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By Adam Rabiner

What type of restaurant began in New York City in the mid-19th century and

peaked in the 1930s with thousands of locations scattered across the five boroughs,
of which today only a handful survive? If you answered, “What is the delicatessen?”

congratulations, audition for Jeopardy. The 2015 documentary, Deli Man, covers this
culinary and Jewish cultural history in an amusing, often funny way, but its real focus
is the men who dedicate their lives to running these establishments.

Deli Man is peppered with Yiddishisms, often spoken by old Jewish men who spent
countless hours eating at the counters or tables of their favorite delis—comedians, ac-
tors and other celebrities like Jerry Stiller, Larry King, Alan Dershowitz, Freddie Roman
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and Fyvush Finkel. One of them recounts an anecdote about a stubborn waiter who
only served him chicken, even though he always ordered the pot roast. Yet the typical
deli customer can be just as difficult and demanding. One elderly lady told a waiter
that the matzah ball soup was too salty. “But you haven’t even tried it yet,” he
protested. “Yes, but | can tell by looking at it.” Stories like this, expertly and wryly de-
livered, pepper the movie from start to finish.

That customers put up with surly waiters and waitresses, and vice versa, is a testa-
ment to the vibrant communities that formed in these eating establishments, second
homes to many. Quite a few of the deli men featured in the film were second- or
third-generation, taking over from their parents and grandparents. While Deli Man fea-
tures the owners of many delis throughout the United States, its heart and soul is
David “Ziggy” Gruber of Houston’s Kenny and Ziggy’s New York Delicatessen. Ziggy's
grandfather started the business, and while his brother J. Mackye Gruber and his
cousin Ross Elliot decided early on that they were not cut out for that life, Ziggy took
to it from a young age, donning a white chef’s apron and cap while helping in the
kitchen. He was devastated at 15 when his grandfather passed away, so to distract
him from his grief, his mother traveled with him to England, where she grew up.
There, he visited a well-known culinary academy, arranged an interview with the
headmaster, and, despite lacking credentials, got himself admitted by implying that
his family would make a generous offer to the scholarship fund.

Ziggy went on to prepare fancy food for the Queen of England, but something was
missing. He decided to continue the family tradition but took it up a notch. The Jewish
community of Houston, which Ziggy describes as a shtetl, where everyone knows ev-
eryone else, was always eager to patronize any new deli. But invariably, after a few
weeks the enthusiasm waned, and the crowds thinned. But for Kenny and Ziggy'’s
they remained. This was the real thing.

Deli Man follows Ziggy as he walks among his patrons, telling stories and kibbitzing
with the regulars as if they were family members. He's equally at home and affectio-
nate with his loyal and mostly Hispanic staff. Like all deli men, Ziggy is a workaholic



and constantly stressed out. He's overweight and out of shape. Despite friends and
family trying to set him up on dates over the years, he’s been unlucky in love. He
says he is married to his business. Yet at some point, he meets and begins dating
Mary McCaughey, who was born Catholic but is Jewish-curious. An acupuncturist who
takes Ziggy on as a patient, she complements him like mustard on pastrami and tries
to get him to take better care of himself.

Like Ziggy and Mary, Deli Man is a love story, a tribute to delicatessens, patrons and
owners who love their jobs passionately despite long, exhausting hours and many
challenges. Who else but a meshuggeneh would dedicate his life to an all-consuming
business with rising food and labor costs, sky-high rents, changing demographics,
evolving food tastes and preferences and increasing health concerns? It is not surpris-
ing that, in the decade since the film was made, several more featured establish-
ments closed. Though one can hope that Ziggy has slowed down, decompressed, hit
the gym and lost some weight. That, at least, would be a somewhat happy and appro-
priate coda to a bittersweet ending.

Deli Man: Tuesday, September 8, 2026

To learn about future films, please subscribe to our newsletter through the “join us”
page of our website, Plow to Plate Films.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.

ABOUT US

“Plow to Plate,” presented by the Safe Food Committee of the Park Slope Food Coop,
is a film series focused on food. Its goal is to educate the community about food-relat-
ed topics and issues, such as how food is sustainably cultivated, harvested, distribut-
ed, as well as prepared and served. All screenings are FREE and open to the public.
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PLOW TO PLATE PRESENTS: SOUL OF A BANQUET

August 18, 2026

By Adam Rabiner

SOU/ of a Banquet is a warm tribute to Cecilia Chiang, whose San Francisco restau-

rant, The Mandarin, is widely considered to have introduced authentic Chinese cuisine
to Americans. Until then, most Chinese restaurants were in various Chinatowns and
served egg foo young and chop suey, Americanized versions of Chinese food, pre-
pared by ordinary folk from the peasant tradition who were nostalgic for home--
cooked food but were not chefs. The Mandarin, which opened in 1961, served real Chi-
nese food and was located outside San Francisco’s Chinatown. Chiang wanted not just
to feed people but also to educate them about why certain courses are served in a
particular order. She wanted customers to understand their textures, colors, seasonali-
ty, portion size, history and health benefits. She is to Chinese cuisine what Julia Child
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is to French cooking.

If Child was something of an aristocrat, so too was Chiang. Ruth Reichl describes her
as “one of the last of an old school.” Born in 1920, she grew up in Chinese splendor in
a big house with a large family. In contrast to traditional family roles, her mother was
strict, and her father was open and modern. While her mother’s feet were bound, her
father would not allow this for his daughters. Though her mother had a “fist of iron,”
Chiang and her siblings were college-educated, and she had a happy childhood. For-
bidden from entering the kitchen, she learned about food at her father’s table, where
typically alone, he ate six to eight dishes prepared by his wife. But he would allow
Chiang and her siblings a sip of vermouth, French wine, Chinese wine, Champagne
and nibbles of the food. She was taught about flavors, tastes and pairings and devel-
oped locked-in memories. Her goal with The Mandarin was to introduce this great
food from the great house, prepared by classically trained chefs.

SHE CAME TO THINK OF THE MANDARIN AS HER FATE AND HAD TO MAKE IT A SUC-
CESS.

Chiang’s career was practically an accident. She had arrived in America on a three--
month visa and lent some money to restaurant people. When they backed out of the
deal, she was left holding the bag, and her whole life changed. She came to think of
The Mandarin as her fate and had to make it a success.

The first half of Soul of a Banquet is about soul. Here, Chiang—in conversation with
her close friend Alice Waters—discusses her upbringing, memories of pre-communist
China, career, hard work, optimism and desire to seize opportunities and not be
pushed around by fate. Perhaps this was to some degree a reaction to the sad destiny
of her parents and siblings, whom she left behind in China in 1946. She would not see
them again until she returned 28 years later, in 1974. By then, the Cultural Revolu-
tion was in full force, and her whole family was “broomed out the door.” Forced out of



their house, both her parents had been street beggars for two years. Now her father
slept on a mat on the mud floor of his damp hut. During her visit, he caught up with
her, said goodbye, added that “he had nothing left to say” and then breathed his last
breath. Her third sister was accused of decadence by her own daughter for enjoying
opera. She was tortured and humiliated and then committed suicide. Her older
brother, a university-educated intellectual, was sent to a labor camp, beaten up,
made to wear an anti-revolutionary hat and forced to carry manure every day to fertil-
ize farms. He died in the camp.

Mao’s crimes extended beyond the Chinese aristocracy and intellectuals to Chinese
food itself. He took a great legacy and destroyed it. Master chefs left the country or
were reeducated. There was a large gap when no Chinese chefs were being trained,
and what was eaten everywhere was a subsistence stew consisting of “one big pot.”
A thousand-year-old tradition came to a screaming halt.

The second half of the film is a banquet. The table has been set with context, and
now there is less talk and more cooking and eating for the small group of lucky
guests. Here, you will see Chiang present what she calls a very simple meal. | beg to
disagree. Tune in to vicariously enjoy this one-of-a-kind feast of the eyes, if not the
taste buds.

Soul of a Banquet Tuesday, June 9, 2026. A screening link will be sent to subscribers.

To learn about future films, please subscribe to our newsletter through the “join us”
page of our website.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.
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PLOW TO PLATE PRESENTS: “FEEDING THE SUPER RICH"

August 18, 2026

By Adam Rabiner

Those of a certain age might mistake Feeding the Super Rich for a long-lost episode
of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. It's a television documentary series filmed 30
years later for a new generation. While the rich have only grown more opulent in that
span, Robin Leach’s signature sign-off, “champagne riches and caviar dreams!” still
holds true.

Unlike the former show, which aired from 1984 to 1995 and featured all manner of de-
cadence, this newer reality television series (2015 to 2019) fixates exclusively on
what, how and to some extent why the billionaire class eats the way it does. The an-
swer to that is often: simply to impress. Here, precious metals won't adorn a sink, but
24-karat gold leaf may top the $1,000 Golden Opulence Sundae, wrap macarons or
dark chocolate tortes, or even encase a steak.
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Of course, food is more than just sustenance for the non-super-rich. It delivers plea-
sure and can represent family or community. A Facebook post of an exquisite dish on
an indulgent night out at an expensive restaurant might also signal privilege. But for
the super-rich, food is often used as entertainment and spectacle to impress fellow bil-
lionaires, show off and convey status. These rich folk live in a different world entirely.
Episode one features Bubble Food, a catering company that exclusively serves these
folks, and boy, oh boy, do these people live in their own bubbles.

DESPITE THE TRAPPINGS, EXTRAORDINARY LUXURIOUS SETTINGS AND FANCIFUL-
NESS, IN THE END, IT IS ALL JUST FOOD.

It might seem too insufferable to immerse oneself needlessly in the lives of the uber-
wealthy. But, fortunately, the yacht owners summering on the Céte d'Azur, the pri-
vate jet owners and the mansion dwellers are peripheral. They issue silent commands
for $3,000 bottles of Rémy Martin, which send their underlings scattering to fulfill
their every culinary desire. But they are mercifully offstage, at most referenced hilari-
ously by those who satisfy their whims. Chef Jeremy Kelly relays a story about his
boss, a Russian oligarch, who overloads a blini with way too much Beluga Caviar and
joyfully forces him to eat the disgusting concoction. It is a funny story that illustrates
the contrast between the expensive ingredients and the actual culinary experience.

Instead, Feeding the Super Rich typically focuses on the entrepreneurs who make a
living in this exclusive, rarefied world. There is a modest, middle-class husband and
wife who are attempting to create a new food fashion trend by producing, marketing
and selling snail eggs, which they are branding as “Escargot Pearls.” Another busi-
nessman brainstorms how to keep his small catering company alive and profitable,
and stumbles upon the idea of expanding his catering from just private planes to peo-
ple’s homes.

One delightful, humorous and eccentric character is William Hanson, a young English



gentleman who teaches high table manners and etiquette to Dalia, an heiress from
Uzbekistan who loves everything English and wants to comport herself properly
among her friends in the British aristocracy.

Despite the trappings, extraordinary luxurious settings and fancifulness, in the end, it
is all just food. The super-rich still eat the same trendy things that everyone else
does, be that kale, wheat germ powder, goji berries, hemp protein seeds or Manuka
honey. Hell, some of them even have a penchant for Marmite, though by the time it
makes its way from England to a grocery store in Nice, to the loading area of a middle-
man like Bubble Company, or to the galley of a billionaire’s yacht, the original price of
€2.5 become a final delivered price of £80.

The true revelation is not that the super-rich eat that much differently from the rest of
us. We've probably had a dish presented with culinary flair and a puff of smoke.
Rather, it's these folks do not care about price. They blithely throw parties at £1,000
a head. They’ll order a kilo of king crab at that price with the same insouciance as
you or | will order an egg roll at a Chinese take-out joint.

Though we may feel a pang of envy as they unthinkingly order their Japanese Wagyu
beef from cows indulged with beer and personal massages, or oysters and sea
urchins shipped in from the cold waters of the Arctic Ocean, most of us don't feel the
need to be so showy and ostentatious. Give us a cold craft beer and a decently made
medium-rare cheeseburger and we are just as happy.

Feeding the Super Rich Tuesday, May 12, 2026

To receive a screening link, visit our website.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.


https://plowtoplatefilms.weebly.com/join-us.html

PLOW TO PLATE PRESENTS: FLOUR POWER

August 18, 2026

By Adam Rabiner

Our founding fathers proclaimed that “all men are created equal.” Can the same be
said for all foods? Twin Cities Public Broadcasting System launched the Minnesota Ex-
perience series with an episode called “Flour Power,” which “explores how milling
made Minnesota.” By the hour’s end, you realize it made a whole lot more through
manufacturing innovation, advances in industrial agriculture, new forms of advertis-
ing, groundbreaking public relations, marketing and global shifts in diet and consump-
tion.

Minnesota experienced the King Wheat Era, also known as the “grain rush,” from the
1860s to the 1880s, when grain and flour mills were ubiquitous. Myriad wheat ports
and river cities sprang up to transport flour before railroads took this over in the
1870s. Fortunes were made in warehousing, storing, shipping and selling. Minnesota’s
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natural advantages included fertile farmland and the Mississippi River that powered
the mills. Turkey Red wheat inspired the lyrics “For amber waves of grain” in the an-
them “America the Beautiful.”

“Flour Power” traces this industry primarily through two corporate giants: the Wash-
burn-Crosby Company, headquartered on the west side of the Mississippi River, and
the C. A. Pillsbury Company, founded on the east side. These two giants competed
against one another for 120 years. When Washburn-Crosby raised a sign bearing its
new advertising slogan, “Eventually, Why Not Now?,” Pillsbury responded with its
own, “Because Pillsbury’s Best.”

During this long rivalry, the companies learned to more effectively separate the
wheat from the chaff, creating a more desirable, pure white flour with a longer shelf
life, which allowed for shipping without spoilage and was also easier for homemakers
to bake with. Other innovations included installing an exhaust system to vacuum flour
dust from the air. On May 2, 1878, this dust caused the Great Mill Explosion, which
killed 18 people and leveled several city blocks. Steel rollers were introduced in the
1870s, ending the use of millstones after 2,000 years of human history.

Flour became a staple in grocery stores because bread could be baked for breakfast,
lunch and dinner seven days a week. It was the first industrially produced and wide-
spread carbohydrate in world history—the original convenience food. Despite these
successes, flour, like other products, was still subject to consumer tastes and prefer-
ences. Sylvester Graham, the father of the Graham cracker, believed that whole
wheat flour, which contained more fiber, the germ and bran (or middlings) was
healthier and more nutritious.

“Flour Power” does not gloss over the less savory aspects of this industry’s growth
and dominance in Minnesota and elsewhere. The founding fathers of the Twin Cities
were philanthropists who built their park systems and arts and cultural institutions.
But at the same time, as capitalists, they also cut down pine forests, polluted rivers
and damaged the plains. They had a negative impact on the environment, flooding



burial grounds and displacing native people. The documentary also covers the eco-
nomic and political struggles between ordinary rural farmers and these urban robber
barons. One historian observed that it was high ideals and greedy intentions com-
bined and wrapped together as part of the same story.

The final third of the film shows how innovations in salesmanship and product devel-
opment are just as important to company growth as breakthroughs in industrial pro-
duction. In 1901, the invention of puffed rice and other grains opened new markets,
primarily breakfast cereals. A backlash against food allergies led to the development
of Wheaties, Cheerios and other popular, supposedly healthy breakfast cereals. Betty
Crocker was introduced in 1921 and quickly became the second-most-recognized wo-
man after Eleanor Roosevelt. She even received countless marriage proposals. Wash-
burn-Crosby bought radio station WCCO in 1924 to advertise its brands. The company
promoted Wheaties with the world’s first commercial radio jingle, sung live by a bar-
bershop quartet. In 1928, Washburn-Crosby became General Mills and gained a natio-
nal, then global, footprint. In 1932, General Mills developed Betty and Bob, a radio
soap opera sponsored by Bisquick, and, in 1933, introduced The Lone Ranger. The
Pillsbury Bake-off competition was founded in 1949, a forerunner of all that has fol-
lowed. Both companies moved beyond flour to other foods (e.g., Bacos bacon bits)
and then, as holding companies, to other nonfood products and industries. It's the
American story, writ large. So are all foods created equal? The humble wheat germ
would have a hard time making its case.

“Flour Power” will screen on Tuesday, April 14, 2026

Please join the Plow to Plate mailing list by emailing plowtoplate@gmail.com to re-
ceive a screening link.,

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.



PLOW TO PLATE PRESENTS: FRUITS OF LABOR

August 18, 2026

March 3, 2026

By Adam Rabiner

A drone shot above a farm. Below, people are picking strawberries. It looks like Califor-
nia. A conventional tableau. Another film about the exploitation of migrant labor. Yet
the 18-year-old narrator is one of the people in the field—Ashley Solis Pavont tells us
that she was born in the United States to a family of Mexican healers. So were her
three younger siblings, all of whose names, like hers, start with “Ash.” Their mother,
Beatriz, told them it symbolizes a meadow of trees with roots that establish the family
here in the U.S. After that initial scene, the rest of the movie takes place in their
crowded, rundown house shared with 12 other families; Watsonville High School,
where Ashley is a senior; a shop where Ashley is trying to find the perfect graduation
dress; a fruit processing plant where Ashley works the 10:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m. shift;
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and other parts of town. This is not a film about migrants, but rather of a mixed-sta-
tus family—an undocumented mother raising citizen children. Twenty-two years earli-
er, a deathly ill Beatriz was brought to the U.S. for urgent medical care and granted a
temporary visa. In her fevered state, the nurses caring for her as she lay in her hospi-
tal bed appeared as angels.

Beatriz, a spiritual and religious woman, works seven days a week as a house clean-
er. Since she is divorced and without financial support from her ex-husband, Ashley
must also work to support the family. Ashley observes that her younger brother, 16-
year-old Ashford, whose nickname is “Barron,” meanwhile, acts like a little kid, skate-
boarding, playing video games and hanging out with his girlfriend Ximena, who be-
comes pregnant by him. Ashley says that he lives in a fantasy world where all the bur-
dens fall on women. While Beatriz encourages her eldest daughter to complete high
school to get a better-paying job, she reinforces traditional patriarchal roles and ex-
pectations, magnifying Ashley’s challenges. Often too tired from her night shift to go
to school, Ashley’s poor attendance jeopardizes her graduation.

Fruits of Labor takes place in 2018 in a more threatening America. There are no video
news clips of I.C.E. raids, but Beatriz and Ashley nervously hover around an iPhone lis-
tening to reports of arrests, detentions and family separations. Fearing her deporta-
tion, Beatriz has Ashley designated as the legal guardian of her siblings. Despite this
ominous backdrop, not every American institution is indifferent. Ashley’s high school
teaches the history of the United Farm Workers Union and New Deal legislation that
exempted domestic and agricultural labor from worker protections—a 12-year-old can
legally work in the fields. Hanging from a wall are college and pre-college posters,
and the school’'s motto echoes Beatriz's wishes, “Dream Big, Work Hard.” Teachers,
guidance counselors and the principal are sympathetic and caring.

Ashley also has support from a girlfriend and a devoted boyfriend, Adrian, with whom
she takes long walks in the countryside or along the shore, discussing matters such
as their spirit animals and reincarnation. Ashley is thoughtful, intelligent, curious, ar-
ticulate, self-aware and yet uncertain and scared. She’s a teenager who wishes her



life could be more normal, like Ashford’s, but who has been prematurely thrust into
an adult life of burdens and responsibilities. Her chosen animal is a turtle who just
wants to hide in its shell.

Like the family profiled, the film itself is steeped in spirituality. Time-lapse cinematog-
raphy shows flowers blooming, and animations depict fruits ripening. Imagery of bees
and Monarch butterflies suggests ancestral forces and cycles of nature (and perhaps
the ties between the U.S. and Mexico, where the Monarchs make their arduous jour-
neys). These forces also help to sustain.

Hanging in the Pavon home is a print of a red, white and blue American flag waving
above the word “freedom.” This is a family that loves America, even though some as-
pects of America do not appear, at this moment, to fully love them back. The country
depicted in the film has two faces. One is foreboding, while the other is welcoming
and encouraging. Like Beatriz long ago in her sickbed, this family chooses to see our
better angels.

Fruits of Labor Tuesday, March 10", 2026

Please join the Plow to Plate mailing list by emailing plowtoplate@gmail.com to re-
ceive a screening link.

From October 2025 through March 2026, Plow to Plate is exclusively featuring films
distributed by Grasshopper Film. Reversa Films produced Fruits of Labor.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.

PLOW TO PLATE PRESENTS: RODENTS OF UNUSUAL SIZE
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August 18, 2026

January 20, 2026

By Adam Rabiner

Rodents of Unusual Size begins on Delacroix Island, Louisiana. A street sign on the
left prominently announces: “Dead End.” Another, on the right: “End of the World.”
But despite the area’s isolation and hardship, many die-hard Cajuns like fisherman
Thomas Gonzalez refuse to leave this marshy swampland south of New Orleans.
There is even an invasive species of giant rodent, originally from South America,
known as the nutria, which positively adores the place. The film is the story of hu-
mans and nutria living together in an uneasy peace and equilibrium that constantly
threatens to tip one way or another.

The nutria, a giant rat with two yellow buckteeth and webbed feet weighing up to 20
pounds, first came to Louisiana in the 1930s, when furriers transported them from Ar-
gentina, to breed with muskrats for their fur. This enterprise was initially lucrative.
Fatefully, though, the nutria is thought to have escaped from their cages during a



storm. They adapted well to the bayou, and hunters and trappers kept the population
in relative balance. However, in the 1980s, the animal-rights movement against fur
caused the bottom to fall out of the market, and pelts lost their value. With no one
hunting the nutria any longer, zero predators except alligators, and the ability to cre-
ate a new litter every three months, the nutria population exploded from five to 20
million. In short order, they began eating up the swamps and causing massive harm
to the delicate ecosystems, which went from verdant green vegetation to brown mud
flats.

Louisiana created the Nutria Control Program, which offered a five-dollar bounty for
each nutria tail turned in, with no limits. This program provided a lifeline to many lo-
cal fishermen and fisherwomen. While most nutria hunters have no problem with
exchanging tails for pelts, Bimbo Phillips, a native American from the Atakapa-Ishak
tribe, continues the tradition of using the pelts for coats as his ancestors did.

One of the essential questions posed by Rodents of Unusual Size is what economic val-
ue, if any, can we extract from the nutria today? Phillips may be on to something.
Righteous Fur is a company whose mission is to bring designer nutria fur clothing to
the contemporary fashion market. Their goal is to raise public awareness about coas-
tal restoration while providing an eco-friendly alternative to traditional fur.

Louisiana has also promoted cooking and eating nutria. The government commis-
sioned a study and has hired local and celebratory chefs to make nutria sausages,
Slim Jims, hot tamales, gumbo and other locally popular dishes. The nutria has a lot
going for it. The animal is a vegetarian that only eats roots; has a clean, grass-fed di-
et; is lean and is reputedly tasty. One chef said it is an excellent alternative to chick-
en breast and described eating it “like tasting Louisiana.” That is quite an endorse-
ment. However, the animal’s aesthetics are a significant strike against it, hurting its
promotion. After all, it looks like a giant rat. The nutria, in this respect, faces some of
the same challenges that edible insects do in terms of mainstream acceptance
among your average American consumer.



Another question raised by the film is how we should view this invader on our shores.
It is indisputably destructive to the environment. Though cute, especially when they
are babies, nutria’s aggressive nature toward everyone but their owners and high
maintenance requirements make them poor pets. Yet they have been Louisianans’
neighbors for about 100 years, and people there have become fond of them. They
were the mascot for the New Orleans Zephyrs, a now-defunct minor league baseball
team. The Louisiana Fur and Wildlife Festival features a nutria-skinning competition
and a Fur Queen Beauty Contest. Some wealthy homeowners of a local golf communi-
ty routinely steal and tamper with the traps set by the pest control specialist. They be-
lieve that showing kindness is a good example for children. Love them or leave them,
the nutria is here to stay.

Rodents of Unusual Size Tuesday, February 10", 2026 @ 7:00 p.m.
Screening link: Visit our Upcoming Events page

To be added to our mailing list for future screening announcements, please email a re-
quest to plowtoplate@gmail.com.

Note: From October 2025 through March 2026, Plow to Plate is exclusively featuring
Grasshopper Film documentaries. Rodents of Unusual Size is a Tilapia Film distributed

by Grasshopper Film.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.

PLOW TO PLATE PRESENTS: AGAINST THE TIDE

August 18, 2026
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By Adam Rabiner

Against the Tide begins in silence and darkness. Against a black background, white
credits sporadically appear. Forty-five seconds in, a very soft drone is heard, then,
abruptly, a newborn baby’s cry, and the camera starts to roll. The baby is cradled be-
tween the legs of an older woman, who is giving him a vigorous massage and bless-
ing him, “Mother Sea, protect your son. My little angel. My baby.” Later, the child is
cleansed and purified with herbal smoke from a cast-iron cauldron as his grand-
mother implores, “Mother be kind to your child.” The following scene shows the
baby’s young father, a traditional fisherman named Rakesh Koli, walking along a Bom-
bay beach at dawn, as a singsong prayer intones, “Fear not! Fear not! Fear not!
There’s nothing to fear. Fear not! Tides turn, fear not. Winds howl, fear not. Tides
turn, fear not. A Koli knows no fear. Remember you're a Koli. You fear nothing.”

This third straight screening of a Grasshopper film follows the company’s style of im-
mersing viewers in the action without explanation or context. You are like that new-
born babe, suddenly thrust into a world that is baffling to the point of near incompre-
hensibility. Who is this woman rubbing my body parts? Why are they dangling me



head down on top of a wood-burning brazier? But as for that infant, eventually the pie-
ces naturally and organically begin to fall into place. You start building a vocabulary
and an understanding of where you are and the people around you: what they do,
their circumstances, and therefore yours, too.

That is the challenge and the beauty of Grasshopper films. They are immersive like
no others. The subjects allow you into their lives and conversations like an eavesdrop-
ping fly on the wall. But they do not answer questions, opine or explain directly to the
camera what they are thinking or feeling. They simply live and share their lives in all
their messy detail. This is not a stint with Anthony Bourdain on Parts Unknown, but a
deep dive into another unfamiliar world. It is like an anthropological or sociological
textbook come alive.

You almost immediately meet Rakesh’s good friend Ganesh Nakhawa, who is also a
seventh-generation Koli fisherman. Unlike Rakesh, who is poor and owns a small tradi-
tional boat and fishes the “shallow sea,” media-savvy Ganesh Nakhawa is middle--
class and studied banking in Edinburgh, but returned to Mumbai (home of the Kolis),
in India to found and become CEO of BLUCATCH, which oversees a small fleet of larg-
er commercial ships. He fishes the “deep sea,” has his own website and advertises
his business with a bumper sticker and baseball caps bearing the Instagram logo and
hashtag #ThelastfishermanofBombay.

Rakesh lives in a typical modest compound near the water without indoor plumbing,
while Ganesh resides in a modern apartment in the city. Both are married, Rakesh to
a woman of similar circumstances and Ganesh to the daughter of a prosperous busi-
nessman. Rakesh has children and Ganesh’s wife becomes pregnant during the

film. Despite these distinctions, they lead parallel lives. Both are dependent on the va-
garies and bounty of the sea, which, due to overfishing, pollution and climate change,
is becoming less generous. The lack of fish threatens both businesses, and they face
similar challenges about where and how to fish, and whether to downsize. While
Rakesh takes advice from his mother and the traditional wisdom of his ancestors,
such as whether or not to fish during a monsoon, Ganesh relies on deep-sea maps


https://www.thelastfishermanofbombay.com/

and multiyear satellite data on ship locations. Rakesh tells Ganesh he would be happi-
er and more successful if he returned to his roots, without the debt, credit or pres-
sures of his large-scale enterprise. Ganesh tells Rakesh to borrow one of his boats
and try his luck outside the shallows, where he can catch tuna, mackerel, salmon and
other large, valuable fish.

To describe this film in much more detail is to give away too much. | want the viewer
to experience the movie the way it is meant to be, as it gradually unfolds, like the ba-
by who, over the months of filming, acquires language and begins to solve the puzzle
of his existence. As you do so, the film’s title takes on symbolic and economic mean-

ings in addition to its literal one, and you come to appreciate the exhortations to live

without fear more fully. The movie left me teary-eyed, something a typical sociologi-

cal text cannot achieve, but one that fine cinema is always capable of.

Against the Tide Tuesday, January 13, 2026, @ 7:00 p.m.

Screening link: https://plowtoplatefiims.weebly.com/upcoming-events.html

To be added to our mailing list for future screening announcements, please email a re-
quest to plowtoplate@gmail.com.

From October 2025 through March 2026, Plow to Plate is exclusively
featuring Grasshopper Film documentaries.

Adam Rabiner lives in Ditmas Park with his wife, Dina.
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