
4

GOLD STAR BEER COUNTER A  P R O F I L E

old Star Beer Counter burst onto the beer scene in New York this summer on July 4th, o�ering 
a rotating rare draft and bottle list and also supplying growlers and bottles to-go in Prospect 
Heights, Brooklyn. It entered a New York beer-bar culture that is at once expansive and limited. 

�e amount of everyday bars changing their draft focus to local craft and the well-known national 
craft producers seems to be growing every day. I can walk two blocks from Grand Central and �nd, 
at the very minimum, a nice pint of Founders or Firestone Walker, and it seems that after Bell�s 
became available a year and a half ago, it has now become the house IPA at almost every bar in 
Brooklyn. To me, this is great. I know when I have to meet someone in almost any neighborhood 
we can pick a random spot and there will be something I want to drink. On the other hand, it also 
makes those brands less enticing; and when I am looking for a place to spend some time or to 
recommend to someone looking to explore the local beer scene, the options are fewer and scattered 
across the city. 

�e amount of what one could call �destination� beer bars, or places that one would travel outside 
of your neighborhood for has grown as well, but is also a tight and interrelated group of owners 
and bartenders. �is is one of the reasons I was surprised when Gold Star opened. Josh and 
Maria Van Horn were not coming from one of the bars I already frequented, but striking out on 
their �rst venture and longtime dream of owning their own beer bar. To be honest, when I heard 
this and Googled the address, I assumed I knew what I would be able to get on draft there, but 
was surprised when I �rst walked in. In addition to some of the expected local producers like 
Other Half and those from further a�eld like Prairie Artisanal Ales (that I was excited but not 
surprised to see), there were producers like De Ranke and Schlenkerla on draft which added a 
depth to the list and made it di�erent from most other beer bars in the area.

I decided this prompted a sit down with Joshua to get the backstory on what brought Gold Star 
to life.

DC :: Gold Star opened with a bang on July 4th this summer. From talking with you and the 
reaction from people in the neighborhood, it seems like the bar was a long time in the works, 
but from the beer scene you sort of came out of the blue and have had a great reaction and a 
sought-after draft list. Can you tell me a little about the process of getting open and running? 
What obstacles you faced and how you decided on the concept of both a bar and retail-outlet in 
this neighborhood?

JVH :: �e rumors are true: opening bars/restaurants in NYC is extremely di�cult. And like small 
business owners before us, we ran into countless obstacles along the way. �e list of what held 
us up is long and boring; but if I had to boil it down, I�d say that every city agency you have to go 
through (Department of Buildings, State Liquor Authority, Landmark Preservation Commission, 
etc), adds about 3 months to your project � and you have to deal with several of those agencies 
before you even break ground.  �e idea of combining a beer shop and a bar was exciting because 
it�s a pretty new concept in New York. �is type of hybrid is possible because of the liquor license 
known as �Eating Place Beer�, which allows customers to drink beer in-house or take it to go, but 
have no wine or spirits. As residents of Prospect Heights, we saw a need in the community for a 
place to hang out and/or buy great beer and cider. Our goal was to create an inviting neighborhood 
bar with a warm vibe and a diverse beer and cider list that lets you take the party home.   

DC :: You are originally from Michigan, but have spent time working in bars and restaurants 
in Chicago and New York. Your background seems more focused on wine and spirits, so what 
made you want to focus on beer?  

JVH :: My career in the service industry began in Chicago at a neighborhood bar with a great tap 
list, where I worked for almost 5 years. I was hired as a door guy, then moved up to bartender and 
eventually became General Manager. I wanted to continue working in beer-focused bars when I 
moved to NYC in 2010 but wasn�t able to break in. At that time, Brooklyn was rapidly becoming 
the food/cocktail mecca that we know today, and I had the privilege of working at several ground-
breaking establishments with amazing, forward-thinking people. Working at places with such 
great cocktail and wine lists taught me the importance of curating a list, which is now maybe my 
favorite part of my job � I love picking the beers and making a new menu every day at Gold Star.  

DC :: A question we always ask among ourselves in the shop is how many taps should a bar 
have? You chose 16, which seems like a nice medium. Did you think about this when planning 
the bar or did it happen naturally or from construction constraints?  

JVH :: It was very hard for me to decide on the number of taps. My goal was to have enough that 
I could have a wide representation of styles at all times, but not have so many that it would be 
intimidating for customers. 16 taps also lets us rotate the list constantly, and we usually manage 
to tap 1-4 new kegs a day. Last Saturday we ran out of 10 beers, so on Sunday we were able to 
start the day o� with an almost completely new list.  

DC :: To some people the beer market in Brooklyn is saturated or at least growing ever more 
crowded. Was this a worry of yours or do you feel there is still a growing market to feed?  

JVH :: I think that every neighborhood should have at least one spot dedicated to serving fun 
and adventurous beer, and that there is still plenty of room for great beer places to open, thrive 
and meet the needs of their community. Most Brooklyn neighborhoods had craft cocktail bars 
open before they ever got a beer bar, so I get excited when new beer-focused spots pop up. 

DC :: In addition to that, from the very beginning you compiled an interesting draft and 
bottle list. It seems that you make a point of not carrying some of the larger brands within the 
craft world, but focus on a very speci�c mix of local and far-�ung breweries. When you opened, 
did you have a list of breweries that you knew you wouldn�t carry because they were over 
represented, i.e. Founders or Bells?  

JVH :: I love those breweries and think they make great products, but it seems those brands 
already have excellent representation all over the city and our customers have regular access to 
them. Many of the beers we serve have limited availability; so for opening, as the new kid on the 
block, I got my hands on whatever I could. I was thrilled to be able to kick o� Gold Star with such 
great beers and I think our list becomes more interesting with each passing week. 

DC :: And did you have a list of beers or producers you just didn�t see on that many beer 
menus that you wanted to drink and in turn pour for customers?   

JVH :: I do have a list of producers and styles that I gravitate towards. I also love to give 
representation to some of the local brewers in Brooklyn who are making fantastic beers. My goal 
isn�t to have a crazy beer list for the sake of being obscure and di�erent; it�s to have a list that is 
thoughtful and interesting, and have beers that get my customers excited and encourage them to 
get into new beers and brewers.

DC :: What has been the most surprising thing either about the customers or the beer world 
in general you found out after opening?  

JVH :: I can�t believe how adventurous our customers are. People are just as likely to pick up a 
Gose as they are an IPA. Additionally, we never predicted the take-out growler window would be 
such a hit. We have neighbors toting dogs, bikes and strollers on their way home, popping their 
heads in all day and night to grab beers to-go. 

DC :: We have a table beer series at Beer Table where we ask brewers to brew a beer they 
would want to drink everyday. It�s an e�ort to step away from the rare or most sought-after 
beers and a step towards the beers which people in the industry are actually drinking. Have 
you come across a beer you have served that would be your table beer?

JVH :: �is is a hard one because it changes all the time; but we recently had Crooked Stave 
Colorado Wild Sage on tap, and I could drink it all day long. I love a funky, tart Saison � throw in 
some sage and lemongrass and I�m in heaven.
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DOWN
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 2/ VINTAGE
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 5/ TEARS
 6/ MOUSE
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 11/ PULP
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 16/ CLARITY
 19/ ROPE
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odern metropolitan life is built on convenience, and easily taken for granted. We wake up to our iPhone 
alarm, drink small-batch co�ee, and check our Instagram during the commute on Metro-North trains. 
Breakfast meetings are catered, appointments are set by assistants, and late night watching is curated 

by Net�ix. Late for a meeting? Uber. Don�t feel like cooking? Seamless. Looking for a great beer? Beer Table.

�e perks of our modern society allow us to not have to think about how things work, where commodities 
come from and how day-to-day services operate. If I want it, it�s there. What do you mean you don�t have 
Molotov Lite? You ran out of the Grimm Cans already? Supply and demand, and demand, and demand (which 
we are appreciative for, especially for our loyal customers!) I always expect one of my favorite IPA�s to be on 
the shelf at Beer Table, or available at Singlecut around the corner from my apartment. But what happens 
when the hops run out?

As a delicious-tasting beer enthusiast, you have read in this publication or another that craft breweries are 
opening at a pace never before seen in American history. With this growth comes the demand for hops, and 
ideally the ability to secure the hops you are hoping to use with relative ease. If you are a brewery looking for 
sustainable growth in 2015 (and beyond), you must secure a good hop contract. No this isn�t a pun for another 
Double IPA, it�s an important agreement to assure we have good beer at our disposal in the near-future.

So what exactly is a hop contract, and what purpose does it serve? A hop contract is a legal document binding a 
brewer or brewery to take a speci�c amount and type of hop, at a determined price, and for a supplier to make 
sure they deliver on said hops. �e purpose of the contract is to give breweries some peace of mind, knowing 
that their request, in theory, should be honored for a particular quantity and type of hop; it also serves as a 
crucial road map to hop growers allowing them to plant with a number associated to each varietal, allowing 
for a sustainable model for growth. Many brewers are currently being asked for projections into 2020, as some 
varietals can take 3 or more years to harvest properly.

Now let�s say you are a small brewery and want to do a few new IPA�s using some Citra and Amarillo hops � 
wait did you say Citra? Compared to other varieties, you are already playing catch up, as this hop tends to 
underperform in terms of yield. Like any commodity, demand for certain types of hops, because of acreage, 
yield, and even intellectual property, are at a premium. You might be able to get your hands on some Citra in 
the secondary market, but your customers might not like a $14 pint at the brewery.

For this reason, all brewers are encouraged to always sign �future year� contracts, not current year. �e reason 
being is that the terms can change drastically regarding price and quantity. As an example, If you sign a contract 
on December 31st of this year for 2016, you can select 400 pounds of hops, with up to 10 varietals of your 
choosing. Wait until January 1st, and you will likely be forced to purchase a minimum of 900 pounds of EACH 
variety. Like a lot of things in life, the early bird gets the worm. And, like almost every other element of brewing, 
keeping an accurate record of hops used will surely make future projections less complicated.

�e other side of the coin is to play things a little loose, and it may to the bene�t of micro producers who might 
not have the up-front cash for hop contracts. �is is called the spot market, and it represents current hop 
availability and costs for those who are not under contract. If you are paying $1,000 for Amarillo, and someone 
under contract is paying $1,500 the bene�t to not entering a contract is obvious. However, this can encourage 
hop growers to remove acreage from production, raising the possibility of more hop crises in the future. It�s 
almost like insurance, with hop contract market subsidizing the spot market. As a general rule, hop volatility 
can be avoided when breweries are incentivized to use a contract.

All this talk of contracts has made me want to drink a beer. For many of you who spend a majority of your day 
thinking about contracts, liability, insurance.... heck for those of you who just put in any type of really long 
work day, the last thing you might want to do is think more about beer. Whether you are a regular Torpedo fan 
(Magnum, Citra Hops!) or a top-shelf devotee, these incredible aromas and �avors we enjoy, with convenience, 
are the product of great planning, execution, and even more planning. Cheers!

tewart Cox is the founder, owner, and one-man team 
behind Cedar Falls Snack Company. A native North 
Carolinian, he produces snacks out of a production

kitchen in Arkansas that are made solely with beer in 
mind. Hailing from Asheboro specifically, he is privy 
to the competitive and ever-growing beer scenes in 
Charlotte, Raleigh/Durham, and Asheville. Since moving 
out to Arkansas in 2011, he began working with local 
farmers and launched his business earlier this year.  
He currently works with a small peanut farmer who harvests, 
cooks, and packages Cedar Falls� snacks in a little production 
kitchen near the University of Arkansas�s Fayetteville 
campus. Stewart says he tries to call them once a day on his 
way to his other job, and then finishes up the work in the 
evenings and on weekends. It takes dedication to have a full-
time side-job. 

Cedar Falls currently deals with just peanuts in three distinct 
varieties that include beer pairings on the side of the box.  
Mr. Cox says that the pairings are just basic guidelines and 
that he �nds himself going outside his own advice constantly: 

�One thing I always want to keep in mind and share with others 
is to drink what you like, and in our case, eat what you like too�.  
He is a big proponent of always trying something new and 
unusual, something we also push at Beer Table. And try he 

does; the Cedar Falls Snack Co page on Facebook is �lled with 
pictures of whatever new beer Mr. Stewart has picked up 
from his local store or in his travels. His new favorite he says 
is Ozark Brewing Company�s Bourbon Barrel Aged Double 
Cream Stout. 

Mr. Stewart admits that the Cedar Falls Snack test kitchen 
is, in fact, his own kitchen. He designs the snacks and then 
gets his friends to try them out. If everything works well, 
then it�s time to �nd the right farmer and production kitchen 
to make it work. �at�s the method he�s used for the blister 
fried, sugar roasted, and spicy in-shell peanuts so far. Stewart 
says there is new stu� in the works, but nothing to report so 
far; however, his Facebook page seemed to hint at a future 
involving pickles. 

Although it is a small company, you may be able to �nd Cedar 
Falls Snack Co.�s products around the country, from out West, 
to Asheville, and to right here in New York at breweries and 
craft beer stores. �ere is a trail of snacks following Cox as he 
travels around to visit the country�s di�erent beer scenes. He 
describes himself as anything but a salesman, but if someone 
seems interested in carrying his products, he takes care of 
them. �I really just want to focus on having quality snacks and 
being nice to people. If we work hard, make things people like 
and are always genuine, things should take care of themselves,� 
he says, depicting his uno�cial motto. 
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