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The Pursuit of Olympic Excellence
After coming to learn of two women athletes with BC 
dairy connections competing at the Tokyo Olympics 
this summer, I thought we should share their stories. 

I’ve come to understand that it takes unflinching 
tenacity and a long-haul determination – a four-

year commitment at a time – to stay the course, in 
hopes of qualifying to compete. And as is often the 

case, miniscule fragments of a second separate the 
medalists from the forgotten. I enjoyed gaining a 

little insight from these enthusiastic young athletes.

Row, Row, Row Your Boat…
Tars Cheema

(L-R) Hillary and Caileigh have every right 
to beam with pride after a long, challenging 
five-year pursuit of Olympic achievement, 
culminating with a Bronze Medal in Tokyo.

Proud parents – David and Sandy Janssens of 
Nicomekl Farms. The Farmer Work Ethic goes with 
you even if the cows don’t.

There’s nothing gentle about the Olympic 
rowing competitions except maybe the 
wonderful camaraderie that close-bonded 
friends share through their intense 
training years. Hillary Janssens, daughter 
of David and Sandy of Nicomekl Farms in 
Cloverdale dedicated seven years on her 
way to a Bronze medal in Tokyo with friend 
and teammate, Caileigh Filmer. The pair 
have been competing together for the 
past six years and won the Women’s Pair 
at the 2018 World’s. “Rowing is typically 
a late entry sport – 40% of the National 
Team didn’t start rowing seriously til after 
high school,” Hillary informs me. In her 
case, she was literally ‘head-hunted’ in 
her first year at UBC, because at 6’2”, she 
was easy to pick out by the stalking rowing 
recruiters who admitted to searching 
for a certain physical build. Combining 
her natural ability, early success, good 
coaching and competitive drive, she 
was hooked. Between four classes in 
her Biology program and a demanding 
training schedule, there was no room for 
a social life outside of her rowing bubble 
she tells me. “We trained two times a 
day, six days a week, often at 5:20 in the 
morning. I did a lot of my class work on 
Sundays, which we usually had off unless 
we were racing at regattas.”

Hillary’s full-time training on the National 
team began in 2016 after four years of 
rowing at UBC during the school year and 
the national Under-23 team during the 
summer months.

While she attended the 2016 Rio Olympics 
as a spare, she didn’t get a chance to row. 
She first rowed with Caileigh in 2015 as 
part of the U23 Four, but they found their 
stride as a pair. “Caileigh has power and 
fitness and can get the oar to arc perfectly 
smooth in synch. She has excellent 
technical blade movement,” explains 
Hillary with a precise terminology that 
I wasn’t expecting. Covid caused great 
disruption to athletes in training – training 
in boats came to an abrupt end. Hillary 
went home to the farm while the world 
grappled with Covid plans. She stayed 
fit doing lots of bike riding until training 
resumed gradually from July 2020. “You 
need a goal to work towards. You can’t do 
this without a deep sense of commitment 
– it’s a way of life – you just have to do the 
work,” Hillary states flatly. She relates 
it to the work ethic that she witnessed 
(and still does) at the farm, “Farmers, my 
parents, siblings and employees – they 
all worked hard.” While normally athletes 
on an Olympic trajectory are locked into 
a four-year structured game plan, this 
became a five-year commitment due 
to Covid! It was made worse by injuries 
that could have sunk their boat. Caileigh 
lost three months due to a bike accident, 
and Hillary’s back problems set her back 
four months. “It took an amazing mental 
resolve to come back from injuries with 
the Olympics less than a year away,” she 
recalls the period of stress.

But come back they did! They hadn’t 
sacrificed five of their prime years to 
all this training to not give it everything! 
“My job is to start fast, and together, we 
rely on our fitness to carry us through 
the seven-minute race. Caileigh makes 
calls to ensure we’re rowing efficiently, 
responding to the other boats, and timing 
our sprint at the end.”

At Home in the Water
Shae La Roche has always liked sports, 
but she admits it was her Mom, Donna, 
who made her sign up for water polo 
at age 14 in her Winnipeg high school. 

Donna grew up in Abbotsford – on Road-
End Farms (the Schweigert family) 
– hence the dairy connection. Shae 
remembers fondly the month she would 
spend in the summers on the dairy with 
Uncle Terry. But this is about water polo 

She continues, “The nerves are real, but 
you can’t let that distract you. You know 
there is going to be serious pain from 
lactic acid build-up starting around two 
minutes, but you have to concentrate on 
clean strokes, continuing to push hard 
and making it hurt! Some say that rowing 
is a bit of a ‘pain contest,’ and the crews 
that win races are typically able to row 
technically well while under extremely 
intense physical stress.” Their ‘leave 
nothing in the tank’ mantra served them 
well, as the intense competition was a 
stunning finish with this Canadian pair 
winning a Bronze medal in Tokyo – almost 
certain to be the last time they will row 
together competitively.

Hillary’s boyfriend, Conlin, has rowed for 
Canada in three Olympics. He and his 
teammates in the Men’s 8 won a Silver 
medal at the 2012 London Olympics! 
Rowing in the pair event in Tokyo, they 
narrowly made it into the medal round, 
after the Dutch boat caught a slight ‘crab,’ 
causing a tiny but catastrophic bit of drag. 
The Canadians overtook them in a most 
exciting last-second upset. Conlin and his 
teammate rowed to an impressive fourth 
place finish, just missing the hardware.

Intrigued by the mechanics of precision 
rowing and years of focused training, I 
wondered how many strokes Hillary must 
have made through her rowing adventure.

Well, her math goes like this: It takes 100 
strokes per km, 150 km per week for 48 
weeks per year. So, she did 3.6 million 
strokes for her five years of full-time 
training/competing and if you include her 
early part-time years, she is just over 5 
million rowing strokes!

“Sandy and I are so, so proud of Hillary 
– Caileigh and Conlin too – they have all 
worked so hard in their rowing pursuits,” 
shares David, brimming with justifiable 
pride.

What’s next? Hillary is studying for the 
MCAT exams with her next goal set on 
attending medical school. We wish her 
smooth rowing in her future!

Shae’s competitive nature is clearly visible in her intense focus as she 
prepares to take a shot.

Water polo was 
not on Shae’s mind 
the day she and 
Guillaume married 
four years ago, even 
though they first 
met in the water 
polo men’s league!

Continued on next page 

Photos courtesy of Hillary and Shae.
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Thankful to be your local plastic, forage and inoculant supplier 
Count on us for great service, competitive pricing and smiles!

HAPPY

www.pacificforagebag.com  
pacificforagebag@gmail.com

Alexis Arthur  604.319.0376

We are Thankful for 
• family • health  • business • our 

friends and farming community
Thankful that we can be here  

for each other…

Visit our website or FB for corn trial test results 
to help choose the best corn seed for next season

•  BC Holstein News has been part of BC’s Holstein 
breeding and dairy history for 43 years!

•  Having received much encouragement, we 
are excited to bring our dairy community 
style of news to the dairy farmers of Alberta, 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

•  Help us reach more producers – if you know 
someone who isn’t receiving the BCHN yet, put 
us in touch! We want to reach all dairies!

•  If you are an agribusiness, let us help you reach 
producers across the four western provinces! 
Dairy farmers read the BC Holstein News –  
we grew up in Dairy – IT’S WHO WE ARE

For advertising opportunities or to receive  
your free copy of BCHN contact:  

chris@holsteinnews.com or 
tars@holsteinnews.com 

www.holsteinnews.com
Follow us on Facebook
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– a long ways from cows. Shae not only 
enjoyed the water, but she had some talent 
for this sport and she was competitive. “I 
traveled a lot during high school – in and 
out of Canada,” Shae tells how her journey 
began. Her ability in the sport scored her a 
scholarship to Indiana where she continued 
developing in the university league while 
earning degrees in psychology and French. 
French in Indiana? “I was heading to the 
Canadian National team, and they are 
based in Montreal, so I thought French 
would be a good idea,” she explains.

To earn a place at this level of competition 
takes an intense level of commitment that 
few experience in the normal course of 
life. “It takes everything! We practice twice 
most days. You can’t hold any normal life,” 
Shae admits. Covid presented additional 
challenges, requiring a year of ‘bubble 
training’ where the teammates lived and 
practiced together with minimal, limited 
outings. “You have to really love it! And you 
need a good support system especially 
when you’re away from home so much,” 
she says.

Shae and her teammates competed at 
the 2015 and 2019 Pan-Am games, earning 
Silver both times. Understandably, the 
competition becomes stiffer at the World 
Championships, where the Canadians 
placed fourth in 2017 and ninth in 2019. 
The Canadians played seven games at the 
Olympic tournament in Tokyo this summer, 
finishing a very respectable seventh place! 
“There’s nothing better than the feeling 
of playing on the world stage!” Shae 
expresses.

So, what comes next? “I want to keep 
playing, possibly with Italy professionally.” 
Shae met her husband of four years in 
the Men’s League in Montreal. She hopes 
Guillaume, a Laval firefighter, will be able 
to join her in Europe. The dairy-DNA work 
ethic remains robust in Shae, but I think it’s 
safe to say, the cows are gone.


