THE OAHU PADDLERS

A Franchise History of The Big League — 2001 to 2031

One island. Fifteen Octobers. One unforgettable November.

In the style of Geoffrey C. Ward




PROLOGUE
The Water Remembers

Before there was a box score, there was the water.

The people of Oahu have always measured themselves against the ocean. Long before a baseball was
ever thrown in Honolulu, men and women lowered their outrigger canoes into the surf at dawn, six
paddles moving as one, and pulled — together, in rhythm, toward a horizon they could not yet see. They
understood a truth the island has never forgotten: that the glory is not only in the far shore, but in the pull

itself, in the willingness to go out again and again into deep water.

When The Big League was born in the winter of 2000, the men who named the island's club did not
reach for thunder or fire or some borrowed mainland menace. They reached for the thing the island

already understood. They called them the Paddlers.

For thirty-one seasons now, that is exactly what they have been — a crew that goes back out. In a
league of thirty-two teams, where only one boat a year reaches the far shore, the Paddlers reached it once,
contended for nearly three decades, and made the postseason fifteen times. This is not the story of a team
that fell short. It is the story of one of the most consistent winners The Big League has ever known — and

of the island that pulled, and pulled, and one golden November touched the shore.

This is the story of that voyage.

|
The Founding and the First Star

2001 — 2002

The Big League began the way an ocean begins a tide — everywhere at once. In the spring of 2001 every
club in the league was brand new, every roster assembled from the same common pool of talent, every fan
base opening a book whose pages were all still blank. There were no dynasties yet, no rivalries, no
ghosts. There was no history at all. What a franchise would become was, that first spring, entirely a

matter of what it chose to do with an empty page.

The Paddlers did not wait to find out. They won ninety games in that inaugural season — a number
that announced, before the island had hung a single banner, that this was going to be a place that played

serious baseball. They finished second in the Ruby Division and sailed straight into October in Year One.
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At the center of it stood a young center fielder named Ben Blackwell, and to understand the early
Paddlers you must understand Blackwell. He hit .285 that first summer with forty-eight home runs and a
hundred and four RBI, worth nearly 8 WAR — and the writers named him the first Most Valuable Player
the Fire Conference ever had. He seemed built for the position the way the island was built for the sea:
effortless, inevitable, always under the ball a half-second before anyone thought he could be. He would
wear the colors a decade, retire among the franchise's immortals, and one day take his place in the Hall of

Fame — the first face the Paddlers ever had, and one of the finest.

Behind him on the mound was Sal Guzman, the original ace, who in 2001 went 18-11 with a 2.58 ERA
and two hundred and twenty strikeouts across two hundred and thirty-four innings — a workhorse in the

truest, oldest sense of the word.

The next year, 2002, they were better still. Ninety-three wins. The first division title in club history.
And then a postseason run that still stands as one of the boldest in franchise lore: a 19-game October
march, three rounds deep, by a club in only its second year of existence. They fell at the final step, to the
Atlanta Smashers, now the Cincinnati Regents — but in a league where every team had started from the
same blank page, Oahu had already separated itself, gone toe-to-toe with the best, and very nearly won

the whole thing. The island had not waited for an identity. It had built one on the first tide.

]
The Lean Years

2003 - 2010

Every franchise has its dip. The Paddlers' came early, and it came stubbornly.

The cruelty of it was that Blackwell never stopped. From 2003 through 2007 he hit .274, .297, .300, .
288, and .311; in 2005 he won a second MVP on the strength of a near-10 WAR campaign that remains
one of the finest individual seasons the franchise has ever produced. A man could build a Hall of Fame

case on those years alone, and Blackwell did.

But a center fielder cannot pitch, and he cannot man the other eight positions, and around Blackwell
the roster thinned. The Paddlers slipped to eighty-four wins, then 80, then 75. In 2006 the bottom gave
way — 64-98 — and in 2008 they matched the misery almost exactly at 63-99. These were the

wilderness years, when the great green ballpark on the hillside felt a size too large.

And yet even in the lean times, the island brushed up against greatness. In 2007 the Paddlers brought in

Ricardo Box, a bona fide Hall of Fame right fielder and one of the great hitters of the league's early era

The Oahu Paddlers - 3



— a man who had posted a staggering 10.3-WAR season with the Boston Boom, now Chicago, in 2002
and hit .387 in a monster peak campaign just one year earlier. It was meant to be a marquee chapter, a
future Cooperstown bat come to Honolulu to chase October. Instead it became one of the game's quiet
heartbreaks: a serious injury struck in the spring, a second, season-ending blow followed in June, and Box
managed just twenty games in Paddlers colors before his brilliant career came to a close. A Hall of Famer
wore the Oahu uniform for a single star-crossed summer — a reminder of how thin the line runs between

glory and goodbye.

Blackwell played his own final Paddlers season in 2010 and walked away with 1,471 hits, three
hundred and thirty-four home runs, and a .280 average in Oahu colors — the founding pillar, headed for
the Hall. When he left, the lean years left with him. The foundation of something far greater had, in fact,

already been laid — quietly, in a single trade nobody much noticed at the time.

A Light on the Water

2011 - 2013

Recovery came first in glimpses. But the truth is the most important moment of the rebuild had already

happened, in the middle of the losing.

On a May afternoon in 2010, the Paddlers sent a young shortstop to the New York Griffins in a modest,
forgettable swap. In return, almost as a throw-in, they received a 17-year-old minor-league shortstop
named Israel Esparza. No banners flew. No crowds gathered. It was the kind of transaction that fills the
agate type and vanishes. It would, in time, prove to be the single most important trade the franchise ever
made — the day the cathedral's cornerstone arrived on the island, still a teenager, years from his first big-

league swing.

The glimpses came on the field, too. In 2011 a left fielder named Kenny Morgan hit .301 with twenty-
seven home runs and ninety-five RBI, dragging the Paddlers back to eighty-eight wins and, for the first
time since 2002, into the postseason. By 2013 the young pieces were arriving — a right fielder named
Danny Ontiveros showing power, Esparza climbing the system toward Honolulu, and a quicksilver

center fielder named Steve Magana coming up alongside him.

The Paddlers won seventy-nine games in 2013 and still snuck into October. A modest season, by the
standard of what was coming. But it was the last quiet year the island would know for the better part of a

decade. The tide had turned, far out, where you couldn't yet feel it.
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It was about to come in all at once.

(Y
The Golden Age

2014 - 2022

For nine seasons, the Oahu Paddlers were one of the best teams in baseball. Not a flash, not a single lucky
October — nine straight years of contention, every one of them ending in the postseason. In a 32-team

league, sustained excellence like that is the rarest thing there is.

It began with a number that still does not look real: a hundred and four wins in 2014 — the most in
franchise history, before or since. They ran away with the Ruby Division. Ontiveros came into his own
with twenty-nine home runs and a 6-WAR season; that teenager from the 2010 trade, Esparza, arrived in
midsummer and hit thirty-three homers in barely half a year. The island, hungry after the lean times,

packed Paddlers Park and roared.

What followed was a run of greatness that produced a championship and a decade of Octobers:

A hundred and four wins and the division in 2014. Ninety-three and the division in 2015. A hundred
and two and the division in 2016, and the championship of The Big League with it. Ninety-seven and an
October in 2017, ninety-three and another in 2018. A hundred and three and a fourth flag in 2019. Ninety-
three and an October in 2020. Ninety and a fifth flag in 2021. Ninety-three and one last berth in 2022.

Nine seasons. Nine Octobers. One ring, and a brand of baseball the island had only dreamed about in

2001.

The Franchise: Israel Esparza

If Blackwell was the founding father, Israel Esparza was the cathedral.

For the better part of a decade he was the best position player in the sub-league, and on his finest
days the best in all of it. He won the MVP in 2015, hitting fifty-one home runs and driving in 139 — an
8-WAR season. He won it again in 2019 with fifty-eight home runs, a hundred and sixty RBI, a .303
average, and 8.6 WAR. In 2016 and 2017 he drove in more than a hundred and fifty runs each year. Twice
— 2016 and 2019 — he hit fifty-eight home runs, a franchise standard that may never fall.

He did it, remarkably, for one team and one island, and he did it long enough to become the franchise's

all-time everything: five hundred and two home runs, 2,036 hits, and 1,531 RBI in a Paddlers uniform,
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every last one of them — a legend the franchise found, by happy accident, in the fine print of a 2010

trade.

He did not do it alone. At the top of the order stood center fielder Steve Magana, the man who turned the
lights on — a Gold Glove—caliber defender and basestealer who swiped two hundred and ninety-nine
bases as a Paddler, set the table for Esparza year after year, and put together a quietly magnificent 8-WAR
season of his own in 2019. Whether Magana's brilliance is enough for Cooperstown remains an open
question — he sits today right on the Hall of Fame fence, the kind of player the island will argue about

for years. To Paddlers fans, there is no argument at all.

The Year It All Came True: 2016

Every great team deserves one perfect autumn, and the Paddlers got theirs in 2016.

They won a hundred and two games. Esparza was a force of nature — fifty-eight home runs, a hundred
and fifty-five RBI. But the soul of that team was on the mound, in the right arm of Jose Castillo, and

what Castillo did in 2016 belongs in a category nearly by itself.
He went 16-0.

Sixteen starts, sixteen wins, not a single loss across a hundred and sixty-one innings, a 3.19 ERA — an
ace who simply did not lose in the one year it mattered most. And when October came, he did not stop: 4—

0 with a 1.69 ERA through the postseason, the undefeated engine of a championship.

He had help worthy of the moment. A rookie third baseman named Bobby Olah caught fire and hit .361
in the playoffs. And Esparza delivered the defining stretch of his life — ten home runs and twenty-two
RBI across sixteen October games, hitting .333, carrying the offense the way he carried it all year. When
the final out settled into a glove and the championship, won over the Philadelphia Eagles, belonged to
Oabhu, it belonged to all of them: the undefeated ace, the red-hot rookie, the catalyst in center, and the

cathedral at third.

For one November, the crew reached the far shore. The paddles came up. The boat was in.

The Cost of Being Great

Here is the thing about making the playoffs nine years running: you will lose in October more than you
win, because everyone does. Thirty-one teams go home unhappy every season. The Paddlers simply made

sure they were one of the last few boats still on the water, year after year.

And they came achingly close more than once. The 2021 club won the division and stormed three
rounds deep into October — Esparza hitting .377 across a 19-game run — before the final step eluded

them. The 2020 team pushed deep as well. The 2019 juggernaut won a hundred and three games before a
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stunningly quick exit, proof that October answers to no regular-season résumé. Each near-miss stung. But

each was also a privilege earned by being good enough to be there at all.

Around the stars, an entire supporting cast came and went in excellence. Bobby Olah matured into one of
the league's premier on-base machines, walking more than a hundred times in three different seasons and
posting 7-WAR years in 2022 and 2023. Egidio Marinelli anchored the lineup with four straight 100-RBI
seasons. Castillo gave the rotation a decade of 200-strikeout dependability. This was not a team that

flickered. It was a franchise that, for nine seasons, simply expected to win — and almost always did.

\')
The Long Goodbye

2023 - 2029

Time is undefeated. It is the only opponent the Paddlers never solved — and the way they fought it was a

thing of real beauty.

The run cooled in 2023, the first sub-.500 finish since 2013. But the old crew had one more voyage in
them. In 2024, an 84-win club that the standings said had no business in October caught fire and made a
deep, defiant 18-game postseason run — the aging core summoning one last autumn from somewhere out
past the horizon. Esparza was there. Olah was there. They fell short of the final shore again, but they went
down rowing, a ten-years-running crew refusing to let the era end quietly. In 2026 they made the

postseason one final time, the 15th October in franchise history — a fitting last salute.

And through the fade came the most bittersweet milestone of all. Esparza, his great power seasons behind
him, kept coming to the park, kept taking his cuts, and in 2029 — at age 37, still in the only colors he had
ever worn — he drove the 500th home run of his Paddlers career over the wall. Five hundred. A number
that belongs to legends, hit by a man who had given the island everything he had, right down to the last

swing.

By the late 2020s the front office had made its peace with the calendar and committed, at last, to a true
rebuild. The veteran arms were dealt away for prospects; the lineup turned over. Egidio Marinelli, the
steady run producer of the golden age, finally moved on after the 2027 season. In their place a new
generation took its first strokes at the oars: a young infielder named Tom Everette, acquired by trade in
2027, who led the club in hitting in 2028 and 2029; a shortstop named Matt Sullivan; and a stable of
fresh arms — Sean Casey, Pablo Pena, and a 26-year-old named Dan Murphy — learning the weight of
the uniform. The won-loss column turned hard in 2029 (72-90). But the island had been here before. It

knew how to wait, and it knew how to pull.
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Vi
Deep Water

2030 - 2031

The rebuild did not go the way rebuilds are supposed to go in the telling.

In 2030 the Paddlers lost a hundred and four games. It is the worst season in the history of the
franchise — worse than 2008, worse than 2006, worse than anything the island endured in the lean years
between the founding star and the golden age. They finished eighth. Not fourth or sixth, the respectable
failures of the early decades. Last. Then 2031 brought sixty-four wins and another eighth-place finish,
and the crew that had reached fifteen Octobers in thirty-one years had now gone five straight autumns

without one.

This is the part of the story the island has not lived before. Oahu has had bad teams. It has never had
a bottom. Even in the hardest summers of the 2000s there was a sense of a club treading water rather than

sinking, and the run that began in 2011 seemed to prove the patience right.

There is no proving anything from 58-104. The young oarsmen the front office gathered in the late
2020s — Everette, Sullivan, the fresh arms — have not yet turned into the next crew, and Esparza's 500th
home run recedes further into the past with every losing summer. The ocean does not care what a

franchise used to be.

But the metaphor holds, and it holds honestly, which is the only reason to keep using it. A crew that
has gone out fifteen times and reached the far shore once already knows the thing that most clubs never
learn: that the water is indifferent, that the pull is the whole of it, and that the only response to deep water

is to put the boat back in.

Two bad years. Thirty-one seasons. The same manager on the same shore, waiting for the tide.

Vil
The Constant

There is one more thing to say, and it may be the truest thing of all.
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For every season the Paddlers have played — all thirty-one of them, from the 90-win dawn of 2001
through the championship of 2016 to the deep water of 2031 — there has been one man in the Oahu
dugout: Zeus L.

He has never managed another franchise. He has never wanted to. Across three decades he has compiled a
regular-season record of 2,558 wins against 2,465 losses — a .509 mark built one summer at a time, and
behind it something rarer than any single number: 15 trips to the postseason, six division flags, and the
one championship that all of it was for. He raised the founding star and the golden age both. He stood in
the same dugout for the title and for every October that fell just short of it, and he never once went

looking for an easier shore.

Thirty-one years. One island. One manager. One ring — and a whole lot of Octobers that most
franchises would trade their souls for. He has stayed through the worst two summers the franchise has

ever had, which is its own kind of record.

The water remembers all of it.

The Ledger

Franchise founded: 2001 (charter member, The Big League)
Home: Paddlers Park, Honolulu — capacity 45,000

Conference: Fire Conference, Ruby Division

All-time regular-season record (2001-2031): 2,558-2,465 (.509)
Postseason appearances: 15 in 31 seasons (last: 2026)

League Championships: 1 (2016)

Championship series appearances: 2 — 2002 (lost to the Atlanta Smashers, now Cincinnati Regents),
2016 (won over the Philadelphia Eagles)

Division titles: 6 (2002, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2019, 2021)

Best season: 2014 (104-58)

Worst season: 2030 (58-104)

Most Valuable Players: 4 awards / 2 men — Ben Blackwell (2001, 2005), Israel Esparza (2015, 2019)
Cy Young Awards: 0

Rookies of the Year: 1 — Jorge Valenzuela (2008, Fire Conference)
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Hall of Famers: 1 of its own — Ben Blackwell (2012), who played all 1,402 of his games in Oahu
colors. Two others passed through late: Ricardo Box (2009, 20 games here) and Alex Lopez (2020, 61

games).

General managers: Zeus L (2001-)

Pillars of the Franchise

Israel Esparza, 3B (2014-2030) — Two-time MVP (2015, 2019). The franchise's all-time leader with
502 home runs, 2,036 hits and 1,531 RBI across 2,190 games, every one of them in Oahu colors. He
retired after the 2030 season and has not yet appeared on a Hall of Fame ballot — the biggest verdict
still outstanding in the franchise's record. Acquired as a 17-year-old in a quiet 2010 trade with New York;

became the heart of the 2016 title (10 postseason HR) and a one-franchise legend.

Ben Blackwell, CF (2001-2010) — Hall of Famer. Two-time Fire Conference MVP (2001, 2005), and
the first man ever to win it. The founding star: 334 HR, 1,471 hits, .280 in Oahu colors, with multiple 8-
WAR seasons.

Steve Magana, CF (2014-2023) — The catalyst and table-setter of the golden age. Elite defender, 299
stolen bases, an 8-WAR season in 2019, 1,449 hits. Sits squarely on the Hall of Fame fence — a debate

the island will be having for years.

Jose Castillo, RHP (2015-2023) — Ace of the 2016 champions; 160 in the regular season and 40 in
the playoffs that year. A decade of 200-strikeout dependability.

Bobby Olah, 3B (2016-2028, 2030) — On-base machine; three 100-walk seasons, 7-WAR years in 2022
and 2023, and a .361 average in the 2016 title run.

Egidio Marinelli, 1B (2018-2027) — Run producer; four consecutive 100-RBI seasons through the heart
of the golden age.

A brush with greatness: Hall of Fame RF Ricardo Box wore Paddlers colors for one star-crossed 2007
season — 20 games before a career-ending injury — the closest the franchise came to housing one of the

early league's all-time bats.

The bridge & the next crew: Sal Guzman (the original 2001 ace, 18-11/2.58), Kenny Morgan, and
Danny Ontiveros opened the franchise and carried it toward greatness; Tom Everette, Matt Sullivan, and

young arms Sean Casey, Pablo Pena, and Dan Murphy are the names the island will be cheering next.

Compiled from The Big League franchise records, 2001-2031.
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