes, riding its trains outward into the hinterland, and returning each time to the same house, the same parents, the same thin and ordinary face in whatever glass he passed. He would kill seventy people. And the city would not know. This is the first and most essential fact about the world into which Shankariya was born: it was a world arranged, entirely without malice or intention, to make invisibility possible.

Understanding why requires understanding what Jaipur was in the years of his childhood and adolescence, not as backdrop, not as explanation, but as the specific texture of a world through which a particular kind of person could move without friction.



​The Geography of a New Nation

When India achieved independence on the night of August 14–15, 1947, Rajasthan as a unified political entity did not yet exist. The territory that would become the state was a mosaic of nineteen princely states and two British-administered districts, Ajmer and Merwara, each with its own ruler, its own administrative culture, its own relationship to the departing colonial power. Jaipur was among the largest and most prestigious of these, ruled by the Kachwaha Rajputs from the magnificent City Palace at the heart of the old walled city. The Maharaja of Jaipur at independence was Sawai Man Singh II, a polo-playing, British-educated prince who had navigated the contradictions of the late colonial period with considerable skill and who would eventually sign the instrument of accession to the Indian Union in 1949.

The integration of these princely states into the new Republic was one of the great administrative achievements of early Indian democracy, orchestrated primarily by Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and his subordinate V. P. Menon. But "achievement" should not be confused with "smoothness." The process of merger was politically fraught, logistically complex, and deeply disorienting for the populations who had lived under princely authority for generations. Rajasthan was formally unified through a series of stages between 1948 and 1956, culminating in the States Reorganisation Act of 1956, which created the modern state and established Jaipur as its capital. The city that had been the seat of Kachwaha power since Maharaja Sawai Jai Singh II founded it in 1727 was now something different: an administrative capital of a democratic state in a modern republic, and it had to become that thing in real time, with all the institutional growing pains that transformation implied.

For the people of Jaipur, this meant living inside a city that was simultaneously reinventing its purpose and its identity. The old structures of princely authority, the court, the durbar, the elaborate hierarchies of noble obligation, were being replaced, incompletely and unevenly, by the institutions of elected government, civil administration, and modernizing bureaucracy. New offices needed staffing; new schools and colleges needed building and populating; the city needed roads, water, sewage, and all the unglamorous infrastructure that a capital city requires. The population grew accordingly. In 1941, Jaipur's population had been approximately 175,000. By the census of 1951, it had risen to around 291,000. By 1961, the year Shankariya turned nine, it would reach nearly 430,000. This was not gentle, organic growth. It was a population roughly doubling in twenty years, driven by migration from the surrounding districts and states, by the drawing power of new government employment, and by the commercial energy that administrative capital status inevitably generates.

What this meant in practice was that Jaipur in the 1950s and early 1960s was a city of newcomers living alongside a long-established local population, a city where the social fabric was simultaneously dense, in the old mohallas and neighborhoods of the walled city, where everyone knew their neighbors across generations, and porous, in the expanding peripheries and newer colonies where nobody particularly knew anyone yet. Both conditions, paradoxically, could serve the same function for someone who preferred not to be examined too closely. In the tight-knit old city, familiarity created its own kind of blindness: the person you have always known is the person you have always assumed. In the newer, looser neighborhoods on the city's expanding edges, anonymity was simply the default state. Shankariya and his family lived in Jaipur, though the specific neighborhood is not precisely documented in the surviving record. What is documented is that his parents described him as a quiet, unremarkable presence, a thin young man who kept his own hours and whose social life, such as it was, remained entirely invisible to his own household. In a city undergoing the particular kind of growth that Jaipur experienced in the two decades after independence, such a person attracted nothing.



​The Architecture of the Old City and the Social Logic of the Mohalla

To understand how a man can disappear in a city, it helps to understand what kind of city it is, and Jaipur's urban form in the 1950s and 1960s was shaped decisively by the grid laid down by Jai Singh II and his chief architect Vidyadhar Bhattacharya in 1727. This was not the haphazard accretion typical of pre-modern cities elsewhere on the subcontinent; it was a deliberately planned city, organized on the principles of the Vastu Shastra, with broad parallel streets, defined commercial zones called chaupars, and residential areas organized by occupation and caste into what were known as mohallas. The walled city was divided into nine rectangular blocks, each mohalla designated for a specific trade or community, the dyers here, the weavers there, the jewelers clustered in the lanes of Johari Bazaar.

This spatial logic, which had been in place for more than two centuries by the time of independence, created a social geography in which community surveillance was intense and informal. If you were born into a mohalla, you were known in it. Your parents were known, your grandparents were remembered, your marriage and children and disputes and debts were common knowledge. The mohalla was a social organism with a long memory. It was not a place from which you could easily disappear, not because anyone was watching you in any organized sense, but because your existence was embedded in a dense web of mutual knowledge that made invisibility structurally difficult.

What independence and its accompanying urbanization did to this structure was not to destroy it but to complicate it in ways that, with hindsight, created new possibilities for evasion. As migrants arrived and as the city expanded beyond its old walls into new planned colonies and unplanned settlements, the principle of the mohalla, community defined by common identity, organized in space, began to loosen. The new neighborhoods had not had two centuries to develop the layered knowledge that made the old city so legible to itself. People arrived from different districts and states, speaking different dialects of Rajasthani or Punjabi or Hindi, with no pre-existing relationships to their neighbors. The social logic of the new city was neighborliness rather than community, proximity without history.

This is not a moral failing of the city or its people. It is simply what cities do when they grow quickly. But it is relevant to the particular story this book is telling, because it describes the environmental conditions in which a man of thoroughly ordinary appearance, living with his parents and offering them no conspicuous cause for alarm, could routinely absent himself from the home in the late hours of the night without generating serious inquiry. "He told us he was visiting friends," his parents later said to the police, in words that have become one of the most chilling pieces of testimony in the case. Not because the parents were negligent, or because the lie was extraordinary. Because it wasn't. In a city of arrivals, of new relationships and loose social networks, a young man with friends you hadn't met was simply a young man with friends you hadn't met.



​The New Rajasthan and the Weight of Caste

The post-independence reorganization of Rajasthan brought with it a transformation in the formal structure of social hierarchy that was, in practice, far more limited than the constitutional settlement implied. The Constitution of India, which came into force in January 1950, abolished untouchability, guaranteed equality before the law, and prohibited discrimination on grounds of caste, religion, race, or sex. These were radical commitments on paper. Their relationship to social reality in 1950s Rajasthan was considerably more complicated.

Rajasthan was, and in many respects remained, a deeply stratified society organized around the ancient hierarchies of varna and jati, the broad categories and the hundreds of specific subcaste identities that defined, with minute precision, who could eat with whom, who could enter whose home, who could draw water from which well, and who could aspire to which occupations and marriages. The old martial aristocracy of the Rajputs, whose identity was inseparable from the princely states that had just been formally dissolved, retained enormous social prestige and substantial economic power even as their formal political authority was extinguished. Below them, the commercial castes of the Mahajans and Marwaris, many of them already wealthy, were positioned to benefit enormously from the commercial opportunities that came with development and urbanization. And at the base of the hierarchy, the communities that had been classified as "untouchable" under the colonial regime, now designated Scheduled Castes under the constitutional order, found that the formal prohibition on discrimination had not yet penetrated the lived culture of most villages, small towns, and even urban neighborhoods.

This is not background material. It is context directly relevant to the conditions that enabled serial violence to remain invisible for as long as it did. When Shankariya committed his 1973 murders in the Takhat Hazari Gurdwara, two of his victims were blind, Mada Singh and Wazir Singh, men already at the margins of what the world was able to see. When he went on to murder seventy people in 1977 and 1978, the overwhelming majority of his victims were sleeping outdoors, in transit, or in unsecured structures, not because he selected them for any ideological reason, but because they were accessible to him at the hour and in the places where he operated. People who sleep outdoors are people who do not have beds inside secure houses. People who sleep in Gurdwara dharamshalas and railway platforms are people in motion, people between fixed addresses, people whose absence from any particular location will not immediately register as an emergency.

The social stratification of 1970s Rajasthan did not make Shankariya a killer. But it arranged the world in a way that made certain people killable without immediate consequence, people whose deaths would be noticed slowly, if at all, and investigated with whatever resources remained after the pressing concerns of the propertied and the powerful had been attended to.



​Jaipur and the Policing of a Changing State

The administrative challenges of the new Rajasthan were nowhere more acute than in the formation of its police force. The Rajasthan Police, established in its modern form through the merger of the various princely state forces in the late 1940s and early 1950s, was a large and geographically stretched organization responsible for a state that is, at approximately 342,000 square kilometers, the largest in India by area. Its western districts shade into the Thar Desert, its borders extend into Punjab and Haryana in the north and Madhya Pradesh in the south. The terrain is varied and vast, and in the 1950s and 1960s, its more remote regions were served by policing resources that were, by any reasonable standard, entirely insufficient to the task.

The dominant criminological categories in which the Rajasthan Police were trained to think in this period were organized around familiar and visible forms of disorder: dacoity, the banditry practiced by gangs of armed men in rural areas, which had been a defining feature of crime in the region since the colonial period; communal violence, which flared periodically between Hindu and Muslim communities; and property crime of the ordinary urban and rural varieties. The police were organized around the thana, the local police station, as the fundamental unit, with jurisdiction defined by geography and cases handled within geographic boundaries unless escalation demanded otherwise. This structure was well adapted to the kinds of crime it had evolved to handle: local disputes, local criminals, local victims.

What it was not adapted to handle, what it had no conceptual vocabulary or procedural mechanism for handling, was a mobile predator who killed in one district and vanished into the railway network before the sun came up, whose crimes in different jurisdictions were not, in the early stages, connected to one another because no one had yet built the administrative infrastructure for doing so. The idea of "linkage analysis", examining unsolved crimes across jurisdictions for common signatures that might indicate a single offender, was not part of the standard Indian investigative toolkit in the 1970s. It was barely part of the standard American one; J. Edgar Hoover's FBI had long resisted the concept of traveling serial killers, and the Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico had only just begun its foundational work in the mid-1970s under agents like Robert Ressler and John Douglas. The failure to recognize Shankariya's spree as the work of a single mobile offender was not, in this context, a simple institutional failure. It was a failure of imagination that the available conceptual tools made almost inevitable.



​The City as Stage

There is a particular passage in the Indian novelist R. K. Narayan's fictional small-town chronicles, though Narayan was writing of the south, and of an earlier era, that captures something essential about the relationship between a settled community and the stranger within it. He observes that a town knows everything about its members except what they wish to conceal, and that the things people most wish to conceal are precisely the things that most require concealment. The observation translates, with modifications, to the Jaipur of the 1950s and 1960s: a city that knew an enormous amount about its long-settled residents, that was developing new methods and social forms for managing the knowledge of its newer arrivals, and that was, in both conditions, ill-equipped to detect concealment in someone who had mastered the art of offering nothing worth examining.

Shankariya offered nothing worth examining. This is the central, deeply uncomfortable fact that this book will return to repeatedly. He was thin and ordinary. He lived with his parents. He held no position of authority, carried no obvious grievance, nurtured no visible extremism. When investigators would later speak to neighbors and family, they would find not the retrospective recognition of warning signs that typically features in such accounts, the strange hobbies, the cruelty to animals, the social withdrawal, but something closer to a genuine and baffling absence of memory. He was there, and then he was very much there in the worst possible way, and in between, he was simply a young man in a city full of young men.

Jaipur in the late 1950s and early 1960s was not a city designed to notice this. It was a city in the middle of becoming something, the capital of a new state, a modernizing administrative center, a magnet for migration and commercial energy, and the business of becoming something requires most of a city's attention to be directed forward, outward, toward growth and possibility. The ancient social surveillance of the mohalla was being diluted by the sheer pace of expansion. The new neighborhoods had not yet developed the communal memory that makes individuals legible to their surroundings. The police were organized to deal with visible, categorizable forms of disorder and were not conceptually equipped to look for the kind of thing that Shankariya would eventually represent.

None of this explains him. That is the crucial point to hold. The conditions described in this chapter are not an argument for historical determinism, a case that Shankariya killed because of the social stratifications of post-independence Rajasthan or the administrative limitations of the state police or the disruptions of rapid urbanization. They are something simultaneously more modest and more disturbing than that: an argument that these conditions made it possible for him to operate for so long without detection. The violence itself came from somewhere else entirely, from within the specific and still largely opaque interior of a man who described the screams of his victims as sounding like musical notes, who could remember precise dates for fifty of his seventy murders, and who told the police, upon his final arrest, not that he had been misidentified or framed or driven to extremity, but that he had done it, all of it, and that it had given him pleasure.

What the city gave him was not motive. What the city gave him was cover.



​The Boy Becoming

Kanpatimar Shankariya was nine years old in 1961, the year Jaipur's population approached 430,000 and the city was absorbing, with varying degrees of grace, the continuing pressures of its new administrative role. By that point, he had lived his entire life inside the particular geography of a city reorganizing itself, inside the social structures of a family whose testimony would later suggest nothing remarkable, inside a neighborhood that would prove, in the event, to have been watching almost everything except the right things.

The biographical record of his childhood is thin to the point of near-invisibility, which is itself, in a strange way, part of the story. Serial offenders of the kind Shankariya would become are, in the popular imagination, frequently monsters in disguise from early childhood: animals tortured, fires set, peers tormented, authority figures defied. The reality is often considerably less dramatic. Many function, in childhood, with a perfectly adequate adaptation to social norms, and the psychological structures that will eventually manifest as catastrophic violence develop in ways that leave no legible trace on the surface of daily life.

What we know is that he grew up in Jaipur, in a household he would share with his parents throughout his killing years, and that at some point in his adolescence or early adulthood the nocturnal absences began. He would leave the house late and return before morning, offering his parents the explanation of visiting friends, friends who, as his parents would eventually and helplessly note, never appeared at the house, never made themselves known in any reciprocal way. This is one of the few behavioral details that survived into the documentary record, and it is worth dwelling on: not because it would have been sufficient grounds for alarm in any ordinary context, young men keep irregular hours, particularly in cities, but because of what it reveals about the efficiency of his compartmentalization. He was conducting a complete parallel life, invisible to the people who lived in the same rooms, and he was doing it with a simplicity of method that required almost no effort. He said he was visiting friends. They believed him. There was no reason not to.

This is the city that raised him, and this is the city that did not see him. The Pink City in the age of transition, ambitious, overcrowded, beautiful, procedurally overwhelmed, and arranged, in all its particular historical specificity, to make the ordinary man who wished to remain unseen into something very close to a ghost. The violence that would follow is not the city's fault. But the invisibility that enabled it, that belonged, in some essential way, to the world.

The following chapters will trace what Shankariya did with that invisibility: the first fumbling and then increasingly assured exercises in murder, the forensic evidence that would ultimately destroy him, the trial that brought the resources of the Indian judiciary to bear on a man who had, for years, moved through the world as if he were not really there at all. But the beginning is here, in the rose-gold light of a city still learning what it was, a city that contained, in one of its ordinary houses, in one of its unremarkable families, a young man who had already begun his long education in the art of disappearing.
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​Chapter Two: The Desert's Long Shadow, Rajasthan's Criminal Landscape
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Distance in Rajasthan is not simply a measurement but a condition of life. The state extends for approximately 342,000 square kilometers, making it the largest in India by area. It shares borders with five other Indian states, Punjab and Haryana to the north, Uttar Pradesh to the northeast, Madhya Pradesh to the south and southeast, and Gujarat to the southwest, as well as an international boundary with Pakistan running for nearly a thousand kilometers along its western edge. In its northwest lies the Thar Desert, one of the most densely populated arid regions in the world, a landscape of sand dunes, sparse scrub, and seasonal rivers that vanish into the earth long before they reach the sea. In its southeast, the terrain shifts to the rocky plateau of the Deccan margin. The Aravalli Hills, among the oldest mountain ranges on the planet, run diagonally through the state from the northeast near Delhi to the southwest near Ahmedabad, dividing Rajasthan's geography into distinct zones of climate, ecology, and historically distinct patterns of settlement and movement.

This geography is not merely scenery. It is the first and most fundamental fact of policing in Rajasthan, and it shaped, in ways that were still fully operative in the 1970s, the structural possibilities and limitations of law enforcement in the state. A police force responsible for a territory the size of Germany, organized around the thana as its basic administrative unit, with communications infrastructure still heavily reliant on telephone lines that rural districts could not always guarantee to be functioning, and transportation capacities that were improving but had not yet closed the gap between administrative intention and practical reach, such a force was, almost by structural necessity, a reactive institution. It responded to events that were reported to it; it investigated crimes that were visible and categorizable; it pursued offenders whose identities and methods were already familiar within the existing conceptual vocabulary of Indian criminal law. What it could not easily do, what the architecture of its existence made structurally difficult, was to detect, across the full breadth of its jurisdiction, a pattern that was deliberately and perhaps even instinctively distributed across that breadth.

Kanpatimar Shankariya understood this geography, whether he understood it consciously or not. He used the railway network that threaded through the state to move between jurisdictions, striking and withdrawing before a response could concentrate itself. He selected victims who would be missed slowly, or not at all. He operated at night in a landscape that, once darkness fell outside the major urban centers, offered almost no civilian infrastructure for detection. And he did all of this at a moment in history when the very concept of what he was had not yet been given a name that was operationally useful to the people who might have stopped him.



​The Inheritance of Colonial Policing

To understand the Rajasthan Police of the 1970s, it is necessary to understand what it inherited, not because institutions are simply prisoners of their histories, but because the categories and cultures embedded in a police force through its formative decades exert a gravitational pull on its methods and assumptions that does not simply dissolve when circumstances change.

The policing of Rajasthan before independence was fractured across the jurisdictions of the nineteen princely states that composed the region. Each maintained its own constabulary, organized according to the preferences and administrative capacities of the ruling house, with methods ranging from the relatively sophisticated, Jaipur maintained a reasonably well-organized force by the standards of the time, to the frankly rudimentary. The British-administered districts of Ajmer and Merwara were policed directly by the Imperial Police under the framework established across British India by the Police Act of 1861, a piece of legislation drafted in the immediate aftermath of the 1857 uprising and shaped, accordingly, by the primary concern of maintaining order and suppressing collective political resistance rather than investigating crime in any modern sense.

The 1861 Act created a hierarchical, paramilitary organization whose fundamental orientation was toward crowd control, the suppression of organized collective disorder, and the maintenance of the social structures that served colonial interests. Detective work, in the sense of systematic investigation oriented toward identifying and prosecuting individual offenders, was a secondary concern that existed at the margins of the primary mission. The categories of crime that received the most systematic institutional attention were those that threatened order at scale: dacoity, sedition, communal violence, organized smuggling.

When the Rajasthan Police was unified in the late 1940s and early 1950s through the merger of the various princely state forces and the Ajmer-Merwara constabulary, these inherited orientations were not discarded. They were consolidated. The new state police force was a large, geographically stretched organization operating under enormous resource constraints, asked to police a vast territory with a workforce that had been trained, collectively, to think about crime in terms of organized groups, local disputes, and visible, categorizable forms of disorder. It retained the thana as its fundamental unit, a structure that reinforced local, jurisdiction-specific thinking, and it organized itself around the kinds of crime that the existing legal and procedural frameworks were best equipped to address.

Dacoity, in this context, deserves particular attention, because it was the dominant category of serious violent crime in the institutional memory of the Rajasthan Police and the surrounding states through the mid-twentieth century. The dacoits, armed bands that conducted organized raids on villages, travelers, and rural properties, had been a feature of the Rajasthani landscape since at least the Mughal period, and their suppression had been a recurring preoccupation of both the princely states and the colonial administration. The geography of the region, the remote desert terrain, the limited road network, the sparse settlement patterns of the western districts, had historically provided natural cover for bandit operations, and the post-independence period saw several significant dacoit gangs operating across the Chambal Valley that straddled Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and Uttar Pradesh.

The conceptual and procedural apparatus assembled to deal with dacoity was in many respects formidable: networks of local informants, interdistrict coordination mechanisms, armed anti-dacoit operations. But it was an apparatus built around a fundamentally different kind of criminal threat, collective rather than individual, rural rather than mobile across the urban-rural continuum, organized rather than spontaneous, and operationally visible in ways that left a trail of witnesses, physical evidence, and interrelated social networks from which intelligence could be gathered. The dacoit gang, however violent, was embedded in a social world that could be penetrated. It had leaders who could be turned against, members who could be recruited as informants, and patterns of operation that, once identified, could be anticipated.

The lone mobile killer, motivated by nothing that could be recognized as a rational grievance, embedded in no social network that a police informant could access, leaving behind only victims who were frequently found too late for the immediate forensic evidence to be recoverable, this figure had no place in the institutional taxonomy. It was not that the Rajasthan Police was indifferent to murder. Individual homicides were investigated with varying degrees of rigor depending on the resources available and the social position of the victim. But individual homicides, in the institutional mind of the 1970s, were local events with local explanations: family disputes, property conflicts, caste violence, personal enmity. They were investigated within the thana jurisdiction where they occurred, by officers who were looking for the kind of offender that their training and experience had prepared them to find.



​The Porous North: Borders with Punjab and Haryana

If the internal geography of Rajasthan presented one set of structural challenges to effective policing, the state's northern borders with Punjab and Haryana presented another, and in some respects more acute, set of difficulties. These borders were not, in any practical operational sense, the kind of boundaries that a mobile offender could not simply cross. There were no checkpoints on rural roads, no systematic monitoring of individuals moving between the states, no interoperability between the police information systems of different state forces that would allow an investigator in Rajasthan to easily identify a suspect known to a counterpart in Punjab.

India's federal structure, which assigns policing as a state subject under the Seventh Schedule of the Constitution, meant that each state force was a separate administrative entity with its own hierarchy, its own record-keeping systems, its own investigative cultures, and its own institutional priorities. Coordination between state forces on matters of mutual interest did occur, the Central Bureau of Investigation existed as a federal investigative agency, and interdistrict and interstate coordination mechanisms were provided for under criminal procedure, but in practice, such coordination required deliberate effort and was typically triggered by crimes that were already understood to be interstatutory in nature. The challenge with Shankariya was precisely that his crimes were not, in the early stages, understood to be anything of the kind. They appeared, to each thana that encountered one, as a local event requiring a local explanation.

Punjab in the 1970s was, additionally, a state under considerable political and social stress. The linguistic reorganization of the Punjab in 1966, which had created the separate states of Punjab and Haryana, had left unresolved a set of territorial and resource disputes, most consequentially around the waters of the Ravi and Beas rivers and the status of Chandigarh as a shared capital, that would poison the politics of the region throughout the decade. The political energies of the Punjab state government and its administrative apparatus were heavily engaged with these disputes and with the management of the social tensions they generated. The police force in Punjab, already stretched by its own domestic challenges, was not well-positioned to notice that a thin young man from Jaipur had passed through its territory and left several people dead.

Haryana, carved from the old Punjab and relatively new to independent statehood in the 1970s, faced its own institutional challenges as a state still consolidating its administrative apparatus. The border district of Bhatinda, listed in the case record as one of the locations in which Shankariya operated, sat at the intersection of these three state jurisdictions in a zone where administrative coordination was at its weakest and where the transit population moving along the railway corridor created exactly the kind of social anonymity in which a mobile offender could operate without friction.

The railway network itself warrants particular attention here, because it was not merely a transportation system but a social institution with its own culture and its own particular relationship to the question of visibility and anonymity. The trains of the 1970s were crowded, unreliable, and full of exactly the population that Shankariya targeted and among which he could disappear: migrant laborers, seasonal agricultural workers, small traders, pilgrims, and the general mass of people moving between the towns and cities of north India for all the ordinary reasons that people move. A young man of thin and unremarkable appearance, traveling without obvious luggage or purpose, was simply part of this landscape. Railway platform police, the Government Railway Police, maintained a presence at major stations, but their primary concerns were theft, ticketless travel, and the management of crowds at busy junctions. The surveillance of individual passengers in transit was not within their operational capacity.



​The Epistemological Gap: A Global Problem

It would be a serious error, and a form of implicit condescension, to frame the failure to identify and stop Shankariya as a distinctively Indian failure, as though a more sophisticated or better-funded police force would necessarily have caught him sooner. The truth is considerably more interesting, and considerably more discomforting: the epistemological gap that allowed Shankariya to operate for so long was not a gap that any police force in the world in the 1970s had fully closed. It was a global condition, and understanding it requires a brief transatlantic excursion.

In August 1969, a former FBI agent named Howard Teten began teaching a course at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia, that he called "Applied Criminology." Teten had become interested in what he called the "motiveless" crime, the murder committed without apparent financial, sexual, or personal motive, and he had developed a set of ideas about the relationship between crime scene evidence and offender psychology that would eventually become the foundational methodology of criminal profiling. His course attracted interest from other agents, and by the early 1970s he was collaborating with Patrick Mullany on a series of crime-scene analyses for cases around the country. But this was still, at this point, a marginal enterprise within the Bureau: a set of ideas being developed by a small number of interested individuals, not a systematic institutional program.

The turning point came in 1974, the year of Shankariya's first arrest in Rajasthan, when the FBI formally established the Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico under the leadership of agents including Robert Ressler, John Douglas, and Roy Hazelwood. The BSU's founding mission was to study what Ressler, who is generally credited with coining the term "serial killer" in approximately 1974, though some dispute the precise date, had identified as a distinct criminological category: the offender who committed multiple murders over an extended period of time, with a "cooling off" phase between crimes, driven by psychological compulsions rather than conventional criminal motives. Ressler and his colleagues spent the latter half of the 1970s conducting in-prison interviews with convicted murderers, Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, Edmund Kemper, and dozens of others, in an effort to construct the empirical foundation for a typology of serial homicide.

The significance of this timeline for the Shankariya case cannot be overstated. The systematic criminological framework that would have provided investigators in Rajasthan with a conceptual vocabulary for what they were dealing with, the mobile, motiveless, hedonistic predator who selects victims opportunistically and crosses jurisdictional boundaries to avoid detection, was being assembled, for the first time, at Quantico during precisely the years that Shankariya was committing his murders. This was not yet established knowledge available to be transmitted and applied. It was work in progress, classified and internal to a single American law enforcement agency, not yet published in forms accessible to international policing communities, and not yet translated into the operational guidelines and investigative protocols that would eventually reach police forces around the world through training programs, academic criminology, and professional exchange.

In other words: even if a senior investigator in Ganganagar or Jaipur had somehow encountered the emerging American literature on serial homicide in the mid-1970s, which is almost entirely implausible as a practical matter, the field itself had not yet produced the operational tools that would have made that knowledge actionable. The science was being born in real time. The murders in Rajasthan were happening in real time. The two processes ran in parallel, and the gap between them cost lives.

This is not an exculpation of the Rajasthan Police or of the specific investigative decisions that were made and not made between 1973 and 1979. There are failures of method and resource and prioritization in this story that deserve direct examination, and they will receive it in later chapters. But it is an insistence on historical accuracy: the framework that would eventually make it possible to understand what a Kanpatimar Shankariya is did not exist, as an operational reality anywhere in the world, until after his execution. The investigators who failed to connect his murders across jurisdictions were not failed geniuses who should have known better. They were practitioners operating within the limits of the available knowledge, in an institutional environment shaped by history and geography in ways that made those limits harder still to transcend.



​What Dacoity Could Teach and What It Could Not

There is a particular irony in the fact that the Indian criminal tradition that most closely resembled serial homicide in its geographic scope and its relationship to police response was dacoity, and yet the institutional expertise assembled around dacoity was almost perfectly calibrated to be useless in the face of what Shankariya represented. This irony is worth examining carefully, because it illustrates something important about how conceptual categories shape institutional perception.

The dacoit gang was, like Shankariya, mobile. It operated across large territories and crossed state borders with relative ease. It created a pattern of crimes that were linked by method and perpetrator even when they occurred in different jurisdictions. Investigating dacoity had therefore required the Rajasthan Police and its counterparts to develop, at least in certain specialized units, some capacity for pattern recognition across geographic space, for interdistrict coordination, and for the kind of thinking that refused to treat each crime as a fully autonomous local event.

But the dacoit gang was also, fundamentally, a social entity. It had a structure, a leadership, an internal economy, and an existence within the social world of the rural poor that left traces accessible to a competent intelligence operation. The methods developed for identifying and dismantling dacoit gangs depended on this social existence: informants who moved in the same world, community members who knew the gang's territory, other criminals who had interacted with its members. Even the most feared dacoit leaders of the mid-century Chambal Valley, Paan Singh Tomar, Man Singh, and others whose legends would eventually reach popular culture, were embedded in recognizable social structures that gave investigators a surface to work against.

Shankariya was not embedded in any such structure. He had no gang. He had no territory. He had no social connections to his victims, no shared community with the people he killed, no prior relationships that investigators could trace backward from the crime scene. He moved through the social world of north India like a particle of dust moves through water, present, but leaving no disturbance in its wake that could be distinguished from ordinary ambient motion. The investigative tools sharpened against dacoity were tools for penetrating social networks, and Shankariya had no social network to penetrate. He was simply a man on a train, and then he was not there at all.



​The Invisibility of the Vulnerable Dead

There is a harder argument to be made here, and this chapter will not avoid it. Part of the reason Shankariya's murders went undetected for so long was not merely institutional or epistemological. Part of it was that many of his victims occupied social positions that reduced the urgency of the investigative response to their deaths. This is not an argument that the police of 1970s Rajasthan were uniquely indifferent to the lives of the poor, or that individual investigators were deliberately neglectful. It is an argument about systems and their embedded priorities, an argument that the allocation of investigative attention in any society tends, consciously or not, to reflect the social value assigned to the lives of the dead.

The people sleeping outdoors on railway platforms, in dharamshalas and Gurdwara outhouses, in the open fields of rural districts, these were, in the main, people whose deaths would be noticed slowly. Migrant laborers in transit between seasonal work had no fixed addresses from which to be reported missing. The blind and elderly residents of rural religious institutions had no family members who would arrive the next morning to find them gone and immediately raise an alarm that reached the district police superintendent's office by evening. When such a person was found dead, or was found groaning and unconscious in circumstances that suggested assault, the investigation that followed was typically conducted by the local thana with the resources the local thana had, which was to say: limited resources, organized around the assumption of a local explanation.

This is not unique to Rajasthan, or to India, or to the 1970s. The sociologist David Pizarro and the criminologist Kim Rossmo, working independently in the American context several decades later, documented similar patterns in the response to what Rossmo termed the murders of "less-dead" victims, people whose pre-existing marginalization diminished, in the institutional mind of law enforcement, the urgency of the response to their deaths. The Green River Killer in Washington State killed dozens of sex workers through the 1980s and into the 1990s, exploiting precisely the investigative inattention that their social marginalization generated. The Yorkshire Ripper in England killed both sex workers and women with no connection to sex work, and the differential in the investigative response to those two categories of victim became, eventually, a national scandal. The pattern is not a peculiarity of time or place. It is a structural feature of policing in societies organized around hierarchies of social value.

Shankariya did not choose his victims because they were socially marginalized. He chose them because they were accessible in the hours and places where he operated. But their social marginalization meant that their deaths generated, on average, a slower and less resourced investigative response than might have been the case had he chosen to kill differently. He did not know this in any formal sense. But the conditions of the world in which he operated had arranged themselves, as they always do, in ways that served his purposes.



​The Thana and the Limits of Local Knowledge

The thana, the local police station, was and remains the fundamental administrative unit of Indian policing, and its strengths and limitations are central to understanding why the emerging pattern of Shankariya's crimes remained invisible for so long. A well-functioning thana was, and is, a remarkable piece of social infrastructure: a repository of local knowledge, a presence in the community that could mobilize informants and witnesses, a point of contact between the state's coercive authority and the lived experience of the people it was meant to serve. In the context of the crimes it was designed to handle, domestic violence, property disputes, local theft, personal assault, communal friction, this local embeddedness was a genuine strength.

It was also a limitation. The thana's knowledge was, almost by definition, local knowledge. Its officers knew the people of their area, the persistent troublemakers, the feuding families, the local criminal networks. When a crime occurred that did not fit any of the patterns that local knowledge would suggest, when the perpetrator was a stranger who had been in the area for hours rather than years, who had no prior relationship to the victim, who left behind no social trace that local knowledge could follow, the thana was working in conditions of near-total informational poverty. It could examine the physical evidence at the crime scene; it could canvass witnesses; it could document the crime and file its report up the administrative chain. But it could not reach across the state border into Punjab to ask whether a similar crime had occurred near Bhatinda in the previous fortnight. It had neither the mechanism nor, crucially, the conceptual framework that would have made such an inquiry feel like an obviously appropriate step.

The annual crime statistics compiled at the state level by the Rajasthan Police in the 1970s would have shown, for anyone who examined them with the right questions in mind, a pattern of unsolved murders of socially marginal victims distributed across a geography consistent with the railway network. But reading crime statistics with the right questions in mind requires knowing what questions to ask, and knowing what questions to ask requires a conceptual framework that, as we have established, did not yet exist.



​A Continent of Silence

The Thar Desert at night in the 1970s was very quiet. Beyond the lit windows of the railway carriages making their way between Jaipur and Bhatinda, beyond the occasional lamp of a village visible from the track, the darkness was essentially complete. There were no motorway lights, no commercial illumination, no ambient glow of the kind that now obscures the stars above the cities of north India. The desert absorbed the night and gave back nothing.

In this darkness, a thin young man moved between the sleeping bodies of people who had no reason to suspect him. He carried a hammer. He knew where to strike. And the institutions that might have stopped him, the thanas and their records, the state police headquarters in Jaipur, the central statistics offices in Delhi, the emerging criminological science being assembled at Quantico, were all, in their various ways, looking in other directions or looking at the same thing without the apparatus to understand what they were seeing.

This is the landscape, institutional and geographic, moral and epistemological, into which the Kanpatimar stepped and moved at will for the better part of a decade. It is a landscape shaped by history, by the colonial inheritance of the Police Act of 1861, by the specific geography and administrative architecture of the new Rajasthan, by the global condition of a criminological science that had not yet given a name to what it was dealing with, and by the social stratifications that assigned different institutional value to different human lives. None of these conditions created the violence. But together they created something that violence requires above all other enabling conditions: the space to operate.

The chapters that follow will enter that space. They will try to name the specific lives that were taken inside it, and to trace, with whatever precision the record allows, the path of the man who took them. But the desert's long shadow, the structural darkness within which Shankariya operated, must be understood before any of the specific facts can be properly weighed. He did not kill in a vacuum. He killed in a particular world, and that world's particular failures of vision were as much a part of his story as the hammer he carried into the night.
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​Chapter Three: The Railway as a Weapon, Mobility and the Architecture of Evasion
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On the morning of October 3, 1977, the Jaipur Junction railway station would have looked much as it looked on any other morning of that decade: a controlled chaos of bodies in motion, the platforms thick with the particular mixture of purposeful haste and exhausted waiting that characterizes large Indian railway stations at all hours. Porters in red shirts moved between the crowd with luggage balanced on their heads. Vendors pushed carts of chai and samosas along the platform edges, calling out their prices in the rhythmic shorthand of men who have made the same call ten thousand times. Families encamped around their bedrolls waited for trains that were running late, which was most trains. Pigeons worked the gaps between the seated passengers with the practiced confidence of creatures who have long since concluded that human beings in transit are too preoccupied to notice them.

Somewhere in this crowd, if the sequence of his confessed crimes is reconstructed backward from what he later told the police, was Kanpatimar Shankariya. Thin, ordinary, carrying little. He was not encamped with a family. He was not visibly waiting for anything. He was simply present, a particle of the general human mass, indistinguishable from the migrant laborer returning to his village, the small trader making his way between markets, the young man from the provinces coming to or going from the city for reasons that nobody on the platform had any reason to inquire about.

This is where the story of Shankariya's crimes must be understood to begin, and to end, and to begin again: at the railway station. Not at the crime scene, which was merely the destination, but at the platform, which was the system, the infrastructure of invisibility that made everything else possible.



​Iron Roads Across the Desert

The railway came to Rajasthan in stages, as it came to most of India, driven by the commercial and military logic of the colonial administration rather than by any coherent vision of the territory's domestic needs, but producing, over the decades of its expansion, a network that would eventually become one of the most consequential facts of social and economic life in the region.

The first significant railway presence in what would become Rajasthan was established in the 1870s, when the Rajputana-Malwa Railway began connecting the major princely centers to the broader imperial network. The Bombay-Delhi main line, which passed through Ajmer, was among the earliest high-capacity corridors in north India. By the early twentieth century, the major cities of the region, Jaipur, Jodhpur, Udaipur, Bikaner, Ajmer, were connected to each other and to the rest of India through a combination of broad-gauge and meter-gauge lines that, while not always fast or reliable, provided a skeletal network of movement across an otherwise formidable geographic space.

Independence and the nationalization of the railways in 1951 consolidated these various lines, including the state railways operated by the princely houses, several of which had maintained their own separate rail systems, into the unified Indian Railways under the North Western Railway zone, later reorganized as the North Western Railway headquartered in Jaipur. The new national system invested in expansion and standardization, and through the 1950s and 1960s the network in Rajasthan grew, extending into districts that had previously been accessible only by road or by the ancient camel routes of the desert. By the 1970s, when Shankariya was conducting his murders, Rajasthan was served by a railway network that connected its major centers to each other and to the neighboring states of Punjab and Haryana with a frequency and geographic reach that had no precedent in the region's history.

The key corridors for understanding Shankariya's movements are relatively clearly defined by the geography of his known crimes. From Jaipur, trains ran north toward Delhi, with branch connections reaching into Punjab and the Ganganagar district of northern Rajasthan. The Ganganagar area, where his 1973 crimes occurred and for which he was first convicted, sits at the northern tip of Rajasthan, pushing up toward the Punjab border in a region of irrigated agricultural land that had been dramatically transformed by the Indira Gandhi Canal project and its predecessors. Bhatinda, listed in the case materials as one of his operational territories, is in Punjab proper, connected to the Rajasthan network by a line that crossed the state border without fanfare and continued north into the agricultural heartland of the Punjab plain.

These were not exotic or obscure routes. They were heavily trafficked corridors carrying the ordinary commerce and human movement of north India: agricultural goods moving to market, seasonal workers following the harvest, pilgrims traveling to the religious sites that dotted the region, government employees moving between postings, students, traders, families visiting relatives. The trains were crowded almost always, uncomfortable frequently, and delayed with a regularity that had long since been absorbed into the traveling public's expectations without generating much additional complaint. They were, in short, the arteries of ordinary life in the region, and Shankariya moved through them as ordinary life moved through them, unremarkably, invisibly, as one more body among many.



​The Sociology of the Platform

To understand what the railway platform offered Shankariya, it is necessary to think carefully about what kind of social space a railway platform actually is, because it is a very specific and in some ways deeply unusual social environment, with properties that distinguish it sharply from other places of public congregation.

A railway platform is, fundamentally, a space organized around transience. Everyone who passes through it is, by definition, in the process of leaving. The social norms that govern behavior in settled communities, the mutual surveillance, the expectation of accountability to one's neighbors, the social memory that makes individuals legible to the people around them, are almost entirely absent. Nobody on a platform knows, in most cases, the people sitting three feet away from them. Nobody is likely to see them again. Nobody has any particular stake in their behavior, as long as it does not immediately and directly impinge on the comfort of the journey.

This sociology of the platform has particular implications for the visibility, or more precisely, the invisibility, of individuals within it. In the settled community, a stranger is noticed precisely because they are a stranger: their unfamiliarity marks them for attention, for inquiry, for the communal due diligence that close-knit societies exercise over the unknown. On the platform, the situation is precisely reversed. Everyone is, in a sense, a stranger to everyone else. Unfamiliarity is the baseline condition, not the exception. There is nothing to notice about a person you do not recognize, because you do not recognize anyone.

Shankariya was thin and ordinary. These two physical facts, which his parents and neighbors would later cite almost as a form of exculpation, as if to say, how could we have known, when he looked like everyone else?, were not incidental to his operational method. They were its foundation. The railway platform full of thin and ordinary young men moving across north India in the 1970s provided him with a vast, self-renewing social camouflage that he did not need to construct or maintain. He simply had to be present within it, and the platform's own sociology would do the rest.

Consider what a railway platform police officer in 1970s Jaipur was actually looking for. Theft was a primary concern, pickpockets working the crowds at busy junctions, organized teams targeting luggage left unattended, snatch-and-run incidents at the platform edge as trains arrived. Ticketless travel was another preoccupation, managed through intermittent checking operations that created brief disruptions to the platform's flow without achieving anything like systematic surveillance. Disorder of an obvious kind, fighting, drunkenness, public disturbance, warranted response. The Government Railway Police, responsible for security at stations and on trains, was a modestly resourced force whose operational attention was directed toward these visible, categorizable problems. It had neither the mandate nor the capacity to subject each of the hundreds or thousands of individuals passing through a major station on any given day to the kind of scrutiny that might have detected something anomalous in a quiet young man with no luggage and no apparent destination.

This was not a failure of the railway police in any meaningful sense. It was a structural condition. No police force can scrutinize every individual in a high-traffic public space. The platform's operational model of surveillance was, and could only be, reactive: responding to visible problems, not anticipating hidden ones.



​The Labor Migration Circuit

The railway platform was not merely a space through which Shankariya moved. It was, in a deeper structural sense, the physical expression of an economic system that was itself fundamental to his invisibility, the system of seasonal labor migration that was, by the 1970s, one of the dominant facts of social and economic life across north India.

The Rajasthan of the 1970s was not a uniformly poor state, but it was a state with significant and structurally embedded poverty, concentrated particularly in the western desert districts and in the agricultural communities of its northern and eastern zones. The development of the Indira Gandhi Canal project and its predecessors had brought irrigation to parts of the Thar Desert and transformed agricultural possibilities in Ganganagar and the surrounding districts, but this transformation was uneven, and the seasonality of agricultural work, the periods of intense demand for labor at planting and harvest, alternating with extended periods of little or no agricultural employment, generated a vast population of men in periodic motion between their home villages and wherever work was to be found.

These men traveled by train. They traveled in groups and alone. They traveled with little luggage, because they owned little and because the costs of portering luggage were costs they could not absorb. They traveled cheaply, in the unreserved carriages that were, in the 1970s, typically the most crowded compartments on any long-distance train, benches packed with bodies, the floor space occupied by those who could not find seats, the overhead racks loaded with bundles and bedrolls. They waited on platforms for trains that were late, sleeping on the concrete or on the pieces of cloth they had brought for the purpose, in positions of complete vulnerability, unconscious, alone, in a public space where no one knew their names.

These were Shankariya's people. Not in any ideological or personal sense, he expressed no grievance against them, no particular animus toward the communities from which they came. They were his people in the operational sense: they were the population whose patterns of movement and rest he tracked, whose vulnerability in transit provided him with accessible victims, and whose deaths would be absorbed into the statistical background of mortality among the mobile poor without generating, in most cases, the kind of immediate investigative response that a different kind of victim's death would have triggered.

The labor migration circuit of north India in the 1970s was vast, self-organizing, and essentially unmonitored. Men arrived at stations and departed from them in numbers too large and too fluid to track. When a man failed to arrive at his expected destination, when the worker who was supposed to join the harvest team in a particular village did not appear at the agreed time, the explanation was most naturally sought in the ordinary chaos of travel: a missed connection, a delayed train, a change of plan, a decision to find work elsewhere. The railway's own unreliability, which was considerable, provided a structural alibi for absence. In this context, a death on or near a railway platform or in a dharamshala near a station could be assimilated, for days or even weeks, into the general background noise of the mobile poor's precarious existence before anyone with the authority to demand an investigation became aware that something requiring investigation had occurred.
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