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NFL Playoffs

Veteran passer 
looks to shed 
letdown image

By SCHUYLER DIXON
Associated Press

IRVING, Texas — Aaron 
Rodgers has a Super Bowl 
ring, the prize that keeps 
Tony Romo going through 
the heartbreaking endings 
and accumulating back inju-
ries in Dallas.

Still, the hunger is grow-
ing for Rodgers heading into 
Sunday’s divisional playoff 
because Green Bay hasn’t 
reached the NFC champion-
ship game since winning it 
all four years ago on Romo’s 
KRPH� ¿HOG�� $QG� 5RPR� KDV�
never even been that far.

“You realize very quickly, 
LW¶V� VR� GLI¿FXOW� WR� GR� WKDW�´�
Rodgers said. “A lot of things 
have to come together. We’ve 
come up short the last couple 
of years and it just kind of fu-
HOV�WKH�¿UH�D�OLWWOH�ELW�PRUH�´

Romo knows about com-
ing up short. 

There was his infamous 
ÀXE� RI� WKH� KROG� RQ� D� ¿HOG�
goal that could have beaten 
Seattle in a wild-card game 
eight years ago, then a loss to 
New York as the No. 1 seed 
in the NFC a year later when 
the Giants went on to beat 
undefeated New England in 
the Super Bowl.

The past three seasons 
ended with losses that left 
the Cowboys at 8-8 and out 
of the playoffs. Now here’s 
Romo returning to the state 
where he grew up a fan of 
Brett Favre, trying to get past 
this round of the playoffs in 
KLV� WKLUG� WU\� LQ� 'DOODV¶� ¿UVW�
postseason trip to storied 
Lambeau Field since the Ice 
Bowl loss 47 years ago.

“I’d love to give you a 
headline, but it’s really just 

another week 
in the prepa-
ration side of 
LW�´�VDLG�5RPR��
who signed 
with the Cow-
boys in 2003 
as an undrafted 
free agent out 
of Eastern Illi-
nois. “I know 
it’ll be fun for my family and 
friends and that stuff. But for 
me, it’s a playoff game and 
\RX¶YH�JRW�WR�SOD\�\RXU�EHVW�´

These were the two high-
est-rated quarterbacks in the 
NFL this season. Rodgers 
hasn’t thrown an intercep-
tion at home in more than 
two years, while Romo had 
20 touchdown passes and 
two interceptions in leading 
Dallas (13-4) to an 8-0 road 
record.

Whether it plays out as a 
battle of elite quarterbacks 
remains to be seen. First, 
the temperature at kickoff 
likely will be in the teens. 

Second, Rod-
gers is play-
ing through a 
calf strain that 
limited him 
in practice all 
week even 
though the 
Packers (12-4) 
had a bye af-
ter beating the 

Lions.
Rodgers was listed as 

probable Friday after declar-
ing earlier in the week he 
would start despite an injury 
sustained three weeks ago 
against Tampa Bay and ag-
gravated in the regular-sea-
VRQ�¿QDOH�DJDLQVW�'HWURLW�

“I think the fact he went 
through the opportunity 
Tampa, Detroit where he had 
to play through the situation 
where you had to be smart in 
the pocket, he has that expe-
ULHQFH�´�3DFNHUV�FRDFK�0LNH�
0F&DUWK\� VDLG�� ³+H� ORRNV�
OLNH� KH¶V�PRYLQJ�¿QH� WR�PH�
right now. We’re not going 

to change anything or our 
approach of how we want to 
DWWDFN�'DOODV¶�GHIHQVH�´

Romo’s health was the 
talk of the preseason with the 
34-year-old coming off back 
VXUJHU\��+H�VXVWDLQHG�DQ�XQ-
related back injury on a sack 
in a loss to Washington and 
looked ragged playing on 
short rest in another loss to 
Philadelphia.

Otherwise, he put together 
one of his best seasons after 
declaring in training camp 
that fans would see “the best 
YHUVLRQ�RI�PH´�²�D�VWDWHPHQW�
that surprised Troy Aikman, 
the three-time Super Bowl 
winner who had back surgery 
early in his Dallas career.

Besides Romo’s back is-
VXH��$LNPDQ�¿JXUHG�D�ZHDN�
Dallas defense would be a 
problem. But the defense has 
been better, and the Cowboys 
helped Romo with a more 
balanced attack featuring 
1)/� UXVKLQJ� OHDGHU�'H0DU-
FR�0XUUD\�

Romo seeks playoff breakthrough
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Dallas Cowboys quarterback Tony Romo passes the ball during the first half of an 
NFL football game against the Washington Redskins in Landover, Md. At left, in an 
Aug. 22, 2014, file photo,  Green Bay Packers quarterback Aaron Rodgers (12) throws 
a pass against the Oakland Raiders during the first half of an NFL preseason football 
game in Green Bay, Wisc. 

By ROB MAADDI
Associated Press

From Dennis Thurman 
to Blair Thomas, unlikely 
players have stepped up to 
help the Dallas Cowboys 
beat the Green Bay Pack-
ers in past playoffs.

Don’t be surprised if the 
star of Sunday’s divisional 
playoff game at Green Bay 
isn’t Tony Romo or Aaron 
5RGJHUV�� 'H0DUFR� 0XU-
ray or Eddie Lacy, Dez 
Bryant or Jordy Nelson.

0DQ\� OHVVHU�NQRZQ�
players have produced 
plenty of clutch postsea-
son performances over 
the years. Thurman and 
Thomas are just two ex-
amples in this series alone.

When Emmitt Smith 
went down with an injury 
against the Packers on Jan. 
8, 1995, Thomas replaced 
him and ran for 70 yards 
and two touchdowns to 
lead Dallas to a 35-9 win. 
Thomas had just 137 yards 
rushing and two TDs the 
entire season split between 
New England and the 
Cowboys.

A decade earlier, Thur-
man intercepted three of 
Lynn Dickey’s passes to 
help Dallas beat Green 
Bay 37-26 in a playoff 
JDPH�RQ�-DQ������������+H�
returned one of those picks 
39 yards for a TD. 

+HUH� DUH� SRWHQWLDO� XQ-
sung heroes for each of the 
NFL teams playing this 
weekend:

RAVENS: Joe Flacco 
may be the new Joe Cool 
in the playoffs, but safety 
:LOO�+LOO�FRXOG�EH�WKH�NH\�
to victory for Baltimore. 
+LOO�LV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WU\-
ing to stop Rob Gronkow-
VNL�� ,I�+LOO� NHHSV� WKH�$OO�
Pro tight end in check, the 
Ravens have a better shot 
at the upset.

PATRIOTS: Shane 
Vereen’s numbers have 
steadily declined this sea-
son, but the Patriots need 
one of their running backs 
to deliver against a run 
defense that allowed the 
fourth-fewest yards in the 
league. LeGarrette Blount 
and Jonas Gray are also 
part of New England’s 
FRPPLWWHH� EDFN¿HOG�� 9HU-
een has extra motivation 
Saturday night facing for-
mer college teammate Jus-
tin Forsett.

PANTHERS: Luke 
Kuechly and Seattle’s 
Bobby Wagner are All-
Pro linebackers so most 
of the focus is on them. 

But another linebacker,
Thomas Davis, will play
an integral role for Caroli-
na’s defense. Davis has to
KHOS�VORZ�GRZQ�0DUVKDZQ�
Lynch and contain Russell
Wilson. While Kuechly
draws the attention, Davis’
performance can go a long
way toward lifting the
Panthers to a major upset.

SEAHAWKS: Rookie
wide receiver Paul Rich-
ardson had 10 receptions
for 112 yards in Seattle’s 
last two games after catch-
LQJ����SDVVHV� WKH�¿UVW�����
Richardson has big-play
talent. The Seahawks had
only one player — Doug
Baldwin — catch more
than 40 passes this season, 
so Wilson spreads the ball
around.

COLTS: Tight end
Coby Fleener had 291
yards on nine of his re-
FHSWLRQV� DQG� JDLQHG� ¿UVW�
downs on 40 of his 51
catches. Andrew Luck
and the Colts have a deep
WKUHDW� LQ� 7�<�� +LOWRQ� DQG�
the dependable, veteran
hands of Reggie Wayne.
Fleener, Luck’s teammate
at Stanford, is a go-to type 
of guy who can make a
difference in a shootout.

BRONCOS: Rook-
ie cornerback Bradley
Roby knocked down
Luck’s fourth-down pass
to Wayne to seal Denver’s
31-24 win over Indianapo-
lis in Week 1. Now Roby
has a chance to be the star
LQ� KLV� ¿UVW� SOD\RII� JDPH��
Luck will likely target
Roby more than the formi-
GDEOH� GXR�RI�&KULV�+DUULV�
Jr. and Aqib Talib.

COWBOYS: New 
Jersey Gov. Chris Chris-
tie has turned into Jerry
Jones’ good-luck charm.
Christie governs a state
¿OOHG�ZLWK� IDQV�RI� WKH�*L-
ants and Eagles, but he
grew up rooting for the
Cowboys and sat with 
Jones in the owner’s suite 
ODVW� ZHHN�� +LV� DZNZDUG��
celebratory hug of Jones 
when the Cowboys sealed 
a win against Detroit was
the punch line for quite a
few jokes this week. 

PACKERS: Fullback
John Kuhn earned All-Pro
honors for doing the dirty
work to help Green Bay’s
offense soar this season.
Kuhn doesn’t get the ball
much — 24 carries, 4
catches — but he’s vital
to the Packers’ success
because he’s an excellent
lead blocker and pass pro-
tector.

Unsung players 
could determine 
playoff winners

AP Photo/Scott Eklund, File

Seattle Seahawks wide receiver Paul Richardson,
top, makes a leaping reception against the defense
of St. Louis Rams’ Janoris Jenkins (21) in the sec-
ond half of an NFL football game in Seattle. Rich-
ardson had 10 receptions for 112 yards in Seattle’s 
last two games after catching 19 passes the first 14.

By MICHAEL MAROT
Associated Press

INDIANAPOLIS — Anthony 
Castonzo has watched the faces 
come and go along Indianapolis’ 
offensive line all season.

+H�VHHV�QR�UHDVRQ�WR�GRXEW�WKH�
replacements now.

With three of the team’s pro-
jected starters on injured reserve, 
Castonzo is convinced this chang-
ing cast can come up with a good 
enough performance Sunday to 
send the Colts to the AFC Cham-
pionship game.

“Obviously, we would rather 
KDYH�WKH�FRQWLQXLW\�´�,QG\¶V�VWDUW-
ing left tackle said Friday. “But 
WKH� JX\V� ZKR� KDYH� ¿OOHG� LQ� DOO�
season have done a really good 
job. I don’t think there’s a guy on 
WKLV�WHDP�WKDW�ZH�GRQ¶W�WUXVW�WR�SOD\�´

The theory has been tested repeated-
ly all season.

Indy has plugged 10 linemen into 11 
starting combinations and has used the 

same lineup in back-to-back weeks just 
two times since Week 4 — Oct. 19 and 
26 and Nov. 30 and Dec. 7. With coach 
Chuck Pagano announcing Friday that 

HYHU\ERG\�ZDV� ³UHDG\� WR� JR�´� LW�
appears it will happen again in 
Sunday’s divisional-round game 
at Denver.

Somehow, the Colts (12-5) 
still managed to win the AFC 
South title, a wild-card game 
while limiting opponents to just 
27 sacks on Andrew Luck, the 
lowest of Luck’s career.

This weekend will be a differ-
ent challenge.

The AFC West champs are 
heading into the playoffs with a 
week of rest, the No. 3 overall de-
fense and an intimidating group 
of pass rushers such as defensive 
HQG�'H0DUFXV�:DUH�DQG�RXWVLGH�

OLQHEDFNHU� 9RQ�0LOOHU�� ZKR� FRPELQHG�
for 24 of the Broncos’ 41 sacks and 
could cause havoc all day for the Colts’ 
makeshift line.

“It’s going to be an all-day job be-

cause if you lose to any one of these 
guys, they’re going to get the quarter-
EDFN�´�VDLG�&DVWRQ]R��WKH�RQO\�OLQHPDQ�
WR�VWDUW�HDFK�RI�WKH�¿UVW����JDPHV�

Castonzo understands.
A year ago he and right tackle Gos-

der Cherilus were the pillars on a line 
that went into the playoffs after using 
VL[�GLIIHUHQW�VWDUWLQJ�OLQHXSV�RYHU�WKH�¿-
nal six weeks of the regular season. Indy 
followed a wild-card round him over 
Kansas City with a 43-22 loss at New 
England in the divisional round.

&KHULOXV�ZRQ¶W�EH�DURXQG�6XQGD\��+H�
was placed on injured reserve last week 
with groin, hip and shoulder injuries.

$OVR� RXW� ZLOO� EH� ULJKW� JXDUG� +XJK�
Thornton, who went on injured reserve 
this week with a shoulder injury, and 
Donald Thomas, who was expected 
to start at left guard, sustained a sea-
son-ending torn right quad in training 
camp. Thomas’ absence gave sec-
RQG�URXQG� GUDIW� SLFN� -DFN� 0HZKRUW� D�
chance to play, and he’s played well in 
14 starts -- 13 at left guard and one at 
right tackle.

&ROWV�KRSLQJ�WR�¿QG�VWDELOLW\�XS�IURQW

cult on the Seahawks. None of the 
three games were decided by more 
WKDQ� ¿YH� SRLQWV� DQG� QHLWKHU� WHDP�
scored more than 16. 

Carolina is trying to become the 
¿UVW� WHDP� WR� UHDFK� WKH� FRQIHUHQFH�
championship game after making 
the playoffs with a losing record. 
Seattle knows the road Carolina is 
trying to travel. The Seahawks won 
the NFC West in 2010 with a 7-9 
mark and beat New Orleans in the 
wild-card round before falling to 
Chicago. 

“The truth of the matter is it 
doesn’t matter how you get in, just 
JHW�LQ��DQG�WKHQ�VHH�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�´�
Carolina coach Ron Rivera said. 

“It’s what happened to Seattle a few 
years back, they got hot. They got 
hot, they won a game, that’s kind of 
the way we look at it. We got hot, 
ZH�ZRQ�D�KRPH�¿HOG�SOD\RII�JDPH��
EXW�ZH�MXVW�JR�IURP�WKHUH�´

+HUH� DUH� RWKHU� WKLQJV� WR� ZDWFK�
as Seattle seeks an eighth straight 
playoff win at home:

CAM AND RUSS: Cam New-
ton has never played well against 
Seattle and all those games have 
been at home. Newton has a passer 
rating of 70.6 and been sacked eight 
times in three games against the Se-
ahawks. 

“It’s about going into a hostile 
environment and not only proving 
to people, but proving to ourselves 

WKDW�ZH�EHORQJ�KHUH�´�1HZWRQ�VDLG��
Russell Wilson hasn’t been 

perfect, but has managed to 
make key plays to go 3-0 against 
Carolina. This season, Wilson hit 
Luke Willson on a 23-yard TD in 
the final minute to pull out the 
victory. 

PANTHERS ON THE RUN: 
The Panthers are averaging 196.6 
yards rushing per game during their 
current win streak. 

Jonathan Stewart has carried 
the load, averaging 104.8 yards per 
game with two touchdowns during 
that span. 

Newton is averaging 56.2 yards 
per game with three TDs during the 
stretch. One of the main reasons for 

the improved play is the Panthers 
have found consistency on the of-
IHQVLYH� OLQH�� VWDUWLQJ� WKH�VDPH�¿YH�
players for the past six games.

SUFFOCATING: When All-
Pro linebacker Bobby Wagner and 
safety Kam Chancellor returned 
from injuries, Seattle’s defense be-
came suffocating. The Seahawks 
didn’t allow any fourth-quarter 
points during their six-game win-
ning streak. They allowed 39 total 
points and an average of 202.2 total 
yards. 

GANO STRUGGLING: 
Carolina’s Graham Gano par-
layed an outstanding season in 
2013 into a big contract this past 

RIIVHDVRQ�� +H¶V� ��� RI� ��� WKLV�
year, but has struggled in recent
weeks with missed field goals
in three of the last four games. 
+H¶V�DOVR�VWUXJJOHG�LQ�WKH�IRXUWK
quarter, converting just 8 of 12
attempts.

EAR PLUGS: Newton and his
Carolina teammates have never ex-
perienced CenturyLink Field and its
notorious noise. Sherman called the
¿UVW�H[SHULHQFH�IRU�DQ\�RSSRQHQW�LQ
6HDWWOH� ³XQQHUYLQJ�´� ,QFOXGLQJ� WKH�
postseason, Seattle has won 24 of
26 at home. 

“I never think you can be a 
championship team unless you
have a great advantage when you
SOD\�DW�KRPH�´�&DUUROO�VDLG���

SEAHAWKS: Panthers trying to become 1st losing record team to reach conference championship
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Associated Press

)2;%2528*+�� 0DVV��
(AP) — The temperature 
drops, friendly fans roar and 
the Patriots pile up victories.

New England has the best 
home record in the NFL in 
Bill Belichick’s 15 seasons 
as coach, playoffs included.

:DWFK� RXW�� WKRXJK�� +HUH�
come the road-tested Balti-
more Ravens for a divisional 
game Saturday.

“There’s nothing that the 

crowd can do to help you 
make the plays that you’re 
VXSSRVHG� WR�PDNH�´� 3DWULRWV�
quarterback Tom Brady said.

The Ravens aren’t likely 
to get rattled even against 
the AFC’s top-seeded team. 
Not with cool Joe Flacco at 
quarterback and a 2-1 playoff 
record at Gillette Stadium in 
WKH�SDVW�¿YH�VHDVRQV�

Baltimore has 10 postsea-
son road wins, all since 2008 
and tied with Green Bay for 
most in NFL history.

Why so many?
“Well, shoot, we can’t get 

ourselves any home (games), 
,�JXHVV�´�)ODFFR�VDLG��³:H¶YH�
obviously had a lot of chanc-
es at (road games), a lot of 
experience with it, and react-
HG�ZHOO�LQ�LW�´

The Ravens won three road 
playoff games and the Super 
Bowl in the 2012 season. Last 
Saturday they won a wild-
card game 30-17 in Pittsburgh 
while the Patriots had a bye.

“We could be going to 

SOD\�RQ�0DUV�DQG�,¶G�VWLOO�EH�
YHU\�FRQ¿GHQW�´�5DYHQV�ZLGH�
receiver Torrey Smith said.

Since Belichick became 
coach in 2000, the Patriots 
are 1-2 in the playoffs against 
the Ravens and 11-1 against 
all other teams.

New England lost AFC 
championship games to Bal-
timore in the 2009 and 2012 
seasons and beat them in the 
2011 season before losing the 
Super Bowl to the New York 
Giants.

Ravens hope for more playoff success


