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Exeter’s Vanished Rock Venues 

Hello – I’m Steve Brown and this is a short podcast about Central Exeter’s Rock Venues – 

some vanished but some which are still thriving today.  

In a way, it’s not much more than a list but, if your misspent youth was misspent in Exeter or 

if you’re just a rock nerd, then it may interest you. The podcast can be walked with or just 

listened to, wherever you are. 

In the mid 60s Exeter had a thriving local group scene and you could see many popular chart 

acts at venues in the city.  

We’re starting at the top of Sidwell Street at a venue that does still exist but which no longer 

hosts rock events. The classic art deco style of the Odeon still stands out from the 

surrounding buildings, although it’s faded a bit over the years. It opened in 37 and survived 

the blitz of 42, but if you look closely you can still see some shrapnel damage. One of the 

locals that I spoke to said that the original Odeon neon could be seen from as far away as 

Haldon and that the arcing of the sign used to interfere with local TV reception. 

In ‘64 and ‘65 the Odeon followed the example of the ABC cinema and, after improving the 

stage and dressing room facilities, put on some shows featuring major artists from those 

years. These included the Stones, The Searchers, Dusty Springfield, Brian Poole and the 

Tremeloes and so on. But its use as a live venue was relatively limited and in ‘72 the Odeon 

was converted into a multiscreen. Nevertheless, it remains an imposing building, and it’s 

worth popping in to have a look inside if you’ve got an opportunity. 

Next we’re heading down Sidwell Street towards the City Centre. Much of the street has 

been rebuilt in the 50s - evidence of the enormous damage it suffered in the blitz. On the 

left, if you look down Summerland Street, you’ll see the Unit One night club, previously the 

Arena and the Venue, which is popular today. And further down we pass The Monkey Suit, 

opposite St Sidwells Chapel – another club which also has some occasional live acts. 

Eventually we reach the John Lewis crossroads. If you stand outside the store entrance 

facing the high street, on your right is the New North Road, where the Theatre Royal used to 

stand on the junction with Longbrook Street. Just past this, where the red brick buildings are 

now, is where the Blue Star Garage stood - and over it was the Athena club. This was a very 

popular small live club where local bands like the Tycoons played back in the 1960s. 

Across the road from John Lewis, where Waterstones is now, is what used to be London Inn 

Square. The Square itself was a relatively small area in front of the New London Inn and was 

broadly where Waterstones is now. 
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The Savoy Cinema stood here from 1936. It survived the blitz and showed movies until it 

became part of the ABC chain in 1960. During the 50s and 60s the Savoy/ABC is warmly 

remembered for presenting many top acts. 

Live shows started in the mid 50s but it wasn’t until 1959 that rock’n’roll was properly 

represented with Marty Wilde and Billy Fury appearing on the same bill. From 1960 onwards 

there was a succession of rock and pop acts, appearing alongside easy listening entertainers 

and comperes such as Norman Vaughan. Amongst the stars appearing was Adam Faith, 

Ricky Valance, Joe Brown, Cliff Richard, The Shadows, The Everly Brothers, Frank Ifield, and 

Eden Kane. 

In March ‘63 the Beatles came to the ABC on a bill with Chris Montez and Tommy Roe. They 

returned in November, but were now topping the bill and bringing with them full Beatle 

mania with the screaming that typified their live performances. However, there are still 

stories of fans bumping into them in the street and chatting with the fab four without being 

mobbed. Their final visit was in October ‘64. By this time there’d been regular shows at the 

ABC featuring chart-toppers such as The Stones, Hollies, Freddie and the Dreamers, 

Nashville Teens, Marianne Faithfull, Cilla Black, Billie J Kramer, Manfred Mann, the 

Yardbirds, Gerry and the Pacemakers and so on … All the big names of those years.  

However, after this peak, the live shows seemed to tail off, although Family played there in 

‘71 and Jethro Tull in ‘72. The ABC was eventually demolished in 1987 to make way for 

redevelopment of the area. 

Walking down the High Street, on the right just before McGahey’s tobacconists there’s a gap 

leading to Castle Street and Little Castle Street. Walk a short way up Little Castle Street and 

we come to the entrance of the Timepiece night club.  

There’s been a club here since the 1970s. Originally it was known as the Castle Club but it 

was soon renamed. Today’s Timepiece is housed in the old congregational chapel building, 

while the original club, now called Old Timers, is right next door. In the summer the 

courtyard is full of punters and it was recently voted the third best smoking area in the 

country. Snoop Dogg recently did a DJ set at Timepiece but it also occasionally has live 

music. Over the years it’s been frequented by local celebs such as Chris Martin and Joss 

Stone and by generations of students.  

Back on the High Street: Carry on down to Urban Outfitters, turn right down the passage, to 

Little Queen Street and on the corner of Gandy Street is the Vaults. This club was part of the 

Queens Hotel until the late 60s. There has been a club there ever since. Gandy Street.  Has 

always been a centre of entertainment in Exeter and there are several places that are worth 

mentioning. 

What is now Hatts Bar was previously Coolings Wine Bar for around 30 years. Coolings had 

occasional live gigs and was popular with students. I remember visiting it with my brother 
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when he was at the Uni in the 1970s. Originally, however, Coolings dates back to the 

19th century, when it was The Albion Inn. It’s recently changed hands and is now adopting 

the Coolings name again. 

If you turn into Queens Walk, and go down some steps, you’re in The Cavern Club. This 

venue has had regular live acts since 1988 – Around 10,000 bands, according to Visit Exeter, 

including Thom Yorke from Radiohead, Muse, Mumford and Sons, Kaiser Chiefs and Chris 

Martin. It’s a great place to see local indie bands. 

Back in Gandy Street, John Gandys is another popular pub with some live bands. Previously, 

however, it was called Vines and, according to the Exeter Memories website, had a strong 

reputation as a live music venue. 

Finally at the end of Gandy Street on the right in Bradninch Place is Exeter Phoenix – the 

venue with a mechanical Phoenix sculpture over the entrance. Over the years the Phoenix 

has become the arts hub for Exeter. It has a capacity of less than 500 but it shows all kinds 

of bands, artists and events – from the psych folk of the Trembling Bells, to Ska and Mod 

bands; old rockers like Jefferson Starship, and more unusual acts like the David Bowie 

Lounge. 

From Gandy Street turn left into Upper Paul Street. And then turn right past the museum 

until you’re almost at central station. On your left is a road servicing the college road and, 

on the left side, the Rougemont Hotel. Here, in the basement, was the Caprice nightclub. 

Apparently the venue was damp and not particularly pleasant but it was nevertheless very 

popular. Originally known as the Embassy ballroom it featured local groups like the Maurice 

Price Band in the 50s and was used right through to the 70s when it was known as Tapps. 

A couple of doors up, the Angel used to be part of the Victoria Hotel until 1972 and had a 

succession of quirky names in the 80s and 90s.  

A little further along, opposite central station, where Exeter College is now and behind the 

Angel, once stood the multi-purpose Victoria Hall. Unfortunately, this burnt down in 1919 

and it led to the construction of a new Civic Hall, in the Higher Market. 

If you continue to the end of Queen Street you’ll see the Gandhi Indian restaurant, which 

once was the Clocktower Café. In the 50s and 60s it was used by local kids and then by both 

Mods and Rockers – but not at the same time. 

Backtracking along Queen Street we pass the RAMM again and looking down Paul Street we 

have to imagine the Look-In beat club which replaced the British Restaurant built on the site 

of the demolished St Pauls Church and which was located roughly where the access to the 

Guildhall shopping service yard is now. The Look-in had local live acts including the early 

Wishbone Ash (known as Empty Vessels) but was demolished along with much of Paul 

Street in the 1970s. 
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Back on Queen Street is the neo-classical façade of the Higher Market, which now houses 

Queen Street Dining. It was adapted in the 1920s to house the Civic Hall above where 

WH Smith is situated now – The words Civic Hall can be seen engraved into the stone 

architrave. With the market below, the Hall tended to suffer from associated smells, until 

the market was closed in 1962.  

The hall was used for a variety of purposes including boxing, wrestling and concerts by pop 

and rock acts. These included Ricky Valance, The Vernons Girls, Screaming Lord Sutch and 

local groups such as Gary Kane and the Tornadoes. A number of bigger bands – on their way 

up – also played there, including Pink Floyd, Fleetwood Mac and Led Zeppelin. Typically, for 

the time, fights were not uncommon between local lads, hippies and servicemen. 

The aging Civic Hall closed in 1970 as the new St Georges Hall was more attractive to acts 

and to audiences. 

From here we go through the entrance into the Guildhall shopping centre. Left around St 

Pancras Church and then right until you come out into North Street. 

On our right is Mecca Bingo. This was previously the Gaumont Palace. The Art Deco archway 

is unchanged apart from having had the central vertical Gaumont glass piece removed. Go 

through the gates until you’re facing the building. The roof was damaged in the 1942 blitz 

but it was repaired and reopened the following year. The stage of the Gaumont had no 

depth and therefore it couldn’t be used for live performances. However, local people recall 

dancing in the aisles of the cinema to Rock Around the Clock in the 1950s. 

Walk ahead between the Mecca building and the Synagogue until you come out into Mary 

Arches Street. Opposite is the Fever and Boutique nightclub – a relatively new club venue 

replacing Rococos which had been there for 20 years. Turn left past Rosies, which was 

formerly Mosaic and Butlers, to the end of the road and look across to the Chevalier pub. 

The Chevalier had a history as a local club, going back to the 70s. It was variously, Winstons, 

Humphrey B’s, Tens, and Churchills, before it became the Hogshead and then the Chevalier. 

Our final stop is on the corner of Market Street: Exeter’s Corn Exchange. The St Georges Hall 

was built upon the site of the former Lower Market, and opened in 1960. Like the Civic Hall 

it was multipurpose. It has some good-but-old acts like The Christians, Fairport Convention 

and Steeleye Span, but also has its fair share of yesterday’s comedians and tribute bands. It 

was rebranded as the Corn Exchange in recent years but only has a capacity of 500 and 

seems rather tired. The good news is that the City Council are currently planning a 1,200 

seat performance space, which will probably replace the Corn Exchange in due course. 

So that’s the end of this short podcast. The scope has been limited by time. If you wish, you 

can extend this walk to visit other venues down Fore Street, St Thomas’s, The Quay and 

Combe Street (including El Zamba, Tiffanys, Mambos, Routes, etc). 
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If you’re interested in the history of Exeter’s rock venues I’d recommend the sources that 

I’ve found helpful: 

First and foremost is the brilliant Exeter Memories website run by David Cornforth. Allied to 

this is the Exeter Memories facebook group. I’m hugely grateful to everyone who responded 

to my appeal for information and hope that I’ll be able to make use of more of that material, 

including conversations with local people, in a future project.  

Other sources I’ve used include: Demolition Exeter, peterice.com, and, of course, the 

definitive book about local groups: ‘Oh No! It’s Local Rock and Roll … but I like it!’ (volume 2) 

by Barry Sowden. 

This podcast is very much a work in progress. It can be accessed from my web site 

stevebrownart.co.uk/exeters-vanished-rock-venues , together with a full list of venues and 

other information. If you have any corrections or other information you wish to share, 

please email me: stevebrownartist.gmail.com 

Thanks for listening 


