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T H E  P A S T  F E W  M O N T H S 
have been tough on all of us. But just 
imagine spending years training and 
preparing for something that has been 
your childhood dream: To represent your 
country at the Olympics, the ultimate 
sporting event of all time. And then, just 
like that, your dream goes from gold 
medals to gold Easter bunnies, as you’re 
forced into a nation-wide lockdown and the 
Tokyo Olympics is rescheduled to 2021. 
Heartbreaking for Roodepoort-born 
Tatjana Schoenmaker, but thankfully 
her naturally optimistic nature helped 
her transform the period at home into 
valuable rest, family and burpee time.   

 How Did Your Professional 
 Swimming Career Start? 
I started off with water safety and then 
went into stroking and stuff. I had my 
first competition when I was eight; I 
think I won the 25 m fly or something. My 
parents felt like I had talent in swimming 
and that I should do it as a sport. I carried 
on swimming all through the year, but I 
also did a lot of netball, athletics and other 
sports. Then when I was in Grade 8, Rocco 
Meiring (swim coach at TuksSport High 
School) approached my parents at the 
Pretoria Gala. He told them he thought 
I was talented – and that’s when I moved 
over to that school. Since then, it’s been my 
career. I went from swimming three times 
a week to having 11 sessions a week. 

 Tell Us About Your Tokyo 
 Olympics Training Regime… 
Monday, Wednesday and Friday would have 
double swim sessions in the morning and 
afternoon. Tuesday and Thursday would 
have one gym session in the morning and 
a swim set in the afternoon. And Saturday 
morning is another swim session.

 And Then It All Came Crashing  
 Down With The LockDown. 
 How Did You Take The News? 
The worst part was waiting for the decision 
about whether the Olympics would be 

T postponed. For the athletes, knowing 
that we were about to go into lockdown 
and would be unable to train normally, 
was scary. But now, I’m very positive about 
it. I can just be calm during lockdown and 
know that when it’s over, I can start training 
again and have enough time to get ready 
for the Olympics. It was definitely a good 
decision from their side. 

 Have You Been Exercising 
 During The Lockdown? 
In the first three weeks, no. I was fortunate 
enough to take a full break – something 
you don’t get very often in swimming. So 
I just chilled and did nothing. It was nice! 
After that, I started getting back into it 
slowly. Now I train just about every day, 
but more land-based training (obviously).

 Was It Tough To Motivate 
 Yourself To Exercise During 
 The Lockdown? 
Staying  motivated can be tough. That’s 
why I’m so grateful for my teammates 
at Tuks – it’s always nice having a buddy 
or two to exercise with. I’m lucky that 
my parents also enjoy training, so we 

all train together, even if it’s different 
programmes. We see each other dying and 
it gets you motivated! There are a few days 
where I feel like skipping it, but I remind 
myself that I always feel better afterwards 
– it’s a happy pill with no side effects!

 Being An Athlete, One 
 Assumes You Have Heap 
 Loads Of Motivation To Stay 
 On Top Of Your Game. Are 
 There Days Where You Feel  
 Like Throwing In The Towel? 
Definitely! I enjoy racing, but to be able 
to race, you need to train and sometimes it 
does get tough. Especially winter mornings  
when it’s 5:30 am and 2°C outside! We 
train in an outdoor heated pool, but when 
you stop at the wall, or get out or into the 
pool, it’s so cold! But I’m not the only one, 
I have a squad. Everyone’s there to work 
hard. I don’t want to stand behind the 
blocks knowing I skipped those sessions 
because, at the end of the day, I have to 
stand there confidently, knowing that 
I gave it my all and there was nothing 
else I could do. And that means being at 
training every single day. 

T HE UA  SQUA D 

Tatjana is one of the 
newest athletes to join 

the esteemed family 
at Under Armour, the 

famous sporting brand. 
‘I am very happy and 

extremely privileged to 
join the Under Armour 

team. It feels like a 
close-knit family. You 

aren’t just another 
number to them, they 
make you feel special. 
Even more so during 

this time of uncertainty. 
#TheOnlyWayIsThrough’
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At just 23, breaststroke champion Tatjana Schoenmaker 

is an Under Armour ambassador, has an impressive, 
66-strong medal cabinet, and is swimming her way to 

the Olympics. FitLife chatted to the athlete to fi nd 
out how she stayed strong during the lockdown
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 How Do You Handle The 
 Nerves Of Competing? 
I didn’t jump straight from Nationals 
to World Champs. I went from World 
Students to the Commonwealth Games 
to the bigger platform, World Champs. 
Then I went to the Olympics. Every single 
time I’ve gone into a competition, I’ve 
known that I couldn’t have done anything 
more than that. It’s about confidence 
and believing that I’ve put in the effort. I 
don’t know what other people are doing 
– they might be doing harder sets. But I 
know that I’ve given 100% and sacrificed 
a lot, so I definitely have a chance. 

 And How Do You Handle 
 Disappointment? 
I go into a competition wanting to swim 
my PB (personal best). If I didn’t swim my 
PB, then there was a reason, so I have to go 
back and reflect on what I did in training. 
Maybe the training programmes weren’t 
working. We don’t normally repeat sets –
training has to change. And maybe this 
time those sets weren’t working as well.  

 What Is Your Approach To 
 Diet And Nutrition? 
I don’t really follow anything, to be honest. 
I know what is healthy, so I stick to healthy 
meals with the right nutrition. I have a sweet 
tooth, and I can’t stick to a diet because 
I cheat a lot. If I feel like having a chocolate, 
I’ll eat a chocolate. With the intensity of 
training, a chocolate wouldn’t affect it, so 
I don’t feel too bad. Food brings me joy – I 
need to keep my heart happy too. 

 What Advice Would You Give 
 Someone Who Can’t Find The 
 Courage Or Motivation To 
 Start Exercising? 
Take it step by step. No one is saying that 
you have to go run 5 km. Just see what it’s 
like; you’re going to feel like you’re dying 
at the end of it, but trust me, you will feel 
so much better. I struggle to get up every 
day, but I know that as soon as I’m done 
with that set, I feel so much better. Then 
I know I can also cheat! You might not love 
exercise, but it’s good for your physical 
well-being – it can only do you good. 
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 Favourite Food? 
Any food, but I really love 

braaivleis and garlic bread.

 Biggest Fear? 
I wouldn’t say I have one big fear. 
I have little fears, but ultimately 

we’re not supposed to have 
fears. Even though they’re there, 

we need to have faith.

 Guilty Pleasure? 
Sweets!

 How Do Spend 
 Your Downtime? 

With family and friends, 
eating good food.

 One Thing You Can’t 
 Live Without? 

God and my family.

 Burpees Or Running? 
Running. I think I’ve done so 

many burpees during this 
lockdown, I don’t even want 

to think about them!
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