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A 
“grotto,” by definition, is 
a small cave, and there is 
indeed something about 
downtown Billings, Mon-

tana’s vegan, gluten-free kombucha bar 
that seems like a striking alcove from 
the outside world. The spacious, high-
ceilinged, and modern interior features 
a long, purple-lit bar, gold metal seats 
and chairs, and a white couch. It’s a 
sleek, metropolitan space in a city full of 
breweries and bustling bars. 

The Grotto is a haven for diners 
with dietary restrictions or prefer-
ences in the meat-and-beer country of 
Central Montana.

Montana is split into the trendier 
western half and the more rural eastern 
half, with Billings as the mid-point in 
more than just geography. The Grotto, 
which opened in December 2018, is one 
of many businesses that hope to see the 
city grow into more of a hotspot that 
attracts tourists. 

As Billings’ only kombucha bar, 
The Grotto offers a surprisingly 
diverse selection of flavors on tap, 
including combinations like lemon-
grass mint basil, ginger turmeric, 
and passion orange guava. The 
taproom provides bottles of its 
kombucha to go, as well as a monthly 

subscription of 64-oz. growlers for 
the hardcore fans.

While the business doesn’t serve 
alcohol, customers are just steps away 
from a boozy beverage.

The Grotto is nestled in a large 
corner building directly across the hall 
from the also recently opened Asylum 
Distillery, which sells locally made 
moonshine. Grotto patrons can look 
through the glass at people drinking 
at the bar in Asylum, and vice versa. 
It’s not unheard of for some diners 
to pick up a tall glass of kombucha 
at the Grotto and bring it over for an 
alcoholic twist. 
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While kombucha makes an excel-
lent mixer, the taproom also caters to 
those with strong faith in kombucha’s 
healing properties.

The Grotto’s most expensive offering 
is a one trillion CFU (colony-forming 
units) $26 probiotic beverage, which 
the menu claims will “restore the mi-
crobiome you were born with, aid diges-
tive health and rebalance gut flora.”

The beverage menu comes from a 
place of passion.

Twenty-eight-year-old co-owner Ash-
ley Klaus, who shares the title with her 
younger sister, Katie, says she’s been 
drinking kombucha for years.

“Where most people have a cof-
fee habit, I had a kombucha habit,” 
she says. “That was kind of where The 
Grotto started, is really that root of an 
obsession with kombucha.”

The Grotto boasts a total of 15 rotat-
ing flavors on tap, all sourced from 
Valley Isle Kombucha in Hawaii. That’s 
where Klaus says she developed a fond-
ness for this particular strain of kom-
bucha, which she says is the best she’s 
ever tasted. She says the next step was 
getting her sister Katie to sample it too. 

“She was instantly sold after being 
very unconvinced...for quite a long 
time, but it was with that first taste, 

that’s really kind of what solidified it for 
us,” says Klaus. “[We decided] that was 
not only something that we were going 
to carry, but that was actually all we 
were going to carry, because it was head 
and shoulders above everything else.”

The Grotto is now the first and only 
location in the continental U.S. to offer 
Valley Isle Kombucha.

Klaus’ kombucha habit is for more 
than just taste. She has celiac disease 
and various food allergies; when she 
was first introduced to kombucha, 
she noticed it helped her symptoms 
before she had even diagnosed her 
health issues.
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Kombucha tea is a fermented drink made up of 
yeast and bacteria. The resulting brew is probiotic, 
and some drink it for its antioxidant and antimi-
crobial features. Others use it to substitute sugary 
sodas or alcoholic beverages. However, as a cure-all 
for health issues, the scientific evidence has been 
inconclusive thus far.

A South Korean academic study released last year 
indicates that kombucha could have been helpful in 
fighting non-alcoholic fatty liver disease in mice. A 
2017 British report linked kombucha consumption to 
a 54-year-old asthmatic woman’s onset of lactic aci-
dosis, which is overproduction of acid on a metabolic 
level. Human trials are limited, so it’s difficult to 
come to any conclusion.

On the business side of things, kombucha tea is far 
from a sure bet—at least in certain parts of the country.

Klaus says that while both kombucha and 
 veganism are big in Western Montana cities like 
Missoula and Bozeman, some people in the Billings 
area were skeptical.

“It’s in that vein of things, that people hear ‘healthy, 
vinegar, fermented tea’ and they also hear ‘vegan’ and 
they also think kale with a side of kale,” she says.

The Grotto is not that.
Billings diners may be accustomed to getting 

more food for their dollar, but food at The Grotto is 
thoughtful and well-presented.

A fresh-made margherita pizza with a cashew-based 
ricotta substitute runs $24 and can either be an indi-
vidual entrée or group appetizer. A Vietnamese spring 
roll plate features four squat rolls served with sprigs 
of fresh herbs and slices of pink watermelon radish. 
Other satisfying items on the menu are ceviche, cap-
rese, and tartare—all with a vegan twist. 

Café Crossroads

KOMBUCHA FLOAT: cherry cola kombucha topped 
with Frozen Coconut’s non-dairy frozen dessert. 
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The Klaus sisters are thinking about the next step. 
Ashley Klaus says people from other parts of Mon-

tana, and even outside of the state, have expressed 
interest in seeing The Grotto expand.

“When we started this, we had no idea how impact-
ful it was going to be. It was just something we really 
loved, and we wanted to share it,” said Klaus. “The 
outreach we’ve had has been incredible, so we feel 
really humbled and honored.” FC

GROTTO GOODIES: flight of kombucha, nitro cold 
brew coffee, cacao and hazelnut-spread toast, and 
arugula and Thai basil salad.  

I’M YOUR HUCKLEBERRY: vegan huckleberry tart 
served with huckleberry kombucha.  

PHOTOS: INSTAGRAM @THEGROTTOMT

The Grotto
2223 Montana Avenue
Billings, MT
406-969-2232

www.thegrottomt.com
Sunday, 10 a.m.–6 p.m.; 
Mon.–Thur., 12–8 p.m.; 
Friday, 10 a.m.–2 p.m.


