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Benny’s Bistro
Locavore eating with 
an international twist

Step into Benny’s Bistro on a Saturday night—say, when Rio or the Ersatz 
Brothers are serving up live jazz tunes. If it’s winter the windows will be 
steamy. Conversation rumbles and riffs among the tables like another 
layer of music. The air itself carries fragrances of seasonings, soup, a steak 
done rare and perfect. You breathe it in, find a table, and order up a glass 

of Ten Spoon Moonlight pinot noir. There is only one place in the world you could 
be, and it’s right here.
	 Benny’s Bistro, nestled into a butter-cream building on a side street of historic 
downtown Helena, is a restaurant dedicated to giving customers a unique taste of the 
land they live in. Dive into a grilled lamb seasoned with garlic and fresh rosemary, 
mint, and pine-nut relish. This is the taste of the Hilger Valley grasslands, north 
of Helena, where Benny’s buys all their lamb. Or savor their hand-made Chicken 
and Mushroom Crepe drizzled in sherry cream sauce, and taste chicken from the 
Milford Colony, mushrooms from the black soil of Clancy, and scallions from the 
local farmer’s market. 
	 “I’m really excited about feeding people great food made from almost 
exclusively local ingredients,” says Benny’s owner and main chef, Margaret Corcoran. 
Corcoran buys whole animals—a cow, a pig, a sheep—from local ranchers, then 
designs her menu around showing off the different cuts of meat in dishes from all over 
the world. She uses the whole animal, in steaks, roasts, tetrazzinis, or international 
dishes, before buying another. 
“Bigger restaurants can’t do this—their volume is too high. Or they always have to 
offer the same cuts of meat every night. But we can do it, and I love it.”
	 She browses the local farmer’s market, chats daily with organic farmers from 
Arlee to Hamilton, orders Chevre and ricotta cheeses from Belgrade, and even focuses 
on wines from the Northwest. 
“I love being able to tell people where their carrots and potatoes come from,” Corcoran 
says. “I also like the challenge of the local restaurateur—to design menu items and 
catering dishes that highlight what’s available in season right here.”
	 Benny’s menu is as adventuresome as Corcoran’s imagination. She offers 
Indian curried vegetables over basmati rice with chutney, toasted cashews, yogurt, 
and mint chutney served with Garam Masala spiced chicken or lamb. Or dip into 
Seattle’s waterfront region with a serving of oysters delicately pan-fried. You can often 
get wild Alaska troll-caught salmon, delivered by a fisherman-friend, which Corcoran 
serves lightly glazed in brown sugar and Dijon mustard and oven-baked until it melts 
against your tongue. But most of her food comes from producers she knows well and 
looks in the eye every week. 

Benny’s Bistro owner, Margaret Corcoran. Benny’s is located in a lovely historic  

building at 106 E. 6th Ave.,  Helena, MT.   (406) 443-0105                                       Chad Trettin
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	 Once a month, Corcoran takes her menu traveling 
around the world. She’ll offer a four-course prix fixe meal from 
a chosen spot on the globe—Cuba, Argentina, Saigon, Mumbai, 
you name it. Now the challenge is to present locally grown fare 
in international recipes that delight the palette. “Our Night in 
Casablanca was one of the most popular,” Corcoran says. “This 
weekend is a Night in Samoa, because there’s a guy on our staff 
who’s from Samoa. We’re pretty excited about that one.”
	 Local fare with an international flair is Corcoran’s 
specialty. And looking back on her career as a chef, you can 
see where she got her culinary audacity. A native of St. Ignatius 

(“And there aren’t many of us!” she says), Corcoran started out 
in a Missoula bakery in the 1970s while she studied ancient 
languages and philosophy. She moved with her husband, Jim 
Madden, to Boston in 1978 and worked as a pastry chef at the 
Ritz-Carlton, where she learned classical desserts and rose to 
head pastry chef. At that point she leapt off the scholarly track 
and dove head-first into the culinary world. The two soon 
headed west to Seattle, where Corcoran baked at a French 
boulangerie for five years, taking time off to study French bread 
and pastry-making at the Institute National de la Boulangerie 
in Lyon, France. 
	 Back in Helena in the 1980s she worked as a pastry chef 
at Pasta Pantry and Park Avenue Bakery until, in 1994, a new 
sandwich shop called Benny’s came up for sale. 
	 “It was a great little lunch spot serving the heart of 
downtown,” she remembers. “It had this jazzy theme with old 
saxes and clarinets and jazz posters on the wall. Good food, 
great theme, fast service, very simple.”
	 Corcoran liked the jazz theme, and kept it. She has 
always stayed faithful to the lunch crowd’s time limits. But the 
simple part disappeared long ago. 
	 “I like to say I took something simple and made it as 
complicated as I could,” she laughs. “We immediately started 
baking everything from scratch, from bread to desserts. Then 
we started to do some light suppers, and branched out into 
catering. Pretty soon we outgrew that little space.”
	 In 2000 the old Goody Shop bakery closed and Corcoran 

scooped up its historic building, featuring old brick walls, 
ancient wiring, and a 15-foot baking table that had produced 
thousands of wedding cakes for Helena brides. The table’s 
maple top, they say, came from a Fort Benton bowling alley 
floor. Corcoran gutted the place and redesigned it with an open 
kitchen, small eating counter, two-level dining room with room 
for her husband’s grand piano, and a bakery in the back. Today, 
half of the Goody Shop’s baking table serves as a dining table 
for large parties; the other half groans under the dessert chef’s 
hands back in the bakery. Saxes, trumpets, and clarinets still 
hang on the wall, and the place reflects an Art-Deco feel—even 
down to the Balsamic-dipped bread course served on 30s-era 
party plates. 
	 Helenans know Benny’s as a homey hangout as much 
as a culinary delight. Cold days draw locals in for the signature 
tomato-basil soup; hot days bring them in for a special sandwich 
or the perennially favorite Greek salad. Any lunch time, you’ll 
see a few regulars sitting up at the counter (“We call them our 
‘counter intelligence,’” says Corcoran) reading the paper, razzing 
the chef, and sometimes scoring a special treat to taste-test.

Helenans know Benny’s as 
a homey hangout as much 
as a culinary delight.

BELOW: Margaret Corcoran challenges herself to design menu 

items that highlight what’s available in season from local farm-

ers and ranchers.  RIGHT: Comfort food, exquisitely made.

Krys Holmes



Signature Montana 71

      
Elegantly restored with luxurious guestrooms & suites commanding 

impressive views traveled long ago by Lewis & Clark.

Dine in the award winning Union Grille restaurant 
featuring Montana Regional Cuisine

  
406-622-1882      Reservations - 888-838-1882

info@grandunionhotel.com     www.grandunionhotel.com

       	 But for the four nights a week when dinner is served at 
Benny’s, even the locals consider it a special treat. Where else 
can you get a Smoked Trout Martini—Montana-smoked Idaho 
trout and seasoned cream cheese with capers, served in a martini 
glass? Or Corcoran’s favorite dish: beef stroganoff, made from 
her mother’s recipe using whatever cut of beef happens to be 
fresh and local. 
	 “I come from a long line of good home cooks,” she says, 
“and my mom’s stroganoff was the best. It’s comforting, it’s 
classy, and I can tell you where every ingredient came from.”
	 When Benny’s hosts a fund-raising dinner for a local 
arts organization, as they do for Artisan Ballet, early and late 
seatings fill up fast. 
	 “Lots of us know that Margaret is just as dedicated to 
the community as she is to the food,” says customer Marilyn 
Alexander, who became a fan after Benny’s began offering 
fund-raising dinners for Marilyn’s employer, the Myrna Loy 
Center for the Performing and Media Arts. Alexander’s favorite: 
Country Meatloaf (featuring beef from the Bay Ranch of Wolf 
Creek), with garlic mashed Bausch potatoes (from Whitehall) 
and Benny’s own home-made focaccia.
	 “I came in one day in June when it was snowing and 
windy outside,” Alexander says. “It was heaven—comfort food, 
exquisitely made, and locavore all in the same dish.”

	 Back to that glass of pinot noir, a piquant organic 
dram from Ten Spoon vineyard in Missoula. Tonight’s special 
is Chicken Paprikash, a Transylvanian dish (it is, after all, 
Halloween.) Rennan and Rex Rieki are on deck with jazz piano 
and bass. Outside the steamy windows, temperatures are falling 
into the teens and a brisk wind is picking up. Sounds like a good 
time for that tomato-basil soup. SM

~Krys Holmes is author of Montana: Stories of the 
Land, a 2008 Montana Book Award Honor Book, and 
is the Montana history textbook statewide. 


