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NFC CHAMPIONSHIP  011812: Graphic looks at the NFC championship game 
between the Giants and 49ers; 2c x 4 inches; 96.3 mm x 102 mm; with related 
stories; ED; ETA 4 p.m.

New York Giants�at�San Francisco 49ers
Sun. • 6:30 p.m. EST • FOX
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sources that accompany this graphic when 
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Baltimore Ravens�at�New England Patriots
Sun. • 3 p.m. EST • CBS
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NATIONAL FOOTBALL LEAGUE

BY BARRY WILNER
AP PRO FOOTBALL WRITER

From Gonzo to Gronk 
to Graham, tight ends are 
running past, around and 
through defenders at an un-
precedented rate. Hey, the 
Patriots’ Rob Gronkowski 
does all of those things on 
one play.

Once a glorified tackle, 
the position now requires 
the skills of a wide receiv-
er — and a power forward. 
Speed, size, athletic ability, 
power, intelligence all are in 
the mix.

Along with nicknames, 
apparently.

“The tight end position is 
taking off,” said San Fran-
cisco’s Vernon Davis, who 
also is called Duke; his dad 
is Big Duke and he was Little 
Duke as a kid before grow-
ing to 6-foot-3, 250 pounds. 
“It’s almost as if you have to 
start playing tight ends with 
cornerbacks nowadays be-
cause they’re fast, these guys 
are strong and they’re mak-
ing plays — they’re making 
plays like wide receivers.”

Nobody has made more 
plays at the position in one 
season than Gronkowski, 
who became an All-Pro in 
his second NFL season by 
catching 90 passes for 1,327 
yards and 17 touchdowns. 
The yards and TDs are re-
cords, accomplished with 
plenty of power and flash.

“The guy is a beast,” 
Jets cornerback Antonio 
Cromartie, but that seems 
to be a common description 
for most outstanding tight 
ends in what a Hall of Famer 
from the position, Shannon 
Sharpe, dubs “the golden 
age” for tight ends.

Gronkowski mixes size (6-
6, 265) and speed with great 
hands. Huge, great hands. 
He doesn’t drop the ball, and 
when he grabs it, he’s nearly 
impossible to tackle.

“He has run over a few 
guys,” noted fellow Patriots 
tight end Aaron Hernandez, 
who along with Gronkowski 
has been dubbed the Boston 
TE Party.

If not for his production, 
the Saints’ Jimmy Graham 
would have established an 
NFL mark with his 1,310 
yards. He had 99 catches and 
scored 11 times.

Seven of the top 17 players 
on the receptions chart this 
season were tight ends: Gra-
ham; Gronkowski; Detroit’s 
Brandon Pettigrew; Atlanta’s 
Tony Gonzalez, the career 
leader in just about every re-
ceiving category for the po-
sition; Dallas’ Jason Wit-
ten; Hernandez; and Tampa 
Bay’s Kellen Winslow.

Considering that teams 
use two, and often three, 
wideouts per play, that’s 
highly disproportionate. 
And impressive.

“When I was playing,” said 

Hall of Famer Ozzie New-
some, who retired in 1990 
and now is general manager 
of the Ravens, “the major-
ity of tight ends were point-
of-attack guys. You would 
line up on the line of scrim-
mage next to the tackle and 
we were basically two-back 
oriented.

“Now, tight ends are get-
ting opportunities to be ex-
tended away from the tack-
les, able to stand up on the 
outside as receivers. These 
guys are getting taller, bigger 
and faster or as fast as guys 
in the past. If you were 6-3, 
245 you were a big tight end 
at that time, and now they go 
6-5, 260 or 270 and are just as 
athletic.”

The New England con-
nection, or whatever sobri-
quet they come up with, is 
doubly dangerous. Hernan-
dez’s numbers (79 catch-
es, 910 yards, seven touch-
downs) might have gotten 
Pro Bowl consideration a few 
years back.

Hernandez was drafted 
in the fourth round out of 
Florida in 2010, two rounds 
after the Patriots took Ari-
zona’s Gronkowski. As rook-
ies, they combined for 87 re-
ceptions for 1,109 yards and 
16 touchdowns. Gronkowski 
eclipsed that by himself this 
season.

They offer a matchup 
nightmare for defensive co-
ordinators — and probably 
cause lots of sleepless nights 
for the linebacker, safe-
ties and even cornerbacks 
who sometimes must cover 
them.

“Gronkowski has really 
stepped up and become one 
of the better tight ends in the 
league,” Jets defensive coor-
dinator Mike Pettine said. 
“He can block and you can 

tell that he has great chemis-
try with the quarterback. He 
has really, really good ball 
skills in tight spaces. And I 
think that’s what separates 
him from some of the other 
tight ends in the league.”

Gronkowski and Hernan-
dez, who also has been used 
as a running back in New 
England and broke a 43-yard 
run against Denver in a 45-10 
rout last week, have become 
close friends. They don’t see 
each other as competition 
anymore.

“It was definitely weird at 
first,” Gronkowski said. “We 
always knew about each oth-
er and everything, but it has 
been two years now. We are 
buddies now, we are good 
buddies. We have a lot of fun 
together and that is all in the 
past and we don’t even think 
about it anymore, really, that 
we were competing against 
each other. We are just try-
ing to help each other out 
now.”

Few teams have anything 
close to the luxury of a pair 
of tight ends like Gronkows-
ki and Hernandez. New-
some drafted Ed Dickson 
and Dennis Pitta on consec-
utive picks in 2010, the same 
year the Patriots grabbed 
their terrific TEs. He is confi-
dent they will become major 
cogs in the Ravens’ offense: 
Dickson and Pitta combined 
for 94 catches, 933 yards and 
eight touchdowns this sea-
son.

“Dennis is already a very 
savvy route-runner, and Ed 
is a bit better at the point 
of attack,” Newsome said. 
“They are big and can run 
and can only get better.”

Davis has gotten so much 
better for San Francisco as 
he has matured during his 
six-year career. He had 67 

Terrific tight ends
Tight end is now the ‘it’ position in the NFL catches and six touchdowns 

this season, then was un-
stoppable against New Or-
leans in the divisional round 
with seven receptions for 180 
yards and two TDs, including 
the winner with 9 seconds re-
maining.

“I think he possesses dif-
ferent talents. I think they 
all possess different talents,” 
said Giants safety Antrel 
Rolle, who had to deal with 
Green Bay’s Jermichael Fin-
ley last week and Gonzalez 
the previous game. “I think 
he’s a lot faster than pretty 
much every tight end that 
you’re going to face in this 
league. I think he’s definite-
ly amongst the fastest, if not 
the fastest. I think that’s what 
puts him over the edge in the 
tight end category.”

What also puts so many 
of these tight ends in power-
ful positions is their basket-
ball backgrounds. Gonzalez 
probably could have played 
in the NBA after a two-sport 
career at Cal. San Diego’s An-
tonio Gates, still a force de-
spite a slew of injuries in his 
nine NFL seasons, played 
only hoops at Kent State. 
Graham was on the varsity at 
Miami, Fla., although he had 
more fouls than points (290 
to 220) and even suggests 
he tried football because he 
couldn’t stay out of foul trou-
ble.

“Colleges are going more 
to the spread,” Newsome said. 
“So tight ends are asked to be 
extended away from tackles 
all the time and being more 
involved in the passing game 
as receivers, not as blockers. 
They come into the league 
with a better understanding 
of pass routes, of their roles 
in the passing game.

“Definitely the colleges 
have discovered what kind 
of a weapon a tight end can 
be.”

So have the pros.
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New England Patriots tight end Rob Gronkowski catches a 10-yard touchdown pass while being defended by Denver Broncos cor-
nerback Andre’ Goodman during the NFL divisional playoff game Jan. 14 in Foxborough, Mass. 

BY BARRY WILNER
AP PRO FOOTBALL WRITER

Protect the ball or go 
home.

Turnovers are the great 
equalizer in the NFL. In 
three of last weekend’s four 
playoff games, the team 
with a huge turnover mar-
gin won: the 49ers, Ravens 
and Giants. The Patriots 
didn’t need takeaways to 
take away any chance the 
Broncos had; the talent dif-
ferential was more than 
enough.

“Turnovers. Doesn’t that 
go down to every game, 
though?” Baltimore coach 
John Harbaugh said. “So, I 
just don’t think it’s that spe-
cific. What did it boil down 
to (against Houston)? Turn-
overs, OK, No. 1 thing, right? 
Four to none.”

Winning the turnover 
battle is always essential. 
Three of the top four teams 
that led the turnover tussle 
in the AFC and four of the 
top five in the NFC made the 
playoffs.

In Sunday’s conference 
championships, San Fran-
cisco and New England 
would seem to have the edge. 
The 49ers led the league with 
a plus-28 turnover margin, 
including an NFL high of 15 
fumble recoveries. The Nin-
ers also had a miniscule 10 
giveaways.

New England topped the 
AFC at plus-17 and with 34 
takeaways.

“We always talk about 
the turnover margin, and, 
of course that was huge,” Gi-
ants coach Tom Coughlin 
said of his team’s five take-
aways at Lambeau Field. 
“We were plus-three and 
we felt very much so, for a 
team that only had 14 turn-
overs over the course of the 
entire season, that was ex-
ceptional. They were a team 
with plus-24 and really had 
played from the other side 
of it all year long. ... The op-
portunity for us to be a plus-
3 team, we had one turnover 
and they had four, was a 
huge part of the game.”

All four teams have play-
ers who excel in protecting 
the ball, and in stealing it.

San Francisco (14-3) ran 
away with the NFC West, 

in great part because of its 
turnover differential; the 
other three division teams 
were a collective minus-10. 
Carlos Rogers, in his best of 
seven pro seasons, had six 
interceptions. So did safety 
Dashon Goldson.

Patriots cornerback Kyle 
Arrington tied for the NFL 
lead with seven intercep-
tions and had one fumble 
recovery. Pro Bowl defen-
sive tackle Vince Wilfork 
and linebacker Rob Ninkov-
ich each had two intercep-
tions and two fumble recov-
eries this season.

Ravens All-Pro lineback-
er Terrell Suggs forced an 
astounding seven fumbles 
this season.

On the other side, Ra-
vens’ star running back Ray 
Rice had 291 carries and 76 
catches and fumbled twice. 
New England RB BenJarvus 
Green-Ellis in 510 career 
carries and 22 postseason 
carries has never fumbled 
or lost a fumble.

Giants running back Ah-
mad Bradshaw struggled 
mightily with hanging onto 
the ball in past years, even 
being benched by Cough-
lin at one point in 2010. Af-
ter losing six fumbles that 
year, he lost one in 2011; fel-
low back Brandon Jacobs 
didn’t lose any, although he 
did drop the ball more than 
Bradshaw.

Since 1990, when the NFL 
went to the 12-team playoff 
format, the winner of the 
turnover battle was 49-5-9 in 
conference championships 
or Super Bowls, according 
to STATS LLC. Three AFC 
champions — Pittsburgh 
in 1995 and 2010, New Eng-
land in 2007 — had more 
giveaways than the oppo-
nent, yet won. St. Louis did 
the same in the AFC in 1999, 
and the Steelers are the on-
ly Super Bowl winner since 
1990 to pull off that trick, 
in the February 2006 game 
against Seattle, 2-1.

Ten NFC champions and 
four in the AFC in that span 
committed zero turnovers 
in conference title games, 
the last Chicago in 2006. In 
both 2005 and 2006, both 
conference champs had no 
giveaways.

Turnovers: the 
great equalizer
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Cleveland Browns tight end Ozzie Newsome makes a diving catch for a touchdown against the 
Cincinnati Bengals in 1983. Tight ends are running past, around and through defenders at an 
unprecedented rate. Once a glorified tackle, the position now requires the skills of a wide receiver 
and a power forward.


