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How the Raiders’ Solomon Thomas accelerated his timeline in
recovering from an extensive ACL tear

By Tashan Reed Jul 22, 2021 17

Solomon Thomas needed a breakthrough. He was drafted by the 49ers with the No. 3 pick in 2017 but lost his role as a starting
defensive end after two disappointing seasons and then, prior to the 2020 season, the 49ers declined the fifth-year option on his
contract to set him up to test free agency in 2021. Whether his time in San Francisco was ending or not, that meant the pressure
was on for him to show he could be something more than just another guy on the roster.

Just 49 defensive snaps into last season, Thomas lost the opportunity to do so when he tore the ACL in his left knee on Sept. 20.
In a single play, Thomas’ focus shifted from proving his skills to proving he could recover. Beyond that, he simply had to hope a
team would take a chance.

The Raiders were one that he hoped would. He grew more familiar with the franchise’s tradition and history during his four-year
career at Stanford, about 45 minutes from the Raiders’ former home in Oakland. He watched them play often during the 2020
season and pictured himself fitting into defensive line coach Rod Marinelli’s front. Once it became clear that the 49ers weren’t
bringing him back, Thomas began negotiations with the Raiders in March and agreed to a one-year, $3.25 million deal.

It’s essentially a prove-it deal, but Thomas is happy with the way things worked out. He believes the three-technique defensive
tackle role is his ideal fit, he’s high on the coaching staff and he’s confident he’ll be able to become a difference-maker in the
interior defensive line rotation.

“The three-tech is where I made my bread and butter in college,” Thomas said in March. “That’s where I feel the most efficient. I
feel like I can be extremely explosive. I’m quick. I’m really strong with my size and I’m just ready to go there. I’m ready to wreak
havoc. I’m ready to get after it and we’re going to be disruptive and I’m really lucky to be a part of this talented defensive line.”
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Thomas was only five months post-surgery at that point, but he was walking and running normally and didn’t have any restrictions
in the weight room. He highlighted a training camp return as his goal but, when offseason team activities began two months later,
he was already an active participant on the field just eight months after his injury.

That’s not normal. Even with modern medical advancements, most athletes need at least nine months to recover from a torn ACL,
and those who typically recover in that time tend to need several more months to feel like themselves, if ever. A 2020 study found
that the return-to-play rate is 67.2 percent and that most who do make it back to the field experience a decline from their pre-
injury form.

On top of the ACL injury, Thomas also suffered a torn lateral meniscus and medial patellofemoral ligament. Plus, Dr. Neal
ElAttrache, who conducted Thomas’ surgery, said the damage to the ACL was more extensive than a simple tear to the ACL.
Thomas being on the field so quickly seems miraculous, but it resulted from an intense focus and extensive period of hard work.
The defensive tackle found the drive to push through a grueling six-month rehabilitation process through his devotion to the game
of football, and now he’s close to having the sport back.

“I miss football,” Thomas said in June. “This is the game I love. I miss being in the locker room. Last year, I had to spend the
whole season on a couch. I had fun watching everything, but I missed the game. I missed my teammates. It sucked not being on
the field. Now, just to be able to come to practice, being in the locker room, that gives me energy. That gives me happiness, joy,
spirit, everything. That’s everything I missed and everything I wanted.

“I can’t wait to be back on the field.”

After playing sports for most of his early life, Scott Herrera found himself maligned by chronic back issues as he transitioned into
his career as a sports performance trainer. That led him to seek out alternative treatment methods and attend a seminar held by
French osteopath Guy Voyer, who’d created a fitness program called ELDOA. While Herrera hoped to make a connection to get
treatment, he found himself enamored with the course on myofascial exercises that target chronic pain of the kind he was dealing
with.

“I sat in that course and, I’ll be honest with you, I thought I had a good background with anatomy and I didn’t know one thing this
guy was talking about,” Herrera said earlier this month. “I’m a pretty open minded guy, so I got treatment from him and he treated
my spine and pelvis and then gave me a specific program for me based upon what he found and what he thought I needed based
upon my goals. Fast forward 15 years later and I did all of his training and followed him wherever he taught all over the world and
I just kept saying to myself, ‘I just can’t believe a high-performance, detailed facility like this doesn’t exist in Dallas.’”

Herrera co-founded Legacy Sport & Wellness Center in Dallas in 2008. A decade later, that’s where he met Thomas, who’s from
nearby Coppell, Texas, as he entered his second season in the NFL. Thomas had done plenty of traditional training up until that
point, but he wanted a facility that customized training to fit his specific anatomy, injuries and goals. He found that at Legacy.

Over the next couple of years, Thomas worked with Herrera to rehab from ankle, foot and shoulder injuries, but the torn ACL last
year was their biggest challenge yet and a task that required a team to pull off. Dr. ElAttrache set Thomas up with physical
therapists for regular appointments and check-ins, but also reached out to Herrera.

The 49ers wouldn’t allow Thomas to travel to Dallas for rehab during the season, however, so they had to get creative. Herrera
connected Thomas with trainer Rex Butler, who works at Telos Method in Orange County but had been in the Bay Area to help
Warriors guard Klay Thompson and coach Steve Kerr recover from injuries. They came up with a plan for Thomas to work with
the 49ers staff, have Herrera fly out regularly to help, check in with ElAttrache’s trainers and train with Butler in San Francisco on
a daily basis. Thomas and Butler decided from the onset to ramp up the aggression.
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“We really just wanted to push the timeline to get him back up and running because it had so many positives, especially
psychologically,” Butler said. “The more that he has to sit out and do more of the small, monotonous rehab type stuff,
psychologically it’s just not good for an athlete when they’re trying to come back and coming up on a pretty pivotal season. We
wanted to get him back into training right away and make sure that, as that injury was healing, it was healing and adapting to an
environment that it’s going to be placed in.”

Thomas jumped back into training soon after surgery. He went to see ElAttrache’s physical therapists one tothree days per week,
but the bulk of his time was spent working with Butler from Monday through Saturday. They typically met for about two to three
hours of training and treatment in the morning, took a break for Thomas to either do recovery work or go see the physical
therapists, and then met for two to three more hours in the afternoon. Herrera stayed in constant communication and made several
trips to aid the process.

“I took an overall approach to the knee; I was just really getting after it,” Thomas said. “It’s myofascial stretching, pumping, and
fascial mobilization, a lot of certain work, a lot of proprioception work. … But the mental game helped me a lot, too, just to really
understand to take it day by day. Because anytime I looked too far forward, I would get stressed, I would get frustrated. Like,
‘Dang, I want to be back.’ But when I started taking it day by day and putting the work in with my guys Rex and Scott, we got
better and better every day.”

By his second week of rehab, Thomas progressed to jogging and doing other exercises in the pool. Around the third week, he had
full range of motion back in his surgically-repaired knee.

“He got back real quick,” Butler said. “That short amount of time off was big for him physically and psychologically because he got
back to moving weight and he was really quick. He was back to where he was like, ‘Man, I feel like I’m just doing almost regular
training.’”

(David Becker / Associated Press)
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Thomas faced another obstacle last December: He needed ankle surgery. He discovered that he had a bone spur the size of a finger
in his ankle and, while it would disrupt his rehab process, he decided to have it removed about two months after his ACL surgery
to avoid long-term issues. That meant he had to stay off his feet for about 10 days, but that was still brief enough to avoid having
to reset his timeline.

“The plan had always been to have him ready by late winter-early spring so he could go and show he was better, whether it was to
the 49ers or whoever, and his agent could comfortably talk about where Solomon’s progress was,” Herrera said. “(The ankle) was a
bit unexpected but, again, with the work we do and how we do and how we organize the periodization, it ended up not being a big
issue.”

Thomas resumed rehab work as soon as he was able. Prior to the start of free agency in March, Thomas was feeling like himself
again.

“I think it’s a pretty miraculous recovery,” Butler said. “Everyone was thinking that he was going to have a much longer recovery,
but I think Solomon was just dead set on putting in huge amounts of time and crazy hard work to get back and far exceed the
expectation of pretty much everybody involved. It was more about his approach to it and his commitment and obsession with the
rehab process that made his recovery so atypical.

“There’s just not many guys who can have two procedures within two months and still be on the field on his own just before seven
months (after his procedure) doing some easy D-line stuff. He was doing some pretty high-level track work at like the five-and-a-
half-month to seven-month time slot. He never really complained once about anything. He managed himself super well through
the whole process.”

Thomas had put in the work, but he still needed a team to see value in bringing him onboard. The Raiders checked that box and,
while his career with the 49ers didn’t go the way he wanted it to, Thomas isn’t dwelling on it. He’s out to prove his potential is
greater than what he’s shown.

“It didn’t go how I wanted it to, but I learned about myself,” Thomas said. “I’ve grown, I’ve matured. I’ve become the complete
person I am today; I’ve come into the complete player I am today. I believe in myself more than I ever have, and I truly believe my
career is just now starting. I’ve played four years in the league, but I really feel as young as I’ve ever felt, even coming off an ACL
injury, and I feel the most excited and hungry I’ve ever felt in my life. So, I’m ready for this. It took four years to come full circle
and learn all this and really become one with me, but it was worth it and that’s how life works. I’m ready to go and I’m ready to
prove the greatness of Solomon Thomas and what’s about to come.”

Thomas is expected to be a full participant when training camp begins next week. Quinton Jefferson is the favorite to start at the
three-technique defensive tackle position, but Thomas has the best chance among the other defensive tackles on the roster to
compete for the job. His trainers stay out of the football side of the equation, but they’re confident about Thomas going into the
2021 season.

“Physically, I think he’s going to go into this season feeling stronger than he ever has going into a season just because of the
amount of time and work that he put in,” Butler said. “I think he’ll go in the strongest he ever has been and I think that the mental
confidence he’ll go into the season with from working so hard will pay dividends.”

Thomas’ performance in the weight room is back to his personal best. His knee and ankle are essentially pain free. He feels
explosive again. Given the stakes of this season for his personal career, it’s good timing for him to be close to his physical peak.
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Michael S. Jul 22, 2021

I don't expect Thomas to be a huge, disruptive force along the defensive line, but I would expect him to be more of a factor than what we saw from Hurst
and Collins. I could roll out of bed, slap on a jersey and pads, and be more affective than what Collins was last year. So, really, the bar is pretty low if we're
being honest.

Mark C. Jul 22, 2021

 Collins was the worst we've seen in a while.

“I think Solomon Thomas is going to get to be Solomon Thomas this year,” Herrera said. “I know that sounds simple but I think
he’s in a place with the team and the scheme that’s going to allow him to be who he is. He’s very explosive off the ball. He’s strong
in his body for his size. He’s intelligent. He’s smart. He likes to just go in there and wreak havoc on the interior of the offensive
line. He’s in a place positionally, he’s in a place mentally and I think he’s in a place physically now with his body that he’ll be able to
do that. … And then the last part is just for him to be able to execute it on the field.”

However this season plays out, Thomas is thankful simply to be back on the field. He had a long and arduous recovery process this
offseason that required him to be patient, perseverant and tenacious both mentally and physically. He won’t be completely satisfied
unless his play improves, but he has a new appreciation for the game itself that will carry on for however much longer his career
lasts.

“I’ve been trying to soak it all up because I know in a second it could be gone,” Thomas said. “And I don’t want to be there. I want
to play football. I want to play for a long time and I want to be a great player in this league. A great player.”

(Photo: John Locher / Associated Press)
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