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What's in a Number? Depends on Who You Ask
By Andrew Pentis, 49ers.com

If you've ever poked your nose into a team meeting room and heard a football coach talk over film or a projector slide, you've heard opposing players referred to only by their numbers.

We have got to make sure we put a block on 97!

You need to jam 80 at the line of scrimmage!

Let's not give 36 any reason to dance!

It seems dehumanizing, doesn't it?

But a football player's number is like a pilot's call letters.

When his helmet is on and he's just one of 22 players on the field, the digits on his back serve as his identity.

Well, some see it that way. There are other ways of looking at a number.

We asked 18 members of the initial 49ers 53-man roster about how they got theirs.

4 – Punter Andy Lee

“They gave it to me for my first training camp. I kind of wanted to wear 5, but one of the other guys in camp already had it. Now I love it – learned to love it.

“Phil (Dawson) wore 4 in Cleveland, but he never even asked me for it.”

13 – Wide receiver Stevie Johnson

“In high school, I had 80. When I got to Kentucky, they didn’t have any numbers in the 80s. The equipment guy there said, ‘Well, we have 13’ like it was trash. So I took unlucky 13. I wore it in Buffalo with the Bills, too.

"I like it because the ‘1’ and ‘3’ look like my wife’s initials, ‘LB.’” 

22 – Cornerback Chris Cook

“I wore 2 growing up. That was my digit back in the day. I wore it as a senior in high school and in college, too. It was always my favorite number because that’s what Charles Woodson wore at Michigan, and I loved watching him play, especially the year he won the Heisman Trophy.

"When I was with the Minnesota Vikings, 22 was taken, so I went from 31 to 20. In the NFL, 2 is for kickers and quarterbacks, so I just added a 2 to make it 22.”

23 – Running back LaMichael James

"That's what was available to me. I wore 21 at Oregon. Anything in the 20s is alright. But when you get into the 30s... 36, I think, is ugly. No disrespect to whoever has 36 (Dontae Johnson), 37, 37, 38... those are funky numbers. 

"The number doesn't really make you; the player makes the number. That being said, I don't want to go out there and be 29."

29 – Cornerback Chris Culliver

“I didn’t choose it, but it’s stuck on me. It’s me now. Like reppin’ it.”

49 – Fullback Bruce Miller

“I wore 9 in high school, but when I got to Central Florida they wouldn’t give it to me because I was a defensive end. I wanted to keep the 9, so I asked for 49.

"When I got drafted by the 49ers, so the whole thing seemed to make sense.”

50 – Linebacker Chris Borland

“I didn’t care either way. I wore 44 in college. Now that I’m 50, I’d like to stick with it. Your number becomes part of who you are with the team, so I don't want to change.”

51 – Linebacker Dan Skuta

"I wore 51 with the Bengals, and I really didn't pick that when I was with them. I was 46 in the preseason over there and I didn't really like that, but when I went up to the team from the practice squad, Marvin Lewis gave me 51. It kind of stuck. I like it here, too.

"In a way, it is important. The way I play, I'm always trying to gain respect, and I want people to see that 51 out there and know who that is and know that they're going to have to battle me."

52 – Linebacker Patrick Willis 

"I wore 49 at Ole Miss. When the 49ers drafted me, they asked me if I wanted any different numbers, and none of them looked better to me than 52 and none sounded better than 52. On top of that, I've known or watched some guys over the years, Ray (Lewis) being one in particular, to wear number 52. What a great number to wear. It's a special number for the middle linebacker position. I just wanted to take that number and make it a good one." 

53 – Linebacker NaVorro Bowman

"They gave it to me. I wore 18 and 11 at Penn State."

55 – Linebacker Ahmad Brooks

“That was the one they had for me. I wore 34 in high school, but that’s not eligible for ‘backers in the NFL. Safeties get to wear my number.”

57 – Linebacker Michael Wilhoite

“They just gave it to me. In college, I was 16. I never gave my number much thought.”

67 – Center Daniel Kilgore

“I didn’t get a choice. They gave it to me. But I’m glad I got it – it was my high school number too.”

71 – Offensive lineman Jonathan Martin

“I wore it in high school because it was what was available, then had 55 at Stanford. Football players are creatures of habit, so it's good to have the same number again.” 

77 – Left guard Mike Iupati

“In high school, I was 78. When I got to Idaho, all they had was 77, so I thought, ‘OK, I’ll make a new name for 77.’ And when I got drafted by the 49ers, they had it, too, so I took it. I wear it with pride, but it's really the last name on the back and the San Francisco on the front that you represent.”

83 – Defensive tackle Demarcus Dobbs

“I went through a whole lot of numbers here. I’m on my fourth. I wore 78 my first year because I was a rookie and rookies don’t get first preference. Then I was 96 because I was just going to play d-line, and I needed a real d-line number. Then I became 40 because the team was trying me out at tight end, and I needed an eligible number so that I didn’t have to report to the refs as eligible every play on offense. After 40, I changed to 83 to be eligible for both tight end and d-line.

"And I like my number now because I’m a part of what we call the ‘3 Gang.’ If you go down the list of players with 3s – starting with LaMichael James, Craig Dahl, NaVorro Bowman, Tony Jerod-Eddie and Ian Williams – you’ll see that we’re all a bunch of beasts.

"No, I hope to stay 83 – unless they change it up on me again.”

92 – Defensive tackle Quinton Dial

“I wanted to change my number after last season’s NFC championship game. I felt like 71, which they gave me when I was a rookie, was more of an offensive lineman number. So I came in and asked Steve if I could change. I think 92 was the only one available, and I plan to stick with it. 

93 – Nose tackle Ian Williams

“I started out with 64 because that’s what they had at the time. I always wanted to be 95, like I wore at Notre Dame, but Ricky Jean-Francois had that when I started out here. When I did switch, I went with 93 because it’s close enough. I’ll tease Mike Purcell about his 64 once in a while.”

95 – Defensive tackle Tank Carradine

“When I got here, they had a couple numbers in the 90s available. I wanted 91, but I didn’t ask about it because it’s (taken).

“I wore 90 in junior college. I went up one in college. Hopefully I’ll get to wear it again at some point (laughs). I had a lot of success with 91.”

Your turn – What number would you wear and why? Let us know in the comment section below.
--------------------------------------------------------------
For starters, Alex Boone will report in good shape

By Matt Barrows, Sacramento Bee

It's unknown how long it will take Alex Boone to seize the 49ers' starting right guard position after missing the team's entire preseason. But he'll arrive at team headquarters today in very good shape, said the man who trained with him in Cleveland.

“There wasn't a whole lot to do throughout the course of a day,” noted LeCharles Bentley, who runs a training facility for offensive linemen. “So he spent a lot of time with me.”

Bentley, a former NFL offensive lineman who has known Boone since the latter was in high school, said Boone worked out six days a week and that the sessions were anywhere from an hour to double sessions that took up nearly half the day. 

Boone will have to pass a physical when he arrives. Then the 49ers coaches will determine how long it will take him to be ready to play in a game, something Boone has not done since Jan. 19. Neither has the man who played next to him the last two years, right tackle Anthony Davis.

Davis had shoulder surgery in April and also missed the entire offseason program. Asked whether Davis would be ready for Sunday's season opener in Dallas, Jim Harbaugh on Saturday said, “We'll see.”

That means there's a chance that the starters for the game could be the same as they were throughout the preseason – Joe Looney at right guard and Jonathan Martin at right tackle. Also up in the air at the moment is reserve lineman Dillon Farrell's role on the team.

He can play all five spots on the offensive line, making him an ideal emergency offensive lineman. But the 49ers also may need his roster spot if Boone's roster exemption goes away when his holdout ends.

Another possibility: Boone takes injured nose tackle Glenn Dorsey's roster spot. That spot, however, won't be available until Tuesday when Dorsey is first eligible to go on the injured reserve/designated to return list. 

--------------------------------------------------------------

Spillman signs with Cowboys, set to face 49ers in Week 1

By Matt Maiocco, CSNBayArea.com

The 49ers made a decision to go young on special teams on cut-down day.

But one of the veteran players they released will likely be on the field Sunday when the 49ers face the Dallas Cowboys to open the regular season.

C.J. Spillman, a special-teams standout for the 49ers since he was claimed off waivers from the San Diego Chargers in 2010, signed with the Dallas Cowboys on Monday, a source said.

Spillman earned his roster spot in previous seasons due to his play on special teams – most notably as a “gunner” on punt coverage. He is expected to line up in that position with the Cowboys to track down either LaMichael James or Bruce Ellington.

The 49ers figure to attempt to double-team Spillman when the Cowboys punt. Rookies Jimmie Ward, Dontae Johnson and James McCray could be used as blockers, along with Chris Cook.

Spillman led the 49ers with 19 tackles on special teams last season.
--------------------------------------------------------------

Cowboys to kick up Niners' prep work

By Todd Archer, ESPN.com

The preparation for the San Francisco 49ers begins in earnest today, but the Dallas Cowboys have been looking at regular-season-opening opponent for some time now. 

It started during training camp in Oxnard, California, and continued last week with two practices leading into the preseason finale against the Denver Broncos. 

The 49ers have not lost a season opener under coach Jim Harbaugh, but they will be without three of their better defenders in linebacker Aldon Smith (suspension), linebacker NaVorro Bowman (injury) and defensive tackle Glenn Dorsey (injury). They could also be without defensive tackle Ray McDonald, who was arrested over the weekend on domestic violence charges. 

“I know from our perspective (on offense), we’ve got a lot of respect for the way they play defense,” tight end Jason Witten said. “They’re a hit-you-in-the-mouth 3-4 team. Really good players across the board. It’s going to be a tough challenge. We’re going to see what we’re made of early in the year.” 

And that’s why the Cowboys kicked off their prep work so early.
