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The 49ers will hit the road this week, heading south to a domed stadium. They hope it's 
the first of two such trips. 
And that the second one ends with a sixth Lombardi Trophy in their luggage. 
But before they can visit the Superdome in New Orleans for Super Bowl XLVII and end 
an 18-year quest, they will travel to Atlanta for an NFC Championship Game that 
provides a chance to confront demons and chase away ghosts. 
The 49ers were a Russell Wilson Hail Mary shy of hosting Seattle next Sunday. But 
instead, the NFC's No. 1 seed eked out a 30-28 win in a wildly entertaining finish. 
The 49ers won't get the comforts of home, but the upside is they won't face the team that 
manhandled them last month in Seattle. At first glance, it appears that the Falcons' 
defense is far less equipped to deal with the Colin Kaepernick Experience than the 
Seahawks'. 
And now the 49ers will go about trying to change their playoff history: trying to win a 
true road playoff game for the first time in 24 years. 
This will be the 49ers' first road playoff game since a 31-6 loss to Tampa Bay in January 
2003, the last game for Steve Mariucci as head coach of the 49ers. That defeat to the 
eventual Super Bowl champion was just the most recent in a string of playoff losses on 
their opponent's field: The 49ers have lost five straight, including one in the Georgia 
Dome in January 1999. 
Their last such win was the memorable, Montana-with-the-hand-warmers 28-3 victory 
over Chicago at Soldier Field in January 1989, the penultimate game of Bill Walsh's 
49ers coaching career. That was the only NFC Championship Game road victory in 
franchise history. 
The 49ers and the Falcons - who used to play each other twice a season - are relative 
strangers these days. They haven't played since 2010, in the 49ers' last visit to the 
Georgia Dome. In that game, cornerback Nate Clements grabbed what should have been 
a victory-sealing interception, but Falcons wide receiver Roddy White chased him down 
and punched out the ball. Atlanta recovered and drove for the game-winning field goal. 
After the game, the first following offensive coordinator Jimmy Raye's firing, Mike 
Singletary seemed to be in a daze. That was one of five losses to start the season, which 
was Singletary's last as head coach. 
In the two years since that awful season, the 49ers have morphed from the Keystone Cops 
of the NFL to a complete team. A team that, after Saturday's dominant performance, 
many believe will win the Super Bowl. 
How did it happen so quickly? Certainly because of Jim Harbaugh's arrival in San 
Francisco. Harbaugh did benefit from inheriting a roster with promising players in key 
positions, strong character men who were desperate for some good coaching after years 
of nonsense. 
And that's where one of this week's ghosts from the past comes in. Mike Nolan is the 
Falcons' defensive coordinator, and his defense has played well enough that Nolan's name 
is again in play for a head-coaching job, for the first time since he was fired by the 49ers 
midway through the 2008 season. 



Among the players on the 49ers' roster who were drafted or signed under Nolan are the 
stalwarts of the defense, Patrick Willis and Justin Smith, as well as Frank Gore, Vernon 
Davis, Joe Staley, Delanie Walker and Dashon Goldson. And, of course, Alex Smith, 
who didn't exactly thrive under Nolan's defensive-minded regime. 
The players have nothing to prove to their old head coach - but Nolan would delight in 
knocking off the team that fired him and blamed him for much of the ills of the 
past decade. 
Nolan's defense struggled in the second half Sunday, allowing 298 yards, 18 first downs 
and four touchdowns. Wilson was able to run and throw against the Falcons, which 
should make Kaepernick and the rest of the 49ers happy when they watch the video. 
But playing on the road is tough, and if these 49ers need any evidence, they can bring in 
Steve Young or Jeff Garcia, Montana or Ronnie Lott for testimony. And playing in a 
dome is very tough. The 49ers lost two of their three dome games this season, and didn't 
play one of their best games in the win, in New Orleans. 
Atlanta hasn't been a particularly threatening home environment over the years, but it 
could be different Sunday. Though the Falcons looked tight and ready to choke away the 
game in the late minutes against Seattle, they didn't do it. They grabbed their first playoff 
win since the 2004 season. 
That victory could transform the Georgia Dome from a place of tension and worry to a 
raucous, supportive home environment. And it could catapult Matt Ryan into a more 
confident, experienced playoff quarterback. 
The 49ers can't be sure what's in store on this playoff trip to the south. They only hope it 
leads to another. 
And, ultimately, to a trip home with a sixth silver football to add to their collection. 
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Read more: http://www.sfgate.com/49ers/article/49ers-get-date-with-road-demons-in-
dome-4190923.php#ixzz2IG9UxgMI 


