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It’s a long flight from Amsterdam to Edmonton, 
especially a one-way trip on which you leave 
behind your dear ones and everything familiar. 
This was the experience of Wim and Hennie van 
de Brake, who grew up in the same village of 
Doornspijk in Holland where Wim’s family had 
a small dairy farm.

With little opportunity to expand the business 
there, the van de Brakes decided to immigrate 
to Canada with their three young children, 
arriving in Alberta in 1995. Looking back over 
the last 27 years, it has taken many answers 
to prayer and a huge team effort to build 
today’s thriving dairy operation. Wim humbly 
summarizes their approach to life as ‘Faith, 
family and farm.’

Recently, the van de Brake family was thrilled to 
be named among Holstein Canada’s 2020 class 
of Master Breeders. Briefly, this prestigious 
national award program recognizes a herd’s 
performance over a 16-year period. The 
family was gratified to receive numerous 
congratulatory calls and messages from friends 
and colleagues.

Getting Started
Thornspyc Dairy was established in 1996, when 
the opportunity arose for Wim and Hennie to 
purchase a 55 milking cow herd and 160 acre 
farm in Neerlandia. Wim had worked briefly 
as a herdsman at two different dairies before 
his second employer made him an offer. With 
a smile, he recalls how their original goal of 
milking 80 cows and hiring one extra person 
has been surpassed.

By 2007, two more children had been added 
to their family when they moved to Lacombe 
and purchased a larger farm. Since then, there 
has been a steady growth of cows and acreage, 
including the purchase of a nearby farm in 2019. 
Today, the van de Brakes milk 300 cows at two 
locations and own half of the 1000 acres which 
they farm.

Oldest son Jan, who manages the home farm, 
married Monica Sluijmer in 2014, the couple 
now has four children. Youngest son William, 
who married Marina Hoeve in 2020, manages 
the other farm. The family continues to share 
resources and machinery with all cropping 
done together. Wim explains that additional 
land purchased in 2019 was intended to further 
expand the home farm. However, that land 
was re-sold when the opportunity came up 
to acquire the second farm now known as 
ThornAlta.

Wim and Hennie live close by and remain vital 
to the entire operation. Two of their daughters 
are now married; Metty and Shaun Attema 
live nearby with their four children, while 
daughter Henriët and John Slingerland live 
in Lethbridge with their young son. Youngest 
daughter Kristy is presently working her way 
through college while working part-time at 
the home farm. While growing up, all of the 

children worked at home or took on milking 
jobs to pay for their college and university 
educations.

The family is currently assisted by one full-
time employee and various night milkers. 
Everyone in the family has roles and regular 
shifts, however, the guys in the family remain 
thankful to their spouses and sisters for 
contributing extra milking and chore shifts 
during the long hours of cropping.

Both farms have double-10 parlours with 
the cows being milked 3x/day. The extra 
milking per day has significantly boosted 
production while decreasing stress on 
udders. Jan mentions that they initially 
tried 3x but stopped, resuming only after 
Wim resolved that the night shift should be 
done by hired help.

Thinking back to 1996, Wim remembers that 
starting out was challenging. Semen costs 
were limited to $15/dose while maintaining 
a definite emphasis on production. The van 
de Brakes give much credit to friend Glen 
Felske of Select Sires, who worked diligently 
to recommend matings that would give them 
the most value.

Wim had worked for a registered Holstein 
breeder in Holland in his youth, this, along 
with Glen’s encouragement, inspired him to 
upgrade the original grade herd and begin 
milk recording and classifying. “The whole 
family loves good cows,” says Wim, “We all 
really enjoy being in the barn together on 
classification day.”

The van de Brakes use a mix of proven sires 
and young bulls, utilizing mating guides 
provided by Select Sires and WestGen. 
“However,” Wim says, “we don’t hesitate to 
make alternate choices.” Some embryo work 
was done in the past with marginal success; 
today they are much happier using sexed 
semen on the top end of the herd and beef 
semen on the lower end.

A big assist in looking after the 600+ head 
at Thornspyc has been the installation 
of a CowManager system which uses ear 
tag sensors to monitor heat detection, 
temperatures and rumination. Wim notes 
that this has significantly reduced the 
number of induced heats. Jan adds that 
their Urban Calf feeders have also led to 
decreased labour with pleasing results. He 
gives his father credit for allowing him to 
try different methods and technology over 
the years.

The Cows
To date, an impressive 25 EX cows and 45 
Star Brood Cows have been bred by the van 
de Brakes. Having upgraded the herd, Wim 
suggests that they do not have the deepest 
pedigrees, however, it certainly appears that 
some great cow families are emerging. An 
early EX cow, THORNSPYC BOLTON NANNY 

EX-90-2E-3* is the dam of LAUTHORITY 
NIKITA EX-92-3E-1*. A herd favourite, 
Nikita is the dam of fourth generation VG/
EX RANDALL NICOLET VG-88 with 2y 295-
374-329 BCA.

Another notable cow family is headed by 
THORNSPYC BAXTER BLESSY VG-88-
2*; her daughter TOYOTA BIANCA EX-91-
2E is the dam of third generation VG/EX 
GOLDCHIP BLESSIE EX-90 with 4y 328-333-
278 BCA. Heading up another cow family 
is THORNSPYC NORSKI LULU VG-85-4*, 
she is the dam of SOCRATES LUCINDA EX-
90-3E-1* and FAVRE LIDDY EX-91. In turn, 
Lucinda is the dam of third generation VG/
EX BRADNICK LYDIA VG-87 with 3y 340-
404-319 BCA.

An example of a good buy Wim made a few 
years ago is ALDERAN JOY BOY DOMINIQUE 
VG-88-1*. Purchased as a young R&W heifer 
at the National Convention Sale in BC in 
2009, she has become the foundation of 
a nice R&W cow family at Thornspyc with 
daughters that include fifth generation 
VG/EX daughter THORNSPYC SECURE 
DREAMER EX-90-2E-1* with 6y 276-312-
252 BCA.

A few other homebred cows worth 
mentioning are third generation VG/EX 

AIRLIFT TATJANA EX-91-2E who captured 
the title of Grand Champion at the Green 
Acres Holstein Show in 2018. This feat was 
equaled by BEEMER LUCINDA VG-88 (a 
daughter of Socrates Lucinda), who earned 
similar honors in 2019. In a 2020 Holstein 
club barn competition, second generation 
VG/EX PLANET MAY EX-90-3E (MS:94) 
with over 80,000 kg on her sixth lactation, 
received top distinction as ‘President’s Club 
Cow.’

Final Thoughts
The van de Brakes are not ones to sit on the 
sidelines. Wim served several terms on the 
Alberta Holstein Branch board, including 
two years as president, (2010-2011) and eight 
years on the CanWest DHI board (2012-2019). 
He was pleased to assist in the formation 
of the new Lactanet partnership before 
being elected to the board of AlbertaMilk 
in 2020. Wim says, “Getting involved is a way 
of giving back to the industry and it certainly 
keeps you connected,” adding with a grin, 
“Sometimes you even pick up information 
from hallway conversations that can benefit 
your farm.”

Hennie has put in countless hours as a 
leader for the Lacombe 4-H Dairy club over 
the last 15 years and continues to serve 
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1 - William and Marina’s wedding in August 2020 - it was the perfect moment 
for a full family photo at Hoeve Dairy in Neerlandia (Marina’s parents’ farm). 
All the van de Brake children grew up involved in the farm. No regrets!

2 - Modest and Grateful for their Canadian Farming Lives: (L-R) William and 
Marina, Hennie and Wim, Monica and Jan.

3-Showing cows can be challenging – not just on show day! Returning from 
the 2019 BC Spring Show with friend Markus Hehli became an unforgettable 
adventure. Markus’ truck broke down on the Coquihalla, requiring a truck 
from Chilliwack to rescue the cow trailer. But after passing the trailer off 
to Jan, his truck also suffered a stroke, requiring Wim to drive out Saturday 
night from Lacombe to bring home the trailer and very tired cows from 
Golden! Milking cows in the Husky parking lot in Golden is sure to be a once-
in-a-lifetime memory!
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Valley Epoxy has been 
providing farmers in 

Western Canada with 
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solutions since 2017.
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ease of cleaning, enhanced 
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protection against 

chemicals or just a smooth, 
seamless surface, our 

expert team has you and 
your floor covered.
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on the Central Alberta Christian High School 
board. Jan is currently the president of the 
busy Central Alberta Holstein club where he 
thoroughly enjoys the social events which bring 
breeders together. All members of the family 
are active in their local church.

All of Wim and Hennie’s children had successful 
dairy 4-H and WCC careers with many individual 
highlights. Some memorable moments have 
been shared in the last few years as the family 
continues to bring a few good animals out to 
various open shows throughout Alberta and 
BC. Jan says, “I’ve been fortunate to stable 
cattle together with Markus Hehli of Mosnang 
Holsteins and he’s taught me a lot.”

Back when Wim and Hennie first emigrated, it 
was to an area where there were no other Dutch 
speakers. In retrospect, they admit that this 
was beneficial, as it compelled them to learn 
English quickly. Wim says, “From the beginning 
we were never homesick, we were busy with 
family and work.”

However, last year Wim’s father passed away, 
and they were unable to fly back to see him 
during his illness or attend the funeral due to 
Covid-19. With obvious sadness in his voice, 
Wim says “I have not been able to visit my 
mother since then, also there were no relatives 
from Holland at William and Marina’s wedding 
last summer, which was really too bad.”

Wim says it certainly has been a huge highlight 
to win the Master Breeder Award, but laughs 
as he confides, “For Hennie and I, becoming 
grandparents has been an even greater joy.” 
Jan, who usually has a twinkle in his eye, adds 
with sincerity, “We feel that God has certainly 
blessed our work.”

Even after their well-deserved Master Breeder 
Award is hung on the wall, the dedicated, 
hardworking team at Thornspyc Dairy will go 
on carefully combining superior cattle genetics 
with outstanding animal care. And for Wim and 
Hennie, life may even become more enjoyable 
as three more grandchildren are expected to 
join the clan this coming year!

Sometimes, the photo moment captures more than the 
exciting (homebred) results of the show! (L-R) Wim 
holding LAUTHORITY NIKITA - 2nd Mature Cow, Monica 
with AIRLIFT TATJANA - 1st 5 Year Old, Jan with LOADED 
RENEE - 1st 4 Year Old and HM, while Kristy holds the 
Grand Champion - BEEMER LUCINDA - 1st Senior 3 Year 
Old. Jan’s son Tijmen has found his own amusement.

Quietly proud of their homebred beauties, 
shown at the 2019 Alberta Dairy Congress Show: 
L-R - AIRLIFT TATJANA EX-91, LOADED RENEE 
EX-91, BEEMER LUCINDA VG-88.


