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'Surreal' experience awaits 
Onyshko
By: Nathan Liewicki
Thursday, Aug. 4, 2016 

Isabela Onyshko will be competing for Canada in women's artistic 
gymnastics at the Rio Olympics. The 18-year-old Brandon Eagles gymnast 
will be making her Olympic debut and is the only Westman athlete who will 
be wearing the Maple Leaf (TIM SMITH/THE BRANDON SUN).

A picture of Jenna Kerbis — in her Team Canada jacket — hangs on the 
south-facing wall of the Brandon Eagles Gymnastics Centre.

It’s a memorable photo for Isabela Onyshko and one that has fuelled her 
motivation as she’s made monumental strides in the gymnastics world.



Kerbis was a member of the national team and competed for Canada at the 
2006 Commonwealth Games in Melbourne, Australia. Eight years later, 
Onyshko donned the Maple Leaf at the same event in Glasgow, Scotland. 
She helped Canada to a fourth-place finish in the team event and was 
seventh in the all-around individual competition.

But that wasn’t the first time she competed for her country at an 
international event. In November 2013, Onyshko was a member of the 
Canadian junior national team that went to the Massilia Cup in Marseille, 
France.

Since then, the 18-year-old, who graduated from Vincent Massey High 
School in June, has done a considerable amount of international 
globetrotting with her own Canada jacket, including appearing at the last 
two world championships: Nanning, China in 2014 and Glasgow last year.

She finished 29th in the all-around category in China and 16th in Scotland.

On Friday, Onyshko will take her biggest step yet when she marches into 
the Maracanã Stadium in Rio de Janeiro alongside the rest of Canada’s 
Olympic team for the opening ceremonies of the Games.

"It’s going to be, I think, surreal," Onyshko said.

Goosebumps?

"For sure."

Onyshko was one of five artistic gymnasts nominated to head to Brazil on 
June 30. Gymnastics Canada used a point system based on how 
competitors fared at last year’s world championships, this year’s Elite 
Canada and Canadian championships as well as international events and 
the selection camp to determine the team members.

The Brandonite won her first Canadian title in June and had enough points 
to lock up her spot on the Olympic team. She will joined on the women’s 



artistic team by Halifax’s Ellie Black, Vancouver’s Shallon Olsen, Brittany 
Rogers of Coquitlam, B.C., and Rose-Kaying Woo of Brossard, Que.

For the Minnedosa-born Onyshko, she is the first Manitoba gymnast to go 
to the Olympics since Lynette Wittmeier was an alternate in the 1988 
Games in Seoul, South Korea.

She also became the first Wheat City product to earn a spot at any 
Olympics since Angela Chalmers, a Neelin graduate who won a bronze 
medal in the women’s 3,000-metre race at the 1992 Barcelona Games. 
Dave Calder is the most recent Brandon-born Olympian. Calder, who was 
adopted by a family and grew up in Victoria, was on Canadian rowing 
teams in 2000, 2004, 2008 and 2012.

Westman’s most recent Olympians were Virden’s Paige Lawrence and 
Rudi Swiegers, pairs figure skaters who went to Sochi, Russia two years 
ago.

Has it set in for Onyshko that she is an Olympian?

"Some days, yeah, but most of the time, no," she said. "It just feels the 
same as any competition."

She admitted that having competed at the Aquece test event in Rio in April 
probably benefited her from a climate standpoint.

"Knowing what to expect because it’s quite a bit different than Manitoba’s 
summer climate will be a really big help," Onyshko said. "You have to be 
aware that it’s high humidity and high heat. It will be Brazil’s winter so I 
guess a little bit cooler, but you just have to be aware of that, drink a lot 
more water and just be cognizant that you are going to feel a bit more tired 
than you expect.

"But it won’t be bad because you train less because you only have certain 
time blocks you are allowed in the gym."



Onyshko and her artistic teammates will have a training session Saturday 
before the qualifying round on Sunday.

With limited training allowed in Brazil, she emphasized the importance of 
repetition in Brandon and with the national team in Sarnia, Ont., in the lead-
up to the Games.

"Doing lots of routines and getting in the numbers and really working on the 
execution, especially on bars, is important," Onyshko said. "Getting in 
enough numbers that I feel confident because after Sarnia you don’t get 
much chance to do a lot of routines or numbers in Rio. You want to have a 
large number in your back pocket, so you can rely on them."

Lorie Henderson, Onyshko’s coach for the past several years and one of 
the Olympic team’s two women’s artistic coaches — Black’s coach David 
Kikuchi is the other — agreed that’s been the strategy since returning from 
Gatineau.

"We started refining things and doing large numbers of things to make 
everything seem simple because when you get there you don’t get as much 
training time," Henderson said. "We’re mostly building up to the point where 
she feels like she’s ready to go.

"Physically and mentally that’s what we’ve been building towards."

Henderson added that a positive attitude is key for her pupil.

"I think she’s feeling like she’s ready to get going," she said. "Just a few 
more little tweaks here and there but I think that if she had to compete 
tomorrow she could compete tomorrow."

While Onyshko, the lone Westman athlete competing at Rio, is making her 
Olympic debut, so too is Henderson.

She jokes it only took her 50 years to get to the Games but she’s going to 
enjoy every minute of it.



"It’s going to be the best thing, I think, ever. Isabela and I have been lucky. 
We’ve hit every major event in the last two years," Henderson said. "In 
2014 we did Commonwealth and we’ve done two worlds, then Pan Ams 
and now this, so I don’t think we could have asked for much more. The 
pinnacle of athletics is the Olympics, so even to get there is pretty 
remarkable. It seems pretty surreal right now when you say you are going 
to the Olympics."

Aside from competing, Onyshko is also excited to rub shoulders with the 
world’s premier athletes.

"It will be good to hopefully see a few sports," she said. "Diving, I think that 
will be really cool too see, and sprinting. I think Usain Bolt would be really, 
really impressive to see, but it all depends on our schedule … but I think 
the atmosphere will be good. It will be exciting and fun."

Her mother, Paula Moriera, and an uncle will be heading down to Rio to 
watch her compete. Onyshko isn’t sure how often she will get a chance to 
spend time with them, but she hopes they can share a few moments.

The focus is, after all, on gymnastics.

Not even the Zika virus, which has caused several big athletes, most 
notably in the men’s golf competition to withdraw from the Olympics, is a 
concern for the five-foot-two, 110-pounder.

"I’m not thinking about it. I’m not worried," Onyshko said. "We have 
mosquitoes here with West Nile, so you just have to be careful, be aware 
and wear bug spray and the COC medical team will ensure that if there’s 
any issues we’ll be made aware so I’m not worried."

Her attention is on her routines.

That said, just days away from taking to the floor, balance beam, uneven 



bars and vault, Onyshko admits she’s feeling the butterflies.

"I get nervous," she said. "I try to acknowledge that I’m nervous, but I work 
best when I’m out there having fun and relaxed, so that’s how I have to try 
and go into things."

She will not be adding anything new to any of the routines that helped her 
win the Canadian championship but her full-twisting back tuck on the beam 
is still "scary."

Not many gymnasts are expected to attempt that move, but Onyshko likes 
having that skill.

"It sort of sets you apart," she said.

Onyshko is hoping her performance does the real talking. Standing on the 
podium in the all-around or any of the individual apparatuses is not likely 
but if Canada performs lights out in the team competition they might 
challenge for a medal.

At last year’s world championships, the Americans took gold, the Chinese 
silver and Great Britain bronze. Canada was sixth, but not too far back of 
the Brits.

Sunday’s qualification round is the most important. Canada is in the last 
group, which is usually better for scoring than the first group. The team 
finals are Tuesday with the individual all-around final taking place Aug. 11. 
The vault and bars finals are on Aug. 14, the beam final is Aug. 15 and the 
floor final is set for Aug. 16.

"Definitely the first day I want to go out there and have a strong day to help 
the team," Onyshko said. "The most important aspect is the team getting 
into the team finals and then hopefully I can do all-around and maybe beam 
finals.

"We’ll see how the first day goes."



Henderson believes Onyshko is more than capable of performing her best 
in Rio.

"There’s no doubt that her start values and her scores over this past year 
could put her amongst the top 24 in the world or the top eight in an event," 
Henderson said. "It’s gymnastics, one never knows for sure but as far as 
the statistics go it’s definitely possible."

Asked what are the keys for Onyshko to have a successful Olympics, 
Henderson said, "I think she just has to relax, she has to believe in her 
training and she just has to believe that what she can do she will do. She 
doesn’t have to try any harder, no more no less, just do what she can do. 
(She is) prepared for this and if she can get herself into that headspace I 
think, in her eyes, she’ll have a successful meet."

Onyshko, who also has Portuguese citizenship, was in a unique position in 
that she had the choice to compete for either Canada or Portugal. But there 
was really never any doubt which country she would represent in Brazil.

"When I was starting out it was a possibility if things didn’t go as planned 
with the Team Canada route but I don’t think it would have ever felt right to 
me," she said of joining the Portuguese gymnastics team. "I was born in 
Canada and I guess I have Portuguese citizenship, but really I’m a 
Canadian at heart so it feels better to represent Canada."

Now she will get to inspire the next wave of Canadian gymnasts, including 
those at her own club who already look up to her.

Twelve-year-old O’Keri Katjivari is pumped to see Onyshko compete for 
Canada in Brazil.

"I think it’s really cool because not many people from Brandon get to go to 
the Olympics, so I think it’s a really cool opportunity for her and for us to 
watch," Katjivari said. "I would love to compete at that level and try and at 
least go to tryouts for that.



"I think it’s very inspiring to most of us."

Julianna Crocker, 11, said, "it’s amazing" what Onyshko has accomplished 
and that her work ethic is something she tries to copy.

"She never gives up and that she keeps on trying," Crocker said.

The blood, sweat and tears Onyshko has shed on her journey from young 
gymnast to Olympian is emblematic of a phrase the late Muhammad Ali 
once uttered: "I hated every minute of training, but I said, ‘Don’t quit. Suffer 
now and live the rest of your life as a champion.’"

No matter how well Onyshko performs at the Rio Games, she is a 
champion and inspirational role model in the eyes of her younger 
clubmates, who look up to her like she once did of Kerbis.

» nliewicki@brandonsun.com
» Twitter: @liewicks


