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Uncle I dont know what is going on. Mom said she only
have 3 meals while, she was at nursing school in Andra
Pradesh. Uncle do you all need more than 3 meals those
days. I only eat one and a snack.
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When called by his country
this Rockwall restaurateur stepped in to servew
by Peggy-Helmic Richardson

Visitors to India Garden in Garland are treated to an array
of sensory delights. Visually, the restaurant is adorned in
opulent oranges, golds and browns that relax as well as
pamper. Ragas performed on the sitar by India's musical
icon Ravi Shankar play in the background. And of course,
there are the luscious smells and tastes of garlic, onion and
ginger to tantalize the hungry.

As customers rise to leave, owner Maliakel Sunny of
Rockwall makes it a point to address them, thanking them
for coming and wishing them well. Sunny, as he is called by
friends, has put significant effort into providing a charming
environment for not only his diners but, for staff and himself
as well. This is a well-deserved reward for @ man who
witnessed, up close, one of the most horrifying moments
in American history, but also participated in one of this
country's most notable times of selfless sacrifice.
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Hanging at the entrance of India Garden is a letter from
the chairman/ CEQ/president and the chief operation officer
of Burger King Corporation. Their message lauds Sunny
for his "efforts to assist with the relief efforts associated
with the September lith attack on america,” and continues,
Throughout this tragedy, many heroes emerged. We are
proud to say that you are one of them. Thank you.

On September Il, 2001, Sunny was a business manager for
Burger King, building and managing restaurants in Manhattan
for the corporation. These included facilities located at 42nd
and Seventh Streets, Rockefeller Center, 34th Street and
Fifth Avenue, Maiden Lane, and Liberty Sreet, with the last
two near the World Trade Center.

Born in the town of Cochin, in the state of Kerala, in
southwestern India, in 1960, Sunny came to United States in
1983, after completing his bachelor's degree in economics.
He was following his father, Maliakel Pailo, a veteran of
both World War Il and the Indian Ind pendence War, who
had moved to the U.S. in the late 1970s and worked as an
accountant in a Social Security supplemental office in New
Jersey.

All of Sunny's i mediate family now lives in the United
States, including a brother, two sisters, aunts, uncles and
numerous cousins. He adds that his family has the rare
distinction in that its history can be traced back to 62 CE and
the Christian church the apostle SaintThomas established in
Kerala at that time. "My family belongs to one of them," he
points out. In Texas, the Sunny family belongs to Peace Way
Community Church, in Garland.

After moving to the U.S., Sunny continued his education,
earning another degree in health and food at Fairleigh
Dickinson University in New Jersey. Over the years in
America, both his personal life and career blossomed.
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His wife Annie moved to the United States at the age of
19, after attending school for one year at Union Christian
College in Kerala. After moving to this country, she
continued her education at a community college, earning
her nursing degree. Later, after she and Sunny married, she
earned her bachelor's degree in nursing at the University of
Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey. With years of cardiac
ICU experience, Annie currently works for Vibra Specialty
Hospital in Dallas as a nursing supervisor for long-term acute
care.

Sunny and Annie were wed in 1986, two years after she
had arrived in the United States."It was an arrange marriage,
but the families knew each other she explains, pointing out
that they grew up in the same community. "I knew of him
in high school but we were in a different grade,"” she notes.

In 1988 Annie earned her American citizenship; Sunny
accomplished this milestone the following year. By this time,
they also had become parents. Their daughter, Suzanne, is
now in her second year of college at Texas A&M in Commerce,
son, Zack, is a freshman at Texas Tech in Lubbock, and
daughter, Tammi, is a junior at Rockwall High School.

But that day over. seven years ago when two Boeing
767 jets were flown into the North and South Towers of
the World Trade Center, Suzanne, Zack and Tammi were in
school together at St. Paul Inter-Parochial School in Ramsey,
New Jersey. Their mother was at her job as a charge nurse
in an intensive care unit in @ New Jersey hospital. And as
he did most days, their father Sunny was in Manhattan
managing the many Burger Kings in this part of New York
City.

"l was supposed to take a train and go downtown that
day" Sunny states, Throughout this tragedy, many heroes
emerged. We are proud to say that you are one of them-
"but on September 10, | got @ phone call from the corporate
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office in Miami saying that | needed to pick up a visitor from
Miami at the airport and show him some of the restaurants.”

Sunny continues, "At 8:45,1 was at 34th and 5th Avenues
with him in my car. That was the time of the first hit. | thought
there was a fire." He explains that his initial misconception
was because the plane hit the North Tower on the opposite
side of the direction from which he was coming. As a result,
all he could see was the smoke.

From the corner of 34th and 5th, Sunny points out that he
was approximately 15 minutes from the World Trade Center.
He also notes that this distance is "five minutes Texas time."

"l dropped my visitor off at 34th and 5th and told him to
catch a cab and get to the airport.” Sunny goes on to explain
that his reason for doing this was multi-fold. Although at
that time he suspected that the crisis was nothing more than
3 fire at the World Trade Center, he knew it still meant an
impending and serious traffic tie up in Manhattan. His other
reason for sending his visitor back to Miami was because his
primary responsibility was to the Manhattan Burger Kings
and the employees he managed, and he knew any crisis
at the World Trade Center could seriously impact many of
these re taurants.

At that same- time, Sunny received a phone call from
one of his alarmed managers telling him that there was
something wrong at the World Trade Center but that she
was unsure of what the problem was.

So Sunny parked his car and went into his Burger King
at 34th and 5th where he, along with other Burger King
employees and customers could see on television what was
happening at the World Trade Center.

Sunny knew then that the only course of action would
be to evacuate the employees in the vicinity of the World
Trade Center, particularly the restaurant. on Liberty that was
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across the street from the complex on the south side and
the other on Maiden Lane, two blocks away on the east side.
He points out that each of those restaurants had over 30
employees. He also ordered the gas main valves be shut off
3as required during emergencies.

By this time, people on the street were beginning to panic
and running to get away from the World Trade Center as
quickly as possible. When all the restaurants were evacuated
and secured, Sunny drove his car over the Tappan Zee Bridge,
across the Hudson River. He estimates that by this time it
was almost 7 p.m. Once he was on the other side of the
bridge he waited for his managers. "I wanted to make sure
all my people were safe and everybody made it through," he
states, then adding, "Some had to walk 10 miles."

That day, Annie was at her job at the hospital, unable to
leave. "I was in ICU and couldn't go and all the roads were
blocked. We were all so worried!" All she could do was wait
until she finally heard from her unaccounted-for husband.

"l did call the children's school," she admits. "I told them
their father was okay. | lied to them because | didn't want
them to get upset.”

Sunny. was finally able to get a telephone call through to
his wife around five o'clock that afternoon to let her know
he was safe. He finally got back to his New Je sey home that
night around 8:30.

But there was only a brief respite at home when his cell
phone rang. "l got a phone call from a military officer," he
recounts. "He said, tomorrow morning, seven o'clock, | have
to report to 14th St. in Manhattan. | asked him 'What did |
do" and he said, 'This is @ govrn-ment order."

Because streets leading into Manhattan were shut
down, on the morning of September 12, Sunny headed
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to the New Jersey train station in hopes of finding some
means to his mandated destination. There he found miiitary
personnel, who when learning of Sunny's orders, arranged
for transportation to the police precinct and military post on
14th Street. Dropped off here, Sunny then had to walk to his
restaurant on Liberty, across from the southern side of the
World Trade Center.

Hewds still uncertain as to why the military had ordered
him back to Manhattan. As Sunny walked the streets he
was aware that other than "thousands of uniformed people,”
this otherwise bustling area was deserted. He admits, "l was
really nervous."

Sunny was relieved to leanrthat what was needed from
him was knowledge of his Liberty Street Burger King building
and the complex under ground system beneath his and
adjacent structures. "This was the only building that was
safe because of the location,” he explains "They wanted
to use it." But until Sunny arrived and went underground
to shut off a broken water line, the building was unusable.
He soon solved the problem and the military set up a vital
monitoring station at what had been, the day before, a four-
story Burger King.

Sunny points out that corporate Burger King' released him
from all business obligations, freeing him up to do whatever
was requested to help out.

Assigned to assist with services at the Liberty location,
Sunny helped monitor the needs of the people working
at Ground Zero, fielding calls for requests and seeing that
supplies and equipment were delivered to appropriate
locales. Tapping into his professional skill, Sunny was also
given the responsibility of handing food service coordination.

He was also appointed to the duty of evidence collection.
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"l had to number it, put it in a bag, seal it and write down
any information there was about it,"he explains. For this job,
the typical items he dealt with included "watches, jewelry,
glasses, burned wallets ... "

Working for four straight days, Sunny declares, "On the
16th, | was burned out!" From that point on, he worked at
the Liberty location, assisting the military during the day,
but was allowed to return home in the evenings.

Annie confesses that she was .. sented to him that day, he
also dismisses concerned about Sunny being in Manhattan
those first days after the attack on the World Trade Center,
but she also points out, "That was his job and he gives 100
percent."

"Those first four days, | found out how great people are,"
Sunny smiles. "l never saw such passionate work. | had to tell
people not to work! If | asked for five generators, | got 20."
He also points out that his New Jersey neighbors stepped in
Manhattan without worry for their concerns.

Later, city officials had Sunny traveling to other cities in
that region of the United States to share what he experienced
on September Il and the days following, when he volunteered
his services to help out near the attack site. "One day | went
to six cities!" he comments, listing off Boston, Pittsburgh,
Philadelphia, Baltimore, and smaller towns in New Jersey
and Connecticut.

Sunny 3also recalls the day spent with representatives
from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. After sharing his
experience on September Il with the agents, they questioned
him on his job experience and knowledge of other business
people in the general vicinity of his restaurants. 'They asked
me what time the small vendors were supposed to be open
and if anybody was purposely not opened,” he recalls. "They
also ... showed me satellite pictures on a big movie screen
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to identify unknown people." He explains that these people
captured on satellite cameras were acting in ways considered
odd. "While the people around them were panicking, they
were behaving nonchalantly ... eating peanuts and talking
on cell phones where all this was going on."

Although he admits to being able 'to identify a few
questionable issues pre-to help his family, freeing him up
to help more in any requests for specifics with, "I'm not
supposed to talk about them."

By October, Sunny's life was starting to settle back into a
somewhat normal routine. The Maiden Lane restaurant had
reopened with a policy of providing free food to any person
in uniform. Because of its use by the military and proximity
to the World Trade Center, th Liberty location did not open
until the following spring.

Although Sunny soon went back to working his regular job
with Burger King, hestill fielded occasional calls to answer
questions. He explains that this was primarily because of his
knowledge of the city due to his construction experience
there. "Even after | was in Dallas a couple of years, someone
from Manhattan would sometimes call me to ask questions,”
he states.

Burger King transferred Sunny to Texas in 2002. He
explains, "There wasn't too much happening in Mahattan
after September lith." The first year he commuted, leaving
his family in New Jersey. They followed him to the Metroplex
in 2003. "l liked Dallas and decided to stay," Sunny declares.
"My relocation team helped me pick Rockwall because of the
schools, the lake, and my wife liked the hospital." Rockwall
also proved to be one of the more convenient locations in
relation to the Burger Kings he was working with throughout
the area.

He continued working with Burger King until 2005, when
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the 18 corporate owned restaurants were sold. By this time,
Sunny had been employed with the company for 15 years.

Rather than relocate again, Sunny took this change as
an opportunity to open his own restaurant. He explains that
soon after leaving Burger King, he and a partner started a
restaurant in Addison. Deciding to open something closer
to home, Sunny sold his share of his first restaurant to his
partner and opened India Garden in Garland in 2006. The
culinary emphasis at his establishment is on the Moghal
cuisine of Northern India, utilizing the tandoor or clay oven
with charcoal,but other regional foods are represented as
well.

"| built a restaurant the way | want,” Sunny asserts. He
emphasizes that, in addition to quality food, a significant
element to his own restaurant is cleanliness, from the
kitchen to the bathrooms. He is not hesitant to show off
any or all of India Garden to inquiring patrons. Because of
his skills and experience, he also serves as a trainer and
proctor/ instructor with ServSafe, which provides instruction
and certification for the food industry.

Taking an active interest in his new community, Sunny
is involved in several cul-tural and social programs. As
the North Texas representative of AsiaNet, which supports
programs in his native Ma-layalam language, Sunny explains
that AsiaNet broadcasts programming from Southern India to
the U.S. He also points out that there are 13,000 households
in North Texas that speak Malayalam.

In addition, Sunny recently became a member of the
board of directors of the nonprofit Helping Hands Inc.,
based in Garland. He proudly notes that this organization,
"dedicated to providing food, shelter, clothing, health care
and education to the homeless and orphaned children” locally
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as well as around the world, recently received 9.5 acres at
1600 Firewheel Parkway in Garland to build a new Global
Community Center and Organic Garden that will serve as the
headquarters for the organization. The groundbreaking for
this facility is sched-uled in September.

Sunny has been spared the health problems that some
of the Sep-tember Ilth volunteers have experienced. But he
does admit, "When a loud noise comes, it scares me. That
always hounds me He also declares that he has no inter-est
in visiting Ground Zero again.

One beneficial result from the experience that Sunny
readily points out is that he sees more of the positive side in
people. "Since that day, | have taken every day as a qift" he
states. "l was worried too much about a lot things, but after
this experience, | am more easy going.Today, | take time to
say 'goodbye and take care.”
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"Our life is like a river.

The destination is set, but the
method of our journeying is up to us.

We can cruise down the middle of
the river at top speed.

We can crash over rapids or chart a
safer path between obstacles.
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We can slum along the bottom in the mire and
slime of sediment, or we can glide along the
sparkling surface where the air is clean.

The river is ours from birth to death.
How we'll navigate it is determined by the
hundreds of small choices we make each day.

As | can hear the sound of Ocean | can't wait to
Join.
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