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 The Brooklyn Star: Rising from the Ashes 

By Bianca Male 

Dressed in a plaid shirt and jeans, adorned with tattoos and a few days’ stubble, Chef 

Joaquin “Quino” Baca looks the part of a hip Brooklyn chef – except for the buzz saw. It’s not 

often that one finds the head of a well-known restaurant covered in dust and plaster, expertly 

slicing through an enormous plank of wood that will soon become his dining room table. Equally 

adept with a saw as with a kitchen knife, Baca is currently in the process of constructing the 

main room of his new restaurant with his own two hands. 

This is not the 35-year-old chef’s first time building out a venue from scratch. The space 

Baca’s working on now is the second incarnation of The Brooklyn Star, a down-home Southern 

eatery with a gourmet twist that he established in Williamsburg in the spring of 2009. Having 

accrued a good amount of buzz, several printed accolades, and a devoted following from both 

Brooklyn and Manhattan, the modest, 28-seat joint had been well on its way to becoming the 

neighborhood favorite its founder had always imagined. Then, one freezing night in February, 

Baca’s dream literally went up in flames. 

The Brooklyn Star’s celebrated wood-fired oven – the soul of the restaurant – is what 

ultimately brought it to the ground. “It just wasn’t done the way it should have been,” Baca says 

flatly, shaking his head.  At around 9 pm on February 16th, a line cook noticed smoke pouring 

out of one corner of the ceiling – the rear of the oven had caught fire. The chef and his crew went 

through eight fire extinguishers in their desperate attempts to squelch the blaze; when the 

extinguishers were tapped, they dropped to their hands and knees and frantically scooped up 

snow to try and smother the fire. All told, it took ten fire trucks to put the flames out completely. 

The inferno devastated the building’s infrastructure, and the two apartments above The Brooklyn 

Star wound up in the restaurant’s kitchen. 

“It was a depressing moment,” recounts Justin Burchill, one of the cooks on staff that 

night. “We were five full-grown men, and we were all about to cry.” 
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But now, nine months later, Baca stands tall as he surveys the raw bones of what will be 

his restaurant. “This was too good to pass up,” he says of the new venue. If one ignores the drop 

cloths, paint buckets, and piles of unfinished planks scattered about, it’s not hard to envision 

what the space will look like when it’s finished. The front feels like a cozy neighborhood bar, 

while the main dining room is bright and spacious, dressed in an inviting combination of pale 

wood and dark grey paint. A long table – the one Baca is crafting as we speak – will run down 

the length of the room, ideal for boisterous communal meals with friends and strangers alike. 

The new place sparkles with promise. “We’ve got a full bar, a proper big-size kitchen, a 

dining room,” he grins, pointing out all the areas where the old restaurant was lacking. “I mean, 

we’re set.” 

His proud smile seems to say, Get ready, New York: The Brooklyn Star is about to rise 

again. 

------------------ 

When Baca opened the doors of The Brooklyn Star in May 2009, he was fresh off an 

explosive debut into the New York food scene. He had quickly made a name for himself as co-

founder and head chef at Momofuku – a reputation that became more notorious when he decided 

to part ways with David Chang just as the Momofuku empire was expanding. The Brooklyn Star 

was to be the first demonstration of Baca’s solo vision, independent of Chang. The result was 

unexpected: simple cooking with no gimmicks, in an unpretentious, rustic space the size of a 

studio apartment. It was a world away from the high-gloss franchise of the Momofuku group. 

“Not surprisingly… the Brooklyn Star is bathed in a thick we’ll-remember-this-when 

vibe,” The New Yorker’s Mike Peed gushed in one early review. “Baca is now a name, and, on a 

certain level, he’s showing off: I will cook in the boonies, and you will come and eat.” 

At first, no one did come and eat; Havemeyer Street offered little foot traffic, and the 

restaurant was perpetually quiet. “We were open for four months without a liquor license, and it 

was just tumbleweeds in there,” says Russ Woodall, The Brooklyn Star’s friendly, baby-faced 
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front-of-house manager and Baca’s right-hand man. But the momentum began to grow after a 

few key mentions in the press: a spot in New York Magazine’s 2009 “Cheap List,” a mention in 

the New York Times, and, finally, a stamp of approval from the venerable Adam Platt in his 2010 

roundup of “Where to Eat.” In the meantime, The Brooklyn Star had secured their liquor license 

and begun serving up that New York staple, brunch – a hearty Southern version that appealed to 

their trendy Williamsburg patrons. Woodall says, “It didn’t take very long at all for us to open 

and have a line out the door, and not go off a wait until we closed.” 

Some diners arrived curious about the ex-Momofuku man who had created something so 

antithetical to the Chang brand. However, if these patrons were initially drawn to the modest 

restaurant by the hype surrounding Baca’s name, they started coming back for the food: bowls of 

Dr. Pepper-marinated ribs, skillets of jalapeno-laced cornbread, piles of fluffy buttermilk 

biscuits, and a constantly changing menu of other bacon-infused Southern classics, most created 

in the roaring oven that had become the restaurant’s signature note. 

The food wasn’t groundbreaking, but it was high-quality, and good.  (“I’m not so into 

reinventing the wheel,” Baca says matter-of-factly. “I like cooking with fire, and metal, and basic 

stuff.”) And the small staff’s unpretentious attitude, reflected in the cuisine, made the restaurant 

all the more welcoming. “I find that service in the young-Brooklyn-restaurant set tends to be 

either relaxed to the point of indifference, or relaxed to the point of a comfortable, easy 

familiarity,” says Carey Jones, Editor at Serious Eats New York. “I'm glad Brooklyn Star was 

the latter.” 

The incredulous quickly became converts. By February of 2010, The Brooklyn Star was 

breaking even, it was full nearly every service, and Baca and Woodall were finally able to pay 

themselves for the first time since opening day.  

Then, the fire happened.  

On the night of the blaze, “we ended up not leaving the space for a good day and a half… 

no one wanted to admit that it had all really happened,” Burchill recalls. But, despite the 
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overwhelming severity of the situation, Baca refused to mourn. He soothed his heartbroken staff 

with liquor and pizza, then told them, “This is all you’ve got. It will come back.” 

Under the anthem “The Star will rise again,” the crew began to rebuild. Baca worked 

with his close network of friends in the industry to secure temporary jobs for his displaced staff. 

He also brought those connections together to put on “The Brooklyn Star Hootenanny,” an all-

you-can-eat-and-drink fundraiser at the Meat Hook, a nearby Brooklyn venue. In the little spare 

time the team had, they worked on rebuilding the ravaged space. 

 Six months after the fire put his dreams on hold, Fate presented Baca with a game-

changing opportunity. A dive bar a few streets over had closed; the man who owned the building 

was in need of a new commercial tenant. He liked what the team had done at Brooklyn Star, so 

he called to see if Baca was interested in the space. 

“At that point, we realized that we weren’t gonna come back as the Brooklyn Star that 

everyone knew,” Burchill says. “We were gonna come back as something bigger, and better.” 

-------------------- 

Although a natural cook, Baca slipped into this business unintentionally.  

While studying journalism at the University of Texas, Baca was supporting himself by 

working in carpentry, restoring old houses around Austin (which explains his dexterity with a 

buzz saw.) When business slowed, he wound up at a local Whole Foods looking for a job.  “They 

were like ‘Carpenter? Uhh… cook!’ And I said, ‘Okay, whatever.’” he laughs. “I realized I was a 

much better cook than a photojournalist – and I don’t like things I’m not good at.” In 2004, after 

a few years dabbling in cafes and fine dining restaurants around Austin and Santa Fe, New 

Mexico, he came to New York “to swim with the big fishes,” as he puts it. 

The fateful gig at Momofuku happened almost by accident. Baca had sought work from 

all the big names -- Boulud, Batali, Morimoto --  but he didn’t find the type of position he was 

seeking. “I had gotten some job offers, but they were all piss,” he snorts. “If you don’t have a 

New York resume, people don’t really give you as much of a chance.” With nothing to lose, 
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Baca took a chance on a vague Monster.com ad that a girlfriend sent over to him. David Chang’s 

job posting sought a partner on the kitchen side of a new space in the East Village, which 

eventually would become Momofuku Noodle Bar. Baca and Chang hit it off immediately.  

Baca was particularly drawn to the raw space and basic idea of the noodle bar. “It just 

seemed like a ballsy move – worth taking a gamble on,” he says. “I came to New York to work 

my ass off, not just to be somebody’s vegetable peeler. I figured it was going to be my best 

chance at making that happen.” 

After a few false starts, the restaurant began to make a name for itself as a hangout for 

people in the industry; first, the waiters and bartenders began trickling in, then the big-name 

foodies arrived. Six months after opening, Noodle Bar took off.  “We were just a bunch of cooks. 

And we pretty much ran the place like cooks would,” Baca marvels. “I can’t for the life of me 

figure out why, but somehow it worked out for us.”  

In quick succession, Chang and Baca opened up Ssam Bar, then Ko. And Baca suddenly 

found his restaurants heading in a direction he had never expected. “Dave, I think, was always 

thinking about a bigger picture,” Baca says, looking back. “[He has] much more global 

aspirations than I do.” 

After setting up Ko, Baca took some time off to help a few friends set up shop at a West 

Village bar called The Rusty Knot. When he returned to Momofuku, the attitude had changed. 

“Things had kind of blown up: there were Vegas talks, and LA,” he says. Baca, not one to be 

hands-off, was unhappy. “We had all the positions filled, and it was either I could hang around 

and be part of the next project, or be, like, ‘bossy-owner-chef guy’ from outside, and not work 

anymore. And neither of those were really that appealing to me.” 

In the fall of 2008, Baca sold his shares in the Momofuku empire. (As for how much, 

Baca keeps mum; all he’ll say is, “I was treated well.”) He describes the separation as an 

“amicable break-up,” and is hesitant to discuss things with Chang too deeply. “There’s no bad 
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blood or anything. We just parted ways based on…” He pauses, searching for the right words. “I 

don’t know,” he says with a sigh. “The place had outgrown me, I think, so I decided to go.” 

Chang declined a request for an interview, but Momofuku representative Sue Chan 

offered this comment: “We support Quino in all his endeavors. He’s like family. And we wish 

him the best of luck with The Brooklyn Star.” 

---------------- 

“The one thing I’ve noticed, over any restaurant in the Momofuku chain and all the 

people who came in, is that Momofuku tends to suck the fun out of human beings.” 

Brooklyn Star line cook Justin Burchill, usually a positive, happy-go-lucky personality, is 

clearly less forgiving of the changes that took hold of the Momofuku group when it began to 

expand. “They say they encourage inspiration, but if you pick something that isn’t what they 

want to hear, they shoot it down immediately,” he says darkly. Burchill interned at Ssam Bar 

during his studies at the Culinary Institute of America. He describes an oppressive kitchen 

environment that wielded harsh verbal punishment for anyone who fell short of Chang’s 

standards. “Most everyone who was on the opening team isn’t there anymore,” Burchill says. 

Although offered a position at Ssam Bar after graduation, he chose instead to go with Baca and 

open the original Brooklyn Star. 

Russ Woodall, the Brooklyn Star front-of-house manager, was also inducted into the New 

York food scene through a position with Momofuku. “That was during the time when Ssam Bar 

was getting the New York Times’ “Best Restaurant of the Year” -- that was when everything was 

happening,” he drawls. However, after eight months as a wait staff captain at Ssam Bar and 

Noodle Bar, Woodall left to take a job a fine-dining restaurant in Tribeca. He says, “After a 

certain amount of time, I decided that that wasn’t the group of people I wanted to align myself 

with permanently.” 

Burchill chuckles: “That’s kind of why all of us left to work for Quino.” 
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If Momofuku’s kitchen left these employees bitter against Chang, The Brooklyn Star 

turned them into Baca loyalists. Baca’s crew describes their leader as an astonishingly hands-on 

and humble team player, as well as a good friend -- not to mention a talented cook. “You see 

chefs’ names attached to these restaurants, and they’re not there in the kitchen working.” 

Woodall frowns. “I don’t know too many other places where the head chef is here as much as 

Quino is.” 

Sam Glinn, a cook who worked with Baca at both Momofuku and the original Brooklyn 

Star, says that, unlike many chefs, Baca “gets down with the cooks and really leads by example. 

He’s always working right next to you.”   

“He works hard. He’s very hands-on,” seconds Simon Gibson, Baca’s new partner in The 

Brooklyn Star.  “He does everything himself – probably does too much himself – but that’s all 

part of him.”  

The Brooklyn Star team is a tight-knit group – “like family,” according to Glinn – that 

shares Baca’s main goal: to give diners a three-star-restaurant meal, but at reasonable prices and 

with neighborhood-style service. “When you come in to eat you know that we’re going to be 

here,” Woodall says. “It’s gonna be Quino there, it’s gonna be Russ waiting tables, it’s gonna be 

Simon bartending.” These are guys you’d want to grab a beer with after they serve you your 

dinner. 

Baca describes the mantra of his restaurant simply: “It’s no-frills, no-bullshit. We just do 

everything the best we can, with the best ingredients we can get and as much integrity as 

possible.” 

Gibson adds, “It’s kind of what every restaurant should be.” 

---------------- 

With its glossy dark wood and raised side tables, the small front room of the new place is 

immediately reminiscent of the original Brooklyn Star. Although the full-length windows that 

face the street can fold up to make it more airy in the summer, right now, in the heart of winter, 
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the old-fashioned bar is decadently cozy. It conjures up visions of ducking inside on a bitterly 

cold day for a soothing glass of whiskey, and unwinding with the pleasant company of either 

neighborhood friends or just Gibson behind the bar.  

Walking through to the back room, the mood shifts: it’s bright and open, founded on a 

palette of light-colored wood and bright white walls. The banquettes that frame the sides of the 

room are painted a classy blue-gray, but the picnic-bench style seats keep things feeling rustic. 

And, once it’s finished, the long dining table that Baca is building will be the centerpiece of the 

room, made precisely for the friendly, family-style eating that he strives to encourage. 

This venue comes with a storied history: it once housed Crisci’s, the legendary restaurant 

that served as the base of operations for mobster James “Jimmy Nap” Napoli from the 1950’s 

through the seventies. “All the old Italian guys in the neighborhood will talk your ear off if you 

stop to talk about it,” Baca says, smiling. For the past few years, the space had been occupied by 

the Lazy Catfish, a bar that catered to the young hipster set with vomit-inducing drink specials. 

The residents in this idyllic section of Williamsburg weren’t thrilled about all the “smoking and 

fighting and puking,” Baca says. “We’re more intent on bringing it back to a neighborhood 

place.”  

When it opens in late January, diners will find The Brooklyn Star just a few blocks from 

the original space, on the corner of Lorimer and Conselyea. The extra steps make a difference: 

this location is near a major intersection and two subway stops, which should guarantee more 

foot traffic than the former side-street location ever saw. And they’re ready to accommodate: in 

total, the new Brooklyn Star will be able to seat four times as many people as the old one could.  

The kitchen situation has been upgraded, too. At the original restaurant, there was barely 

enough space for the busy cooks to function. “I was peeling shrimp in my living room,” Baca 

remembers. Now, with the massive rear kitchen and the addition of a prep space downstairs – 

and the necessary extra staff to go with it – the crew should face few limitations on their culinary 

creativity.  
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As for the old location, the 110-year-old oven that caused The Brooklyn Star so much 

trouble is burning once again. Baca has teamed up with the owners of Roberta’s, a venerable 

pizza establishment in Bushwick, to build a classic slice shop in the space. Humbly named Best 

Pizza, the tiny parlor has been welcomed by the historically Italian neighborhood from the day it 

opened in early October. “When we made the first pizza in here, right away you could see how 

beautifully it cooked,” says Frank Pinello, the 28 year-old, Brooklyn-born pizzaiola whom Baca 

and his partners chose to run the place. “Me, Quino, and Chris [Parachini, one of Roberta’s 

owners], we were like, ‘This is it, man.’” 

Now that Baca officially owns two restaurants in Williamsburg, one might wonder if he’s 

planning a Brooklyn empire to rival that of Chang’s Momofuku-saturated Manhattan. At this, 

Baca snorts and shakes his head. “I think we’re probably gonna do another ‘our’ restaurant or 

something,” he says, referring to a second restaurant-and-bar collaboration between him and 

Gibson. But he doesn’t have any imperialist intentions or west-coast expansion plans; he’s 

simply too restless to not always be working on a new project. “We’ll get bored once we get up 

and running. I think we’re too stubborn just to sit back.” 

As for now, his energy is solely focused on the second chance he has to establish The 

Brooklyn Star. With a blank canvas of a space, a kitchen straight out of a chef’s dream, and a 

formidable team strengthened by his new bartending partner, Baca is eager to see where things 

go. “The old Brooklyn Star only had eight months under it, so it’s kinda hard to have too much 

of an identity,” he laughs. “It’s a whole new place now – and hopefully we’ll get more than eight 

months before things go bad.” 

Still, the inherent spirit of The Brooklyn Star, personified by Baca and his crew, will 

remain unchanged. In his matter-of-fact fashion, Baca shrugs his shoulders and says, “We’re just 

gonna do what we know how to do, and hopefully people will appreciate it.”  


