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Shona Branton is making waves as an up-and-coming breaststroker on Western University’s swimming team. The 2024-2025 varsity season proved to be a breakout period for the aquatic sensation. At the OUA provincial championship, she swept all three of the breaststroke races and set meet records in each. After qualifying for the U SPORTS National Championship, she went on to collect four medals and set records in the 100- and 200-meter breaststroke events. To top it all off, she was named the women’s Swimmer of the Meet and became Western's Female Athlete of the Year for the second consecutive time. Like many others around her, she expected to ride this wave of success into the Olympic qualification period. What she didn’t anticipate were the trials and tribulations that lay ahead. 

Branton had an early start to her swimming journey at just five years old. She credits her older sisters as being the reason she got involved with the sport. They encouraged her to join a local team in their hometown of Wallaceburg, a small town in the Chatham-Kent region. Her dad drove her to every practice and competition, and still attends all of her meets to this day. She spent much of her childhood in the pool, although her passion for swimming started to wane in high school when she hit a plateau. Unable to get under her best times, Branton says that this was the first time she really struggled to overcome a setback. It wasn’t until she met her current coach that she rediscovered her love for the sport. As the varsity swimming head coach for the Western Mustangs and a former Olympian himself, Paul Midgley took her under his wing. With his guidance and support, Branton reignited her drive to succeed and set her sights on a new goal. She wanted to qualify for the 2024 Paris Olympic Games. 

The months leading up to the Canadian Olympic Swimming Trials looked promising. At the Luxembourg Euro Open, she went a smouldering personal best in the 100-meter breaststroke and clinched a FINA A time. She was already under the qualifying time required to attend the Games. Now, she had to recreate this performance at trials and place within the top two spots. It was in this moment when she noticed the pressure starting to set in.

Already struggling with these new and daunting expectations, Branton hit another roadblock. Shortly after the competition in Luxembourg, she sustained a serious injury that took her out of the water for several weeks. Her scapula had been pulled out of place, so much so that the bone was sticking out and could be seen from the front. She was unable to train within the month leading up to trials which severely hindered her performance. Branton missed the qualifying time and finished fourth overall in the 100-meter breaststroke. She would not be travelling Paris later that year like she had hoped. 

Most athletes would be reluctant to talk about missing out on their dream to compete in the Olympic Games. Surprisingly, Branton takes on a lighthearted attitude as she speaks about the experience. Chuckling to herself, she bluntly states that she “… knew it was going to be bad. Part of me was just there to be in the game. It was still a lot of fun.” She even cracks a joke, saying that she was flattered when she was ushered away for a drug test. “It made me feel better because they picked me [to be tested] before the race. So, they must’ve thought I was going to make it.” Focusing on the positives, she enjoyed reconnecting with her teammates and friends between races. When asked about dealing with the disappointment of missing important goals, Branton says that she takes time away to reset. “I try to leave the swimming stuff in the pool and keep it separate.” She dabbles in several forms of recreational exercise like tennis and rock climbing. Other outside interests include reading and spending time with friends and family. After allowing herself to recover, she reevaluates and adjusts her targets. 

Branton is not wasting any time ruminating over the past. Instead, she already has her eyes on a bigger prize: medalling at the 2028 Los Angeles Olympic Games. Beyond her personal swimming endeavours, she hopes to encourage other aspiring swimmers to follow their heart and strive for their dreams. Working with Midgley has inspired Branton to become a coach herself. “I want to be who [Paul] is for me, to somebody else. I feel like it’s really special to have that connection with someone and lead them on their journey.”

Most importantly, Branton wants young girls to feel empowered about pursuing a career in swimming. In a sport that lacks longevity, she hopes that other female athletes will not stand for being held back. “Women are told to limit themselves, especially after a certain age. There will always be time for everything else, but there might not always be time for swimming.” Her own future in the sport remains unknown, but she is ready to dive right in and find out. 

“What you want, you will find a way to get it. Anything is possible.”
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