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Stephen Cox, 
Bike Racer
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7 years and four years in the City of Milton, Ga. Nikki grew up on huge farms in Natal and spent time 
as a young girl with animals and riding  horses. Photography is a very passionate hobby for Nikki. 
She always has a camera close-by. The cover photo is Tory Bentley riding her horse Toy see p. 30.
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Jeffrey Braden Francoeur 
Sitting down at a table in the center of the 
comfortably air-conditioned Braves’ Club-
house, I took out a 1990-91 yearbook from 
Jeff Francoeur’s elementary school where he 
and my niece had been in the same grade 
and were pictured on opposing pages. 
Laughing at the picture as he showed it to 
teammate Tim Hudson, Jeff was then cau-
tiously eager to make the book disappear in 
my briefcase before any of the other guys 
saw it. “They don’t need anything else to 
rib me about!” he chuckled as he glanced 
around to see if the coast were clear.

Growing up in Gwinnett County, Jeff was 
a local kid during the early 90s when the 
whole city caught Braves fever. We were all 
there, but I wondered what he remembered 
from those days and what that must be like 
to be on the team now that he cheered for 
back then. “Painting tomahawks on my face 

and wearing the old Worst to First t-shirts to 
school” were the first two things that came 
to mind. He added, “It was the only time my 
dad would let me stay up to 11 o’clock to 
watch the playoffs.” During the regular sea-
son, he had a more normal bedtime as did 
most kids in the primary grades.

Almost unfathomable to think about, but this 
23-year-old phenomenon with an infectious 
smile is living his lifelong dream and that of so 
many young boys today. The odds are certainly 
low, but that didn’t deter Francoeur from recom-
mending this career to a young hopeful.  

What would it take to get him here? “It takes 
hard work and discipline.” Just because he’s 
made it to the big league doesn’t mean the 
practice stops there. On a regular game day, 
Jeff likes to arrive extra early, well before the 
scheduled call time, to get in some fielding 
practice. “I’ll go out and practice catching fly 

balls and grounders and get some extra hit-
ting.” That practice certainly is paying off as 
Francoeur’s name routinely flashes in lights 
signaling the homerun he’s just blasted out 
of the ballpark. The giant Coke bottle at the 
top of the stadium erupted with a shower of 
fireworks two times at the game following our 
interview. I wondered what he was thinking 
about as he rounded the bases.

In your opinion, how should parents best  
support their baseball playing sons? “By having  
the boys play as many sports as they can. Not 
just sports, but go to the pool, the beach and 
other activities. I learned a valuable lesson by 
playing travel ball at a young age. By 12 I was 
burned out. I just played golf and hung out for a 
year until I was 13 when I wanted to play again.” 
Jeff went on to talk about how so many kids get 
pushed into the sport—too much too soon. Then 
when the time comes where their skills could 

Boys to Men 
What is it that makes an everyday normal bubblegum-blowing kid grow into a young superstar?

Jeff Francoeur, Matt Treanor

“i learned a 
valuable lesson by 
playing travel ball 
at a young age. By 
12 i was burned 
out. i just played 
golf and hung 
out for a year 
until i was 13 

when i wanted 
to play again.”
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have a real benefit (as in a college scholarship), 
the boy is sick and tired of the game—too many 
lessons, too many drills, too many laps. 

Sunny Mathews, R.N., a 23-year veteran  
in the operating room at Scottish Rite, 
concurs, “I’ve seen so many young ath-
letes—especially pitchers—come  into the 
O.R. with rotator cuff problems and other 
injuries that are a result of overdoing it with 
one sport. Cross training is essential so that 
the opposing muscles are utilized in order to 
balance the body’s muscular system. Young 
baseball players would benefit greatly from 
a winter basketball program.”

Did you ever play ball as a youth at Coo-
perstown? No, the Dreams Park for the 10-
12 year olds has only been popular for the 
last five or six years, but I did get to play in 
the Hall of Fame game in Cooperstown three 
years ago. It was awesome!”

In little league we see kids get so down on 
themselves when they strike out or miss a 

play. If you could, what would you say to that 
boy in that moment? “Baseball is a game of 
failure. If you can’t handle failure, you’re going 
to have a tough time. If you fail 70 percent of the 
time (which would mean you’re batting .300), 
you’ll be in the Hall of Fame one day. You’re not 
going to hit every ball or have a great game 
every time, but it’s OK.”

What is it like seeing so many people 
wearing a jersey with your name on back? 
“That’s fun, but it’s also humbling. I mean 
just three years ago they didn’t know any-
thing about me or were wondering about me. 
It’s overwhelming and also an honor.”

Faith
It’s evident when talking with Francoeur 
that he’s a nice guy, but he’s much more 
than that. A sorority sister of his fiancée 
told me that they both were “really strong 
Christians,” so I asked him about his faith. 
He spoke of the blessings in his life and 
knew that God was taking care of him. He 

responded, “So many say that Christians are 
weak minded, but I can get just as [ticked] 
off as anybody, but I have to have a way to 
control and channel those emotions. I can’t 
go in the dugout and throw my helmet; I 
know the kids are watching, and they’ll imi-
tate whatever they see. I used to imitate all 
the major league players.”

Superstition
About that time, one of the Braves’ players 
came walking by announcing that they were 
wearing their pants “up” for that night’s 
game against the Diamondbacks—sort of a 
lower body version of a rally cap. “Anything 
for a win!” Jeff said, explaining that baseball 
players are the most superstitious people 
on earth. “No matter where we are playing, I 
always take a shower forty minutes before the 
game.” Why forty? There was no particular 
reason for that number, but it works for him. 
So if you get to the Braves’ game a half hour 
early, don’t go looking for Francoeur on the 
field; he’ll be in the shower!
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Brian Michael McCann 
Same bat channel, same bat time—a base-
ball bat, that is. Gwinnett County really had it 
going on with another baseball success story 
brewing in its terrain. Living his teen years in 
the same county as his friend and teammate 
Francoeur, Braves’ starting catcher Brian 
McCann has his own story to tell. 

I waited in the middle of the clubhouse for 
Brian to finish his pregame treatment before 
talking with me, which gave me plenty of 
time to run my eyes across the names above 
the lockers and see all the jerseys hanging 
there waiting to make some game-time his-

tory. A couple players graced us with their 
rendition of “Lean on Me” in harmony as 
they made their way to the showers.

Finally Brian appeared dressed out ready 
for the night’s game. We started to sit down 
but with all the players scurrying around, we 
decided to go out to the Braves’ dugout. As 
we walked through the clubhouse door and 
remembering what Jeff had just told me, I 
noticed a large horseshoe propped up on a 
marker board. “Does that horseshoe mean 
anything to you, Brian?” I asked expecting 
to get more fodder to feed the superstitions. 
“No, I’m not superstitious at all. Maybe I 
have a few routines, but that’s it.”

We walked through the tunnel until at last 
the door opened to the huge expanse of “The 
Ted”—Turner Field in its pregame frenzy. Sit-
ting on the blue bench in the Braves’ dugout, 
the temperature was instantly 20 degrees 
hotter than where we’d been, but Brian and I 

sat comfortably and talked. If there were any-
thing I learned about Brian McCann that day, 
it is that the young man is truly humble.

Born into a baseball family, Brian followed 
his big brother, Brad, around as a tag-along 
at his games until he was finally able to be on 
his own little league team at the age of 8. His 
family lived in West Virginia where his father 
coached at Marshall University until moving 
to the Atlanta metro when Brian was 12. He 
played second base back then until high school 
when he realized he wasn’t the fastest kid on 
the team, so he became at home behind home 
plate. Good thing for the Braves!

 

What was your relationship like with Brad grow-
ing up? “I looked up to him. He’s who I wanted to 
be like. I followed him and copied what he did. Of 
course, as kids we fought a lot, but that stopped 
when I was 14. Now we’re best friends.”

With the catcher’s position being the captain 
of the field, was that intimidating coming 
into the big leagues with all these guys you’d 
admired for so long standing right in front of 
you? “Oh yeah, it was a dream come true–every-
thing I wanted. I had really pushed to make my-
self the best player I could be. I’m very blessed.”

You’re living the dream of so many young 
players right now and giving hope to them 
that they might one day make it too, but what 
would you warn them about? “Never forget that 
no matter how much success you have, it can all 
be taken away in a second. Live every day like it’s 
your last. Treat it specially and enjoy it too.”

How is the fame affecting your personal life? 
“Not at all.” 

Do you miss the days of being able to go the 
store without signing autographs? “I don’t re-
ally get recognized. It’s starting to get more and 
more, but so far it’s not really a problem for me.”

How is being in the majors different from 
what you expected it to be? “It is…wow…
after the first year, it turns out to be the same 
game since little league. The first year you 
get all caught up in the stadium and the fans 
and all that. Kids look at you today; I never 
expected to play here. Now it’s just baseball. 
There’s nothing different from the guy on the 
high school team. It’s still just baseball.”

Brian, it sounds like you’ve still got the 
love of the game. “Absolutely! It’s the 
greatest game in the world.” »ASF

What the kids want to know:

How do you get your pants like that down 
around the back of your cleats? 
Jeff: I order them extra long and cut out the elastic.
Brian: I stretch them out.

What was your first video game system?  
Jeff: Regular Nintendo, and I played Super 
Mario. I could beat anybody in RBI Base-
ball. Now I like to play Mariokart on the 
Game Cube. I take it on the road with me!
Brian: Nintendo. I played Techmobile Foot-
ball, and I was good at it!

If you could go as a spectator to see 
another MLB team play, which team and 
what stadium would it be? 
Jeff: I’d go to Wrigley Field and sit in the outfield.
Brian: Hmm, great question! I’d go see the 
Tigers play, because they have the best offense 
right now. I’d watch them play the Yankees. It’d 
be a high scoring game with a lot of action.

What would you order on your hotdog?
Jeff: chili, cheese, salt & pepper
Brian: ketchup & mustard

Brian Schneider, Brian McCann

“oh yeah, it was 
a dream come 
true–everything 
i wanted. i had 
really pushed 

to make myself 
the best player 
i could be. i’m 
very blessed.”


