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WEIL
TENNIS
ACADEMY
 The Miller Challenge: Weil Tennis Academy

By Mike Miller, OVN sports editor

In his "Miller Challenge" column, Ojai Valley News sports editor Mike Miller participates in a practice with local sports teams and athletes, to better understand the sports covered by the OVN and to gain an appreciation for the skill and determination local youths demonstrate on a daily basis.

One thing I have always wanted to do was see what a professional tennis serve looked like firsthand and then try to return the serve. I recently got the opportunity, thanks to a Miller Challenge invite from the Weil Tennis Academy. 

I will start by saying that I don't play tennis. I wasn't exposed to the sport growing up so it just never really appealed to me. One of my favorite sporting events to watch on television is Wimbledon, so I understand the game and appreciate the sport, I just don't play.

So after getting a bit of background information and safety warnings from Weil Tennis Academy coach Mohamed Bouzkouri I entered the court where some of the academy's best players were working on their serves. Bouzkouri first had me stand off to the side to get a feel for how fast the balls were coming. "How hard could it be to hit a ball back? The racquet is as big as a frying pan," I thought to myself.

I tentatively inched my way into the line of fire and the players, who are all very accomplished junior tennis players, started serving up more conservative second serves. The second serve is usually not as fast and is done to make sure the serve is in play. Despite the conservative nature of the second serve, I swung and missed (literally, no contact) about 80 percent of them. The spin and curve these kids can put on a tennis ball is impressive and not something you can appreciate until you see what the ball is doing as it is coming at you.

After about 15 minutes of second serves, the kid gloves came off and it was time to turn up the heat. They hammered serves at me for another 15 minutes and I did everything possible to return them. But even when I did make contact, which was not happening on a regular basis,- I was sending the ball into adjacent courts or into the parking lot of the Ojai Valley Athletic Club. 

Bouzkouri had a radar gun handy so we could see how fast these rockets were coming. They averaged between 110 and 115 miles per hour. Then, Weil Tennis Academy coach Georgy Chukhleb jumped in and without warming up smacked several serves in my direction that reached close to 130 miles per hour. I had to dive out of the way a couple of times because the ball was headed to a region where no sane person would want to be hit. 

A tennis court doesn't seem all that big, but when a powerful serve is hammered "up the T" it is almost impossible to get to.

"Serving isn't about being big and powerful," coach Bouzkouri pointed out. "There are smaller guys who can hit the ball just as hard as the big guys. It is also about placement and keeping your opponent guessing. The pros can all return the hard straight serves, but the ones with spin, control and accuracy are harder to play against."

So what did I learn? I learned that the Weil Tennis Academy takes their tennis seriously and there is a reason they produce many of the game's best players. And I learned that what may look routine to the average onlooker is anything but routine. In my time with the Weil Tennis Academy crew, I probably saw 100 to 125 serves, and I returned two in play. In both cases, the returns would have been hammered back at me with force I am not sure I would want to face.

The Ojai Valley Tennis Tournament's Junior Division finals will be held Saturday morning at Libbey Park's upper courts — so take the opportunity to check out the Weil Tennis Academy players in action. And thank your lucky stars you are not the one trying to return their serves!

