
The look of sport: Leryn Franco 
 

Take passion, courage and tenacity, layer on looks and charm, and you get two-
time Paraguay Olympic Team javelin thrower and model Leryn Franco. 

 
 
Sauntering into the lobby of her New York hotel, wearing silver sequined hot 
pants and a white tank top, accessorized with crystal rosary beads and aviator 
sunglasses, Leryn Franco commands attention—even in Manhattan‟s too-cool-
to-breathe meatpacking district. That her sidekick for the day is a fellow beauty 
queen, a blonde to Leryn‟s brunette who also happens to be her best friend, 
doesn‟t hurt. After hosting a renowned Paraguayan television program together 
last year, the friends pretty much turn heads wherever they go. 
 
Television hosting is just one of Leryn‟s off-track jobs. She also models for 
international and domestic advertising campaigns and magazines. These 
accomplishments begin to illuminate the symbiotic relationship between Leryn 
and her sport. The javelin throw served as her first public forum, and she in turn 
raises the profile of the often-overlooked event.  
 
Even Leryn‟s walk is notable. As we exit towards our waiting SUV, her runway 
experience at numerous international fashion weeks---Miami, São Paulo, Buenos 
Aires and more---is apparent. She has that articulate stomp particular to off-duty 
models.  
 
Though she‟s traveled all over the world and speaks Spanish, Italian and English, 
this is Leryn‟s first trip to New York, and up to this point photo shoots have kept 
her from exploring beyond Niketown, where she stocked up on necessities after 
the airline lost her bag. Heading to Soho now, Leryn furiously taps on her 
smartphone. She‟s recently gotten into tweeting, which helps her communicate 
with family and friends and connects her to fans, who are often surprised at her 
responsiveness. This accessibility foretells what I come to learn about Leryn 
throughout the day: She may be a growing international brand but she implicitly 
understands human connection as the key to both her professional success and 
personal happiness. 
 
Leryn also uses social media to keep in touch with her coaches from afar. At the 
moment she‟s concerned that she‟s lost a week of training due to travel. She 
worked out this morning in the hotel gym, but her regular schedule includes two 
daily training sessions of weights, technique, jumps and general fitness. Usually 
she refuses to travel when preparing for an important competition. “I haven‟t 
been able to train well this week. I‟ve only worked out one time a day. It‟s much 
too little,” she laments. “When I return to Paraguay, I‟ll train even during the 
weekend.” 
 



Arriving at a boutique, she allows herself a moment of mental reprieve to troll 
racks of overtly feminine garments, pulling out fire-orange silk pants and an 
open-backed cream silk noil dress. While she heads to the dressing room, 
Leryn‟s friend reveals a bit about their life in Asunción, the capital of Paraguay. 
“In Asunción, we have everything nearby. We spend a lot of time with family and 
friends. Life in Paraguay is very good.” This intimate environment also means 
that as a celebrity Leryn is always in the public eye. When she goes out people 
know her and want to take her picture, or they just take pictures without asking. 
But Leryn expresses tabloid exasperation only when it comes to romantic 
relationships. “The media invents things that aren‟t there. They want to sell 
papers—that‟s all they care about, which causes harm to me, to the other person 
and to our families.” 
 
Leryn soon emerges from the dressing room in short shorts and a crop top, and 
it‟s clear why media outlets have named her “The Hottest Athlete of All Times” 
and included her in their “Top 99 Women” poll. She has a top athlete‟s lean 
musculature, including six-pack abs, but also womanly curves. Throwing her 
hands up while a shop assistant adjusts the outfit, her comfort and confidence 
are evident. Both her enviable body and self-possession are the result of hard 
work and discipline. After competing in a myriad of sports—from tennis and 
gymnastics to handball and volleyball—at 13 years old Leryn was discovered by 
the trainer of a local sports club. “He invited me to try track and field,” she recalls. 
“I went and I did the long jump and the 100 meters, but I was the best at throwing 
events. Then at 16 I tried the javelin for the first time and it went stupendously. I 
set a new national record, so I said, „Ok, I‟ll try this.‟” 
 
By 22, Leryn was competing on an international stage, where she drew attention 
for her looks as much as for her performance. The timing was fortuitous as she 
injured her elbow soon after and was forced to take a break, a potential setback 
that led her to her second career. “When I was little, they asked me to model and 
to compete in [our national beauty pageant] and I always said, „No, no, no. I‟m 
not interested. It‟s not my thing. Thanks anyway, but no.‟ But then, after I hurt my 
elbow, they asked me again to compete and I said, „Ok, why not? I don‟t have 
anything else to do.‟ And it went well. Afterwards, they asked me to do runway 
shows, and then I started to do some advertising campaigns and TV. This work 
allows me to guide my own life, which allows my to compete in athletics, which is 
what I love.”  
 
Walking along Broadway, with periodic stops to check out the sidewalk kiosks 
offering “I Love New York” t-shirts and fedoras, Leryn outlines her upcoming 
resolutions: To excel in imminent regional and international competitions. Both of 
these goals reflect her overall inspiration and motivation: the opportunity to 
compete for her country. Paraguay is a very small place and she feels very 
privileged to act as its representative. This inspires her to do her best, to properly 
portray it to the rest of the world. On a personal level, she always has short-term 



goals, and once a she has accomplished one she raises the bar and moves on to 
the next.   
 
At the same time, Leryn has learned to temper her relentless drive, a lesson born 
of experience. In 2008, in an effort to improve, she moved to Italy, recruited by a 
club there. Lacking friends and family all she did was train, yet her competition 
results in were, in her own words, “dreadful.” Hindsight is 20/20, she explains, 
“My mother died in October and I left for Italy in November. It would have been 
better to stay in Paraguay. I was completely alone and it was very difficult. All of 
these things force you to grow up very quickly.” 
 
Applying this wisdom to the present, she has settled back in Paraguay near her 
father, four sisters, niece and nephew, whom she speaks of as “my life.” “You 
decide that you don‟t want to go backward,” she continues. “You want to go 
forward. But sometimes, going „backward‟ isn‟t really going backward, it‟s actually 
moving forward.” This statement is validated by Leryn‟s performance since 
returning to Asunción. Surrounded by her team, family and friends, she has 
beaten her personal javelin record twice in the past year—it currently stands at 
55.66 meters—and she placed second in South America‟s 2011 competition. By 
May of 2012, however, she‟ll need to improve her personal best by three meters 
in order to qualify for the world‟s summer competition. 
 
Leryn attains this imperative life balance by regularly making time for her 
personal life, despite a demanding schedule. When she arrives home from a trip, 
friends will come over or they‟ll go out for dinner and catch up on the latest news. 
Leryn also spends a lot of time with her family, occasionally applying the cooking 
skills she learned in Italy to preparing a weekend meal for them. And when it 
comes time to properly relax, a day on the couch in front of the TV does the job.  
 
After a swing through a few more shops, we stop at a café for lunch. Here, Leryn 
seeks out a meat sandwich, settling for grilled vegetables and cheese after 
chicken fails to qualify as “meat,” and she opts for a soda rather than coffee. As 
an elite athlete and model, her diet is integral to her success. The formula, she 
divulges, is fairly simple, if inflexible. “I take a lot of daily vitamins and 
supplements, and I eat and sleep well. I don‟t drink alcohol. Sure I get tired, but 
nothing is easy in life.“ With that, she devours the sandwich, thoroughly 
debunking the myth that models don‟t eat.  
 
In the car heading uptown, the debate as to whether Leryn should evacuate as 
Hurricane Irene approaches begins, with Leryn rebuffing concern. She wants to 
see a hurricane. They don‟t have them in Paraguay, she declares, evidencing her 
appetite for new experiences.  
 
This insatiable curiosity also explains Leryn‟s desire to expand her work in 
television to hosting a sports program, because not only does she love all 
athletics, she loves meeting and talking to people and learning about their lives. 



That she eventually wins the battle to remain in the city for the hurricane reveals 
her innate willpower and competitiveness. “I love competition in everything, 
school, sports…everything. Competition doesn‟t stress me. Sure, there is 
pressure but I like pressure. It pushes me to improve and raise the bar. And 
when everything goes well… I can‟t explain the feeling I get.” As opposed to 
many athletes, she doesn‟t listen to music to get psyched up for a meet. She 
needs silence to focus—and she doesn‟t rely on luck, reasoning, “You make your 
own luck.” 
 
We stop at a New York landmark and a private guide swiftly carries us past long 
lines of tourists. The only compensation required for this service is that the staff 
be permitted to photograph Leryn for the site‟s archives. Not to worry. In both the 
building‟s lobby and on the observation deck, she takes multiple shots, 
immortalizing her visit via tweets. Stopping in the gift shop on the way out, Leryn 
also selects a souvenir mug and magnet to bring back with her to Asunción.  
 
Despite training in the morning and playing tourist all day, Leryn insists on 
heading out for a last bit of shopping. Disappearing into the midtown crowd, she 
buzzes about the potential retail offerings and hanging out with friends from 
Paraguay who live in the city. The next day, I note that Leryn has tweeted a 
picture of herself on the street. Drenched in the pre-storm rains, she is 
confronting the hurricane in the same way she has her athletic ambitions: head 
on and without fear.  
  


