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One man's journey from state prison to a revered
San Francisco restaurant
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Michael Thomas at Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug. 28, 2024.
Lance YamamotolSFGATE

By Ni rigal-¥: i,
5221:2:-?:: gal-Yankowski, Food Reporter @ @ @

i3 Listen Mow: n CA MINI CROSSWORD
. One man's journay from state prison to a revered San Francisco %
restaurant
Abaut Tl Minutes 123 people are playing
right now,

On a recent morning in the kitchen of Flour + Water, Michael Thomas picks the stems Play Now
off sungold tomatoes from Mariquita Farms. One by one, he discards the bramble of

green that held the tomato to its vine and places the poppy orange-colored miniature

orbs on a tray before he cuts each of them in half. This is just one of his duties as a new

prep cook at the iconic San Francisco restaurant.
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Thomas, 45, is keen on memorizing every single new ingredient that he's working with,
many of which have Italian names, like teleme and crescenza cheeses and Taggiasca
olives. That's largely because Thomas didn't have those ingredients at the chow hall in

Corcoran State Prison.

An inmate in the California prison system for nearly 30 years of his life, he was used to
cooking with hamburger meat and white rice as part of the chow hall crew. But 17 years
into his sentence, he realized his newfound passion for baking and made it his goal to
pursue that aspiration upon his release.

A month into his new job, Thomas is humbled at the opportunity to work four days a

week at such an esteemned restaurant as Flour + Water. Because now, he's cooking as a

free man.
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Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug, 28, 2024,
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“It's a dream,” Thomas said, wearing his chef whites, dark pants and Nike Air Farce Is
accented with a light-blue swoosh. “l figured, like, this was one of the best places to
learn anything. I've always been cooking, but | fell in love with baking maybe 10 years

befare my release, and now | want to do both.”

‘l had no dreams of getting out’

Born in Oxnard, California, and raised between Southern California and North Caroling,
Thomas said he was bullied often as a kid. He took offense to that. To defend himself, he

joined a gang.

“I'wasn't the bravest person,” Thomas said. *| never wanted to commit violence. | was

always the shy kid. Through anger, and the gang, | became violent.”
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On Feb. 23,1995, Thomas, then 16, was involved in the killing of Gabriel Alcazar Jr, who
was 14 at the time. The Los Angeles Times said it was a “gang-related shooting death.”
Thomas was arrested five days later in Fresno, and he spent the next year and a half
jailed in the California Division of Juvenile Justice, formerly known as California Youth
Authority (the program was shut dewn in July 2023). In October 1996, after claiming for
months that he'd been the getaway driver but not the shooter, he told prosecutors he

had fatally shot Alcaraz.

That December, he pleaded guilty to murder in court. He was sentenced to 25 years to
life. He went into custody at Wasco State Prison-Reception Center. A couple of months
later, he went to California State Prison in Corcoran, where he spent the next 27 years
until he was released on Feb. 23, 2024. He was released on parcle, which was granted
his second time in front of the board. He still checks in with his parole officer every

other month.
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Corcoran State Prisen next to Tulare Lake.
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"From the jump, | learned to live in prison,” he said. " had no dreams of getting out. My

life was there, and | went down a dark path for a long, long time.”

Part of that was coming to terms with the fact that he had taken the life of a 14-year-old
boy. It still affects him daily, he said.

“It's hard for me to talk about because I'm still here and he's not,” Thomas said of

Alcazar. “1 still do it because | feel like I'm cbligated to do that.”

"My concern has always been with his family, because I've spoken with them, and some
of them have forgiven me. Other ones have not,” he continued. “I've learned about who
Gabriel was as a son, a brother, an uncle. It is difficult for everybody still to this day, and
it always will be.”
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Thomas is aware of the fact that he had his chance in life and that he "screwed that up.”

His day-to-day life is no longer about him, he said.
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“When | see 14-year-clds out here now, it's like, ‘dang.” he said. “I'm reminded every day
of what | did, and | take that in, | don't hide from it. My remorse is real, and | regret
everything that | did. People see me now, and they see the change and the maturity, and

they see me smile and laugh. But, you know, underneath it all, it's still hard.”

‘| stayed with peace’

Thomas is open about what sparked his change while behind bars. It wasn't immediate;
rather, it was prompted almost two decades into his sentence by one life-altering
question. In 2014, a fellow inmate at Corcoran who was also an ex-gang member asked

him: "What is your end goal?”

Thomas had never thought about it before. He was resigned to the fact that he might

spend most of his life in prison. At the very least, he was unsure of what he would do if
he were released. The ex-gang member convinced Thomas that it was tiresome to see
men like him committing the same acts of violence inside prison as they were outside
prisen. This hit home for Thomas, and perhaps for the first time, he earnestly reflected

on his actions and his life in prison.

Thomas turned to religion to guide him. “l had to question everything,” Thomas said.

“When | found the answers, | just stopped. Just like that”
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Michael Thomas preps sungold tomatoes from Mariquita Farms at Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug.
28,2024,
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That same year, he was also fortunate enough to find a confidante in the chow hall,

Salazar, who truly believed in him. Salazar believed in Thomas as a cook and would often
tell him how tasty his food was, Thomas said. Even more impaortantly, Salazar believed in
Thomas as a man — a good man. As time went on, Salazar gave Thomas more and more

responsibility in the kitchen, as well as confidence in life.

“It took me maybe two years before | actually believed him,” Thomas said. "But | noticed

through cooking that | found peace. And | stayed with peace.”

With more responsibility in the chow hall kitchen, and trust from Salazar, Thomas found
joy in baking — peanut butter pies, specifically. But without all of the necessary
equipment in the kitchen, Thomas learned to improvise during breaks in the chow hall.
He remembered a cooking technique that his father used to cook seafood that

essentially stacked sheet pans of crab and lobster above a pot of cooking rice.

Michael Thomas preps sungold tomatoes from Mariquita Farms at Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug.
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The rising steam technigue came in handy for Thomas whenever the prison went on
lockdown for hours at a time. Thomas would still bake. He was hooked, after all. He would
fill the hot pot he had in his cell with water and balance a flattened bowl on top of an
upside-down water strainer to achieve the same steam cooking method his father used
for seafood. After the dough and peanut butter mix was cooked through, he would then

harden it in his mini-freezer.

“It came out perfect. Sometimes it came out better than when | made it in the kitchen,”

Thomas said. “So | still make those today.”

‘The world owes me nothing’

Upon his release, Thomas made his way to San Francisco through a transitional housing
program called GEQ Reentry Services. One of his friends in prison had done the same

program and recormmended it to Thomas.



As is the case for many former inmates, reentry was difficult. Even just learning how to
use an iPhone, something most people take for granted, was hard. Those didn't exist the

last time Thomas was free, in 1995,

“It's easy to not jump into things as soon as you get out,” Thomas said. "It's a culture

shock. But | don't think like everyone else. | don't need a lot of everything.”

Thomas said he felt judgment from people upon his reentry that he would act the same
way as other former inmates, especially when the rate of recidivism in California is
nearly 42%. But he's content with the simple things. His own apartment, which he got

the keys for recently, a job and his girlfriend are all he really needs, he said.

Michael Thomas preps sungold tomatoes from Mariquita Farms at Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug.
28, 2024,
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His reentry path led him to Jay Sutter, a reentry career adviser at Goodwill, who helped
Thomas get a different cooking job. Everything was going smoothly until management
found out that Thomas had been incarcerated. Shortly after, he was let go by the

restaurant, and “everything went bad,” Thomas said, which upset Sutter.

"It moved me to see Jay get upset like that because | didn't get upset, you know what |

mean?” Thomas said. “The world owes me nothing.”

Sutter then told him about Farming Hope. Part of the San Francisco nonprofit
organization is dedicated to helping folks who are overcoming obstacles, such as
homelessness or reentry from incarceration, to attain the proper cooking skills to
achieve long-lasting careers in professional kitchens. The program has an BO% success
rate in placing apprentices in professional kitchens who last longer than 90 days on the

job, according to executive director Andie Sobrepefia.
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In April, just two months after his release from prison, Thomas applied for the paid
apprenticeship program. He was accepted shortly thereafter because of his
enthusiasm, ambition, focus and determination to work in the culinary field, according to
Maria Castro Noboa, program and human resources director at Farming Hope.

Michael Thomas holds sungold tomatoes from Mariguita Farms at Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug.
28, 2024,

Lance YamamotofSFGATE

“One memorable thing he said during his interview was, ‘| believe in what Farming Hope

represents: food, service and hope amongst the community,” Castro Noboa said.

The apprenticeship program taught Thomas the basics of working in a professional
kitchen — knife skills, temperature regulation, food safety, how to avoid cross-

contamination — but it was also a “second family” to Thomas.

“It's more than just food there,” he said. “You felt like you made a connection with

everyone, That's what made the program so good.”

“It really is uplifting what they do there,” Thomas continued. “It restores a person'’s faith

in humanity.”
‘A ministry through my baking’

Thomas graduated from the Farming Hope apprenticeship program in just three months
and started working at one of the most prestigious restaurants in San Francisco. He
made a memorable impression on everyone at Farming Hope and has done the same

at Flour + Water. Even when told of Thomas' murder conviction, the restaurant was
adamant that his job would not be in jecpardy and that they stand by the man he is
today.



“It's been incredible having him as part of our team so far,” said Derek Woodley, chef de

cuisine at Flour + Water. "We look forward to supporting his growth.”

Michael Thomas at Flour + Water in San Francisco, Aug. 28, 2024,
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Thomas is still practicing his baking, and much like his breaks in the chow hall, he's using

his off time at Flour + Water to innovate for long-term success. He's testing recipes for

peach-apple combo pies and what he calls banana ice cream pies, which are unique
because when the frozen bananas start to melt, they get a smooth consistency similar
to ice cream. He's perfecting a granola recipe, which he started making without nuts

when he found out a co-worker was allergic to them.

Got a tip? Send us the scoop.
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Eventually, Thomas would like to have what he called a community bakery. "Mot a lot of
people can eat good pie and not be cheered up,” he said, He can't wait to have his mom
taste his creations when she comes to visit from North Carclina in a few months.

Themas' time in prison, his mentors and his self-evaluation have led him to become a
gregarious and community-oriented person — quite the opposite of the shy, angry
young man he described being as a juvenile. He hasn't forgotten about the life he took,

but he's taking the opportunities he has now to be a better man.
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“People always said | had a ministry through my baking,” Thomas said. “It's an icebreaker
for me with a lot of people. Again, food brings smiles to people’s faces, and that gives

me the motivation to keep going.”
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