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A
lmost anyone can 
picture Hawaii in 
their mind’s eye 
regardless of 
whether they�ve set 
foot upon its golden 
beaches or not. Fed 

endless visions of palm trees, tropical 
Margarita sunsets and smiling hula girls 
by the movies and TV staples like 
Magnum P.I. and Dog The Bounty 
Hunter, it�s all the more dazzling to fi nd 
that many of those well-worn clichés 
about the 50th state of the USA are 
actually true. DJ Mag is somewhat 
astounded upon arriving on Oahu, the 
most populous in the chain of volcanic 
islands and the home of its capital 
Honolulu, birthplace of Barack Obama, 
to be confronted by gorgeous sandy 
beaches, right in the middle of the city, 
disproportionately good-looking people 
and, yes, plenty of palms. It’s a truly 
multicultural place at once part of 
America and unmistakably separate, 
unique. Even in its most touristy 
enclaves, there’s a sense that you’re 
somewhere distinctively different, 
unlike anywhere else. The islanders and 
holiday-makers exude a healthy glow, 
and why wouldn’t you, with the sun 
beating down and island breezes 
buffeting your every move, from the 
North Shore’s sleepy, hippy surf town of 
Haleiwa to the glitzy Chanel boutiques 
of Waikiki?
But we’re not here to discuss the relative 
merits of the paradisiacal surroundings. 

We’ve not morphed into a ravemungous 
Judith Chalmers overnight. 
No, the reason we’re here is that in the 
heart of this teeming city, slap-bang in 
the middle of the Pacifi c Ocean, there’s 
a micro revolution going on. Asylum 
Afterhours, a small underground house 
and techno club perched at the edge of 
Honolulu’s Chinatown, has grown in its 
three years of life to become a 
worldwide sensation. In the DJ Mag Top 
100 Clubs 2011, a poll voted in by the 
public, lest we forget, Asylum placed 
No.60. In the world. 
Last time we checked, being a house 
and techno haven wasn’t in the list of 
Hawaii signifi ers. But if they get their 
way, co-owners and resident DJs Willis 
Haltom, Darren Zane, Andrew Koch and 
silent partner Marc Goto will be making 
Oahu the next dance music destination 
for intrepid rave hounds the world over.

CATEGORY OF ONE
Asylum is the fi rst club to swing the 
angle-poise in the direction of Hawaii 
for good reason. It’s a raucous rave joint 
that kicks off at 1am in a town not 
known for its afterhours spots. A rarity 
across the States, it was in a category of 
one in Honolulu, literally the fi rst of its 
kind when it opened back in 2008.
“Honolulu didn’t have any afterhours at 
all, there wasn’t any place to go to after 
4am to hear music,” recalls Willis 
Haltom, the affable, laidback linchpin 
behind the Asylum crew as we cruise in 
his SUV through an uncharacteristic 

tropical downpour towards the club. 
“There were bars and clubs that stayed 
open till then, but most of them played 
top 40 or hip-hop. So to do something 
different, people were like, ‘Wow, this is 
cool, this is going on in Honolulu?’ 
People were receptive to it.”
Asylum’s late night/early morning party 
mentality wasn’t the only thing that 
marked the club out as unique when it 
fi rst launched. In a place that had 
historically followed far in the wake of 
mainland North America’s club scene, 
being fi ve hours fl ight from LA, Asylum’s 
music and booking policy was decidedly 
cutting-edge, light years away from the 
commercial dance sounds found at a 
smattering of other bars and clubs 
dotted around Oahu and the larger 
islands. The staple diet was underground 
house and techno and remains 
steadfastly so today. 
“We were all DJing in Honolulu but at 
that time there was nowhere doing 
anything like techno or tech house at 
all,” Willis recalls. “There was one place 
that played New York house music, but 
we weren’t really feeling it.”
All enthral to the tougher, darker 
propensities of European and Detroit 
techno, as well as tech house and the 
cooler end of progressive, the core 
residents began to play their deeper 
sounds at the club. Though the crowd 
were initially in the dark about these 
genres, being so new to Hawaii, they 
quickly adapted, and Asylum swiftly 
grew a loyal, dedicated following.

“Once we started gaining people’s trust 
in our taste, that the music was always 
gonna be good, it didn’t matter if they 
knew who the DJs were or not, they were 
still gonna come to our events.”

Having clubbed together with the 
aforementioned like-minded local DJs to 
open a venue to crystallise and preserve 
their own underground ethos, Willis, 
originally from Virginia via Colorado, 
found a former recording studio, a space 
that seemed to have potential.
“I saw this place for rent. A friend had 
this recording studio that he used to 
throw parties in, and he stopped doing 
it. I moved into his place to record. It 
was available and I went and checked it 
out, told Darren about it.”
“He gave me a call and said he’d found 
this spot and thought it would be really 
cool,” interjects Darren Zane. “We were 
good friends for years. We found 
investor partners and we made it 
happen.”

Wheel the story forward three years, and 
Asylum has stolidly stuck to its guns, 
while quietly growing into a genuine 
nonpareil. Despite its diminutive size 
and capacity of only 175 punters, it’s 
attracted the cream of the techno and 
house crop to DJ alongside its residents, 
with everyone from DJ T and Claude 
VonStroke to Butane, Lee Curtiss, Maya 
Jane Coles, Paul Woolford and John 
Tejada — not to mention long-term 
advocate Justin Martin who fi rst alerted 

The tropical paradise of Hawaii is swaying to a different beat today. Asylum Afterhours is the underground 
techno club whose soundwaves are rippling far beyond its Pacific island hideaway of Oahu, achieving 
infamy on the world stage. But how has it grown to its phenomenon status in such a short time? And how 
do you hula to house in Honolulu? DJ Mag travels to the 50th state of the U.S. to find out…
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