Brotzeit Lokal Boathaus and Biergarten

1000 Embarcadero, Oakland, CA

http://brotzeitbiergarten.com/menu/ 

Review date: February 12, 2015

Long ago we occasionally patronized a funky place called the Oyster Reef, south of Oakland's Jack London Square/Embarcadero. Oyster Reef was an old-time bar that was also a full-service restaurant. Although the food wasn't great, some of the dishes they offered were reasonably good, courtesy of a Chinese cook who happened to be skilled at sautéing shrimp over pasta and making a decent clam chowder.

But eventually time and a recession caught up with Oyster Reef, and they went dark in 2012. It had become increasingly dilapidated, so the new owners put in considerable elbow grease to renovate it into Oakland's first biergarten. 
The location is easy to find if you know it's there. But you can't see it from the road or the 880 freeway. So although thousands of people drive past it every day, less than a hundred yards away, hardly anyone realizes there was, and is, a restaurant here. It's easiest to look for the nice big "Executive Inn & Suites" sign. Brotzeit Lokal shares the parking lot entrance, and is the modest one-story building just beyond and to the west side of the hotel proper.

Brotzeit Lokal's owners, Lev Delaney and Tony Granieri, managed to drum up considerable press attention about their opening. They emphasized the fun factor of having their own dock. "You can sail right up to the restaurant!"

Brotzeit has been favorably reviewed by both professional and consumer reviewers. I would guess they have pulled a fair amount of business away from Speisekammer/Alameda, previously Oakland's nearest biergarten. Oakland magazine liked Brotzeit in Dec 2013: http://www.oaklandmagazine.com/Oakland-Magazine/December-2013/Review-Brotzeit-Lokal-Boathouse-Biergarten/. Luke Tsai, East Bay Express gave them a thumb's up as well: http://www.eastbayexpress.com/oakland/brotzeit-lokal/Location?oid=3568982
The white tablecloths and dining room chairs are gone, replaced by wood slab picnic tables and benches. If you want to sit on chairs, there are a few counter seats. Otherwise, your only option is "inside or outside?" They have a large plastic-tented patio which essentially doubles their seating space.

We were interested in trying Brotzeit but hadn't gotten around to it, when I read an announcement that the restaurant had hired two new chefs: Chef Michelle (formerly of Suppenküche, Speisekammer, and others) and Chef Cesar (formerly of Shakewell). Two weeks later, one of the on-line food bloggers said she was putting a group together to try Brotzeit. 

This was the proverbial two-birds-with-one-stone solution. We could try Brotzeit with a modest group of diners, enabling us to try more of the menu than if it were just the two of us. I sent in our Meet-Up reservation to the East Bay Dish blogger/hostess, Christina Mitchell. We joined up with the group on a Thursday evening. Three of them – Christina, Tracy and Nathan – live in Oakland (actually very close to us). The fourth, Eddy, lives in Hercules but likes to come to Oakland to try new restaurants, as he used to live here and thus is familiar with the various neighborhoods. 

It wasn't super-crowded, which was fortunate as service started off poorly. We had a new waitress on her very first day. She could neither answer any questions about the menu nor knew her job particularly well. The hostess had put a water bottle on the table but nothing else. The table was set for four, not six. Carlos, Eddy and I sat down to wait for the others.
The waitress came over and asked, "Can I bring you anything to drink?"

Surprised that she hadn't noticed the table lacked any glassware, I replied, "Well, yes, you could bring us some glasses for the water."

Fortunately a more experienced waitress stepped in to handle our table and did a very good job. It isn't easy for six strangers to agree on what to order in a strange restaurant, so it took us more time than usual to decide. We didn't order very much food, agreeing to share tastes of everything. It was probably about half the amount of food Carlos and I proportionately would order by ourselves.

The others were mostly unfamiliar with German food, although Eddy had been to Speisekammer once, so long ago he could barely remember what he ate. Finally we decided on three dishes to start sharing: the Kasespaetzle (spaetzle with Gruyere and caramelized onion shreds), the Kartelhoffelpuffer (potato pancakes) with applesauce and sour cream, and the Pickle Bowl (pickled egg with seasonal pickled vegetables).

I think the others liked the potato pancakes and spaetzle, but we found them inferior to Speisekammer. The pancakes had a different texture, more like mashed than the thin julienned potato strings of Speisekammer.  The spaetzle lacked sufficient salt, which was odd because as it turned out, the sausages all had a ton of sodium.

The Pickle Bowl was a monumental failure. I've never had such a poor selection of ingredients, left in massively thick pieces, with acidic vinegar and beet-red coloring. The beets and fennel(!) were raw, meaning tough big chunks in a pickling so strong, everything tasted the same, even the hard-boiled egg. Compared to the exquisite, careful delicacy of Speisekammer's pickled vegetables, Brotzeit's dish was like the work of a manic ten year-old on his first-ever foray into the kitchen.

After that, we ordered the small sausage platter. Additional sausages can be added for $4 apiece. So we added one each of all the sausages types to try (save for the vegan, which none of us had any interest in). We sampled the following sausages, which Brotzeit hypes as (mostly) housemade:

Andouille – (Made by Caggiano, Petaluma CA) Smoked pork, very spicy.

This had an enormous dose of thyme in it, almost too much. It would be fine in a Creole dish, not so good with German sauerkraut. Medium spicy, despite the "very spicy" label.

Bratwurst – Traditional all pork, white wine, herbs, cream and nutmeg

A softer brat than I'm accustomed to, again a little heavy on the main spice which was nutmeg for this one. Not bad, but very salty. I'm not sure if the wine made it taste sour, or if the sausage itself was starting to be "off".

Bockwurst – Chicken & Pork -Traditional German. White wine, chervil, juniper

This is one sausage where Carlos prefers the smoother, more homogenized filling that commercial sausage makers do. I did like the flavors of it, which showed off the high quality meats used. 

Jalapeno chicken – Spicy, all chicken

About as non-German as it gets. Nonetheless if you like a spicy, mild-meat sausage, this one is as good as you can find. Two people, Tracy and Christina, voted this their favorite.

Knackwurst – Mild flavor, coarse grind, beer & juniper.

On the website the menu says the knackwurst is pork. At the restaurant, the little placard description is more accurate and says it's beef. One taste tells you this is beef, all beef, and nothing but the beef. It's a good, meaty sausage. I voted this as my second favorite.

Wurzige - Spicy, Chicken and Pork

Carlos and I voted this our favorite. It has a more rounded flavor than the Jalapeno Chicken and is more subtly spicy. It's a good balance between the flavors of pork and the chicken. You can taste both, but neither predominates and they enhance one another.
Merguez – All lamb in a narrow sheep casing, spicy, Moroccan spices

Too much vinegar, not enough chiles. It was surprisingly wet in the filling, although we're not certain why. We don't like the homogenized D'Artagnan brand of merguez, but this wasn't much better.
Nurnberger – traditional narrow sausage in a sheep casing, pork, white wine, herbs. Brotzeit does this sausage well, with less sweet spicing than Cafe Europe/SRosa and even Speisekammer's version. It goes particularly well with sauerkraut. It's the German original of our American pork breakfast sausage. Eddy and Nathan voted this their favorite.

Nathan remarked that all the sausages seemed to have a rather dry texture, which I explained was due to the lean meat nowadays. Unless the sausage maker specifically adds more lard, lean meat makes for a dry, crumbly sausage texture. It is a negative if you are ordering many different types of sausages here. They have a tendency to all seem alike, save for different levels of spice or chile-heat, because of the similarities of texture as you're chewing.

There was a small heap of sauerkraut on the platter. Brotzeit does a good job on the housemade sauerkraut, rinsing it once and cooking it with a bit of dried caraway seed. There were a few raw radish slices on the side of the plate. 

We looked at the dessert menu and decided to continue sharing everything. We tried all three: chocolate pot du crème, caramel bread pudding, and apple strudel. The bread pudding was the firm type, although it was reasonably well soaked with custard. The pot du crème had a good deep chocolate flavor, nicely judged on the sugar scale between sweet dark and bittersweet. The strudel, however, was an epic fail despite the waitress' praise saying this was her favorite. As an apple tart it was fine...but in no way was this a strudel. 
Strudel is related to the Ottoman Empire's famed baklava, and came to Austria via Turkish cuisine to Hungarian, and then from Hungarian to Austrian cuisine, which is heavily influenced by classic French haut cuisine. Strudel dough these days is subbed for by filo, so ubiquitous that every neighborhood market carries a box of commercially produced sheets of frozen thin dough. 
At one time strudel dough was the epitome of the baker's art in the 18th and 19th century of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Like filo, strudel pastry is supposed to be stretched so thin during pastry-making, it is possible to read a newspaper through it.

Brotzeit Lokal's strudel has a pastry dough crust, similar to a pie. It is reasonably tasty, but it isn't strudel or filo dough. There is no flakiness or any layers to it. Carlos found this very disappointing, as he loves strudel. 

In summary, Brotzeit Lokal is appealing to a different crowd than rival Speisekammer. The food looks good, but Brotzeit is first and foremost a bar, with food intended to fill your stomach so you can keep on drinking.

In contrast, Speisekammer is a real restaurant which also serves a good variety of beers. Speisekammer's owner gives careful attention to all details of food, brews, and staff. Brotzeit makes all the right noises about the provenance of their food, but doesn't spend on quality or execution the way its more-established rival does.

From a service standpoint there is no comparison. Speisekammer's professional, efficient staff is well-trained and knows the menu thoroughly. Brotzeit Lokal is minimally staffed and knows very little about the food they're serving.

Which biergarten you choose will depend on what you're looking for. You can probably guess which one we'll be visiting. 
It won't have a dock.

Group dinner, we split the bill according to the drinks everyone chose. Carlos and I paid $25 each as our share, having had two iced teas and two coffees – the latter, btw, is very good.


