
Aptos is known as a quaint seaside town with an idyllic 

setting, but for tennis fans it is known as the place to 

be if you want to witness outstanding professional tennis 

in an up-close and personal environment. The ATP/USTA 

Challenger, held at the Seascape Sports Club for the past 30 

summers, has been a playground for tennis greats such as 

Andy Murray, Patrick Rafter, Michael Chang, James Blake, 

Marcos Baghdatis, Mardy Fish, John Isner, Milos Raonic, 

Sam Querrey, Steve Johnson, Tommy Haas, Radek Stepanek, 

Jack Sock and the Bryan brothers. For these, and many other 

players, the tournament has also been a stepping-stone to 

greater success on the ATP World Tour. 

It all started when Paul Kepler, the current owner of Seascape 

Sports Club, and the Kepler family teamed up with Judy 

Welsh and teaching professional Mark Elliott to purchase 

the Aptos-based sports club in 1986. Little did they know 

they would soon play an important role in shaping men’s 

professional tennis for the next 30 years. In fact, today the 

Seascape Challenger is the longest running Men’s Challenger 

in the U.S. and the second longest in the world. 

Challenger tournaments are part of the USTA Pro Circuit and 

provide players with an opportunity to gain the professional 

ranking points they need to compete on the major pro tours. 

The Seascape owners were first approached in 1987, shortly 

after taking over the Club, and asked by the USTA if they 

were interested in hosting the Cal Open, a $50,000 women’s 

development tournament seeking a new location. Although 

Aptos was a small town compared to many tournament spots, 

the appeal of Seascape was partially due to its unique center 

court venue that seats 1,200 spectators and had a history of 
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hosting big name charitable tournaments such as the Merv 

Griffin Circuit, which included players such as Bjorn Borg, 

Jimmy Connors and Arthur Ashe. 

“We knew this was an opportunity too good 

to pass up and thought securing a major 

tournament like this would be good for the Club 

and for the community,” explained Kepler. “At 

the time we weren’t sure exactly how it would 

work out, but we jumped at the chance and it 

ended up being a great decision.”

The Cal Open officially moved to Seascape 

in 1987 and over the next two years included 

top women’s players such as Rosie Casals, 

Kathy Jordan and Melissa Gurney. The Club 

also decided to add a small men’s tournament 

(non-sanctioned) as an extra component to 

the Cal Open that first year. The response was 

so strong from players that the next year the USTA added an 

officially sanctioned $25,000 Men’s Challenger, along with 

the Cal Open, and the total prize money for the combined 

tournaments grew to $75,000. 

In 1989, the WTA stopped supplying the 

$50,000 in prize money for the women’s 

tournament, while the USTA agreed to provide 

the Club with a portion of the prize money for 

the men’s tournament. Over the next several 

years the Men’s Challenger continued to grow 

in popularity and became the primary event. 

According to Judy Welsh, an original co-owner 

and tournament director for the past 30 years, 

the men’s event was a natural fit for Seascape 

and was easier to manage financially. 

“Sponsorships are key for hosting a tournament of this size 

and caliber,” said Welsh. “We were fortunate 

early on, with the help of Club member Bob 

Fennell, to line up Safeway and Seven-Up 

as primary sponsors. That helped us kick 

off the early years of the Men’s Challenger 

and become an established tournament.” 

After the Safeway/Seven-up sponsorship 

concluded, Comerica Bank stepped in  

as the title sponsor for the next eleven  

years. For the past two years Nordic 

Naturals has been the title sponsor and 

Santa Cruz County Bank has been the 

presenting sponsor. 

Rick Kepler, Paul’s son and head teaching professional at the 

Club for many years, was actively involved in the tournament 

from being the player representative to overseeing the 

tournament desk, housing, ball kids, 

and often acting as co-director. In the 

early years Rick frequently played in the 

tournament as well. 

“As a former player, I had a lot of empathy 

for the players and wanted to make sure 

we did everything possible to make the 

tournament enjoyable and easy for them,” 

said Kepler. “We worked very hard to get 

great accommodations for them— often 

housing their families and in a few cases 

even their dog. Being away from home, if 

they needed anything, we did our best to 

help them out.”

“The members have really embraced housing the players, as 

well as officials, over the years,” said Welsh. “Many families 

would host the same people for years at a time and become 

lifelong friends. It has been a special way 

our tournament really created personal 

bonds between the players, officials and 

the members.” 

Welsh recalled one favorite memory 

about Patrick Rafter and his host family. 

The members hosting both worked full 

time and had not expected Patrick and his 

brother to arrive for a few days. The Rafter 

duo ended up in town several days early 

and the hosts had not had time to clean 

the house, but they agreed to let them in early with their 

apologies. When they arrived home that evening, the house 

had been vacuumed, dishes washed, and 

beds made. Patrick and his brother said 

they came from a big family of eleven 

and were used to helping out around the 

house. 

Rafter went on to win the Challenger 

that year, 1993, and followed it up by 

beating highly ranked Pete Sampras in 

Indianapolis six weeks later. Local fans 

were very proud in 1997 and 1998 when 

Rafter won the U.S. Open and went on 

to be ranked No. 1 in the world in 1999. 
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It takes some 200 volunteers to put on the Challenger 

each year. Seascape members, and others from the local 

community, have stepped up to serve in many capacities and 

make the event possible. “We couldn’t do it without our great 

volunteers,” said Kepler. “Not only helping with the housing, 

but they work with us to handle ticket sales, the tournament 

desk, parking, ball kids and hospitality.” 

Winnie Johnsen, a longtime Club member, has been involved 

with the tournament as a volunteer and spectator since the 

very beginning. “Early on I was Judy’s assistant ‘gofer’. It is 

great to see how much the tournament has grown and how 

much the Club members have helped out by volunteering 

their time,” she said.

USTA officials also enjoy the Seascape tournament and many 

of them have been working it for years. Brian Earley, currently 

the Head Referee for the U.S. Open, was one of the early USTA 

Supervisors at the Seascape Challenger for nine years starting 

in 1990. For seven of those years he was in charge of all USTA 

supervisors and liked Aptos so much he assigned himself to 

work at Seascape. 

“It is such a great place for a tournament with the stadium 

and the people watching from the balconies,” Earley said. “It’s 

a small venue, but it really feels like a big match and then, of 

course, you can look right out and see the ocean.” 

Earley explained that running a Challenger event takes a 

huge commitment from the hosting organization, because it 

is not always a money maker. “Seascape made it work and 

the commitment was from the heart. I think they realize the 

Challenger is good for the Club and allows them to offer their 

members a chance to see the highest level of professional 

tennis in their own backyard.” 

Gabe Pace, currently the Chief Umpire and a Club member, 

got his first start as a linesman for the Challenger in 1987 and 

has worked every year since then. “Aptos is such a beautiful 

location and the cooler weather is a nice change,” said Pace. 

“We attract officials from all over the country and even a few 

international ones. Many of them have a regular rotation 

moving on from Aptos to an ATP Master’s level tournament 

in Cincinnati, and then on to the U.S. Open.” 

Along with the great tennis, the Seascape Challenger offers 

up some fun and socializing for the players, officials and 

fans. According to Kepler, the vibe at the Challenger has 

changed a bit since the early days when the players would 

often party late into the night. The present day players have 

gotten much more serious and currently focus more on 

fitness, sleep and nutrition. 

“I remember how big the parties used to be here. In 2000, the 

Bryan brothers had a band and were playing at the Player’s 

Party in the clubhouse until late in the evening. Bob was on 

the guitar and Mike was playing drums. The next day Mike 

had a sore wrist from so much drumming, but luckily had a 

late match so he could rest it.” Mike went on to win his next 

two matches, Bob prevailed as the singles champion, and the 

brothers won the doubles title as well. 

Seascape is proud to have supported 

many philanthropic fundraisers and 

activities as part of the tournament 

including Easter Seals, Alzheimer’s 

and now, in its second year, Pink Day, 

supporting local cancer 

charities. Kepler estimates 

the Challenger has raised 

over $1 million for these 

worthy organizations.

Kepler sees a long and  

bright future for the 

Challenger. His goal is to 

increase the prize money 

to attract even more top 

players. “If we can keep 

our current sponsors 

happy, and continue to 

add new sponsors every year, we will do this forever. It’s so 

much fun and the adrenaline rush is addictive. For those of 

us who play tennis—and even for those who don’t—we 

cannot wait until the next Challenger comes to town—our 

town—Aptos, California.”    
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