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2023 Hall of Fame Inductee Survey

1. Organization:  Smoke House Restaurant         

2. Name of top executive submitting responses to this survey:  Martha Spencer, Owner

3. Year founded, original location and original name: Established in 1946 as Smoke House at the corner of Pass and Riverside Dr., Burbank 

    4.Brief description/bio of the company: 
The Smoke House was founded by three Lockheed employees, Jim Stockton (promoter & front man), Jack Monroe (cook) and silent partner Bill Storey in 1946. (Interestingly enough, the restaurant that began as a barbeque house quickly dropped the concept because they could never get the type of smoke pit they wanted.) The restaurant proved an immediate success, filling its 46 seats nightly. Looking for larger quarters, the owners found The Red Coach Inn just up the street across from Warner Bros. at 4420 Lakeside Dr. (its current location). Originally built by Danny Kaye in 1947, he abandoned plans to open because he couldn’t build a big enough dance floor. The Smoke House moved there in 1948, and continued to flourish in Burbank’s bustling bedroom community.

By 1952, Chef John L. Sullivan’s unique recipe for garlic bread made the Smoke House the largest purveyor of French bread west of the Mississippi. In 1955, famed southern California architect, Wayne McAllister was hired to renovate the restaurant, increasing its size from 6,000 to 18,000 sq. ft., seating over 500 guests. Its proximity to the Studios made it the de facto “Hollywood watering hole” for celebrities and studio workers alike.
In the 70’s & 80’s, entertainment shows in the lounge became big evening draws, featuring groups like the Ink Spots, The Drifters and The Captain & Tennille. In 1983, Lee Spencer and Pat Haney became the Smoke House business owners, and started the first Sunday brunch in the SF Valley (when only country clubs and hotels were doing it). Though the restaurant was sold to Jim Lucero in 1993, Lee Spencer and his wife, Martha, bought it back in 2003. Lee died in 2016, leaving Martha Spencer the sole and current owner. 

Known for its 1940’s red leather booths and crisp white tablecloths, this venerable eatery continues to proudly serve locals, entertainers and dignitaries well into its seventh decade.

4. How did the Smoke House make it through the pandemic? Needless to say, the restaurant industry was one of the hardest hit by COVID-19. After being totally shut down, we had to reinvent the way we conducted our business to meet all the stringent health protocols from table spacing to buying tents for outdoor dining and handling a booming to-go take-out business. We have nothing but extreme gratitude for our staff, from dishwashers to management, for making all these transitions possible, enabling us to not only survive, but thrive in 2023. We also can’t say enough about the way surrounding communities supported us by their patronage. 

5. Do you have any stories or highlights of your company that you would like to share? So many to share here, but a few interesting ones: George Clooney was a late night regular when filming ER at Warner Bros. years ago. He was such a fan, he named his production company “Smoke House.” Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In had its offices across the street, and virtually used the Smoke House as a commissary and off-site clubhouse. Sally Field often had lunch here in her Flying Nun costume.  (See “Tales From the Smoke House” on YouTube for more.)  

6. Original mission of the Smoke House: To serve “Fine Food at a Fair Price”, followed by our added slogan since the 2003, “where every diner is treated like a star!”

7. Current mission (if different than original) of the Smoke House:

8.  What makes the Smoke House unique: World famous garlic bread with a proprietary cheese recipe that is still under lock & key after all these years, coupled with its 1940’s classic mystique that literally takes you back in time. Photos of celebrities who’ve visited since the 40’s adorn the walls of the restaurant & lounge areas.

9. What is something the Smoke House is famous or known for? Its garlic bread, of course, as well as receiving accolades as one of the few true dinner houses remaining in southern California. In 2021, a LA Times reader’s poll voted us the Best Steakhouse in the SF Valley, and in 2022, the same honor, but in all of southern California. 

10. What you think the Smoke House means to the Valley: It’s a treasured place to bring friends & family for daily dining, or to celebrate those all important birthdays, anniversaries, memorial services and company parties. It truly offers a comfortable setting for any occasion that is enhanced by our high quality service. 

11. Favorite thing about the Valley: The people who live and work here. It’s wonderful to see small businesses flourish, along with the large entertainment companies. There is still a sense of a local neighborhood that we cherish & enjoy. Our lobby features photos of Burbank over the years that serve as our homage to our home base. 

12. Vision for the Valley: The possibilities for our communities to grow and thrive are very real, indeed. Referencing how we pulled together to get through the pandemic is an indicator of the Valley’s strength and spirit. Onward & upward!  
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