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			Praise for Age with Style


			The mouth is beginning of the digestive tract. It tells you so much about how the digestive and immune system are working, from if you are adequately producing sufficient amount of digestive enzymes to properly digest food, to having a healthy microbiome and being well-hydrated. When a dentist looks at the oral cavity in a holistic, functional way, he/she can learn so much about what is going on inside one’s body and begin to understand the root cause of disease. They have an opportunity to educate their patients on their overall health.  
Dr. Nammy Patel has developed an amazing program on how to take care of the whole person and make a huge impact both on patients’ health and the environment. She cares deeply about her patients. Do read this book, for it is the future of health and the practice of dentistry. It really is an extraordinary guidebook whose time has come. 

			—Payal Bhandari, MD

			Integrative Holistic Physician and Medical Director 

			www.sfadvancedhealth.com

			Most people go to the dentist because they “have to.” They go for a cleaning and check-up, and hope that nothing is wrong. But a biological/functional, holistic dentist has so much more to offer than just cleanings, fillings, and a nice smile.

			Many years ago, dentistry was removed as a specialty in medicine and given its own class of doctors. However, the oral cavity is not separate from the rest of the body.

			In this book, Dr. Patel has done a wonderful job telling you why she has so much more to offer every person than just the routine you may have come to expect during your dental visits. She has laid out why dentistry is an essential part of everyone’s health journey and has made it easy and straight forward to find the answers to the questions you probably never knew how to ask.

			Before your next visit to your dentist, this book is a must read. It will allow you to ask your dentist about some of the specific issues she raises. 

			You will be happy and satisfied. 

			—Dick Thom, DDS, ND

			American Center for Biological Medicine, Scottsdale, AZ

			Dr. Patel offers us a concise, easy to read and inclusive guide to holistic dentistry, and she’s done it exceptionally well. It covers the tools you need to navigate your own health while creating a deeper understanding of biological human needs and how they can be met with the right dentist. 

			This is not a coincidence. Dr. Patel’s cultural roots in traditional India combined with her scientific mind and commitment to detail are a powerful formula. This is also not a coincidence. She wants us to benefit from the latest scientific data, but she also wants us to not lose sight of the biggest picture of ourselves. Her patients are surrounded by the most biologically friendly environment possible and receive inspired dental techniques. But they also get warm neck pillows and conversation about the totality of their life and dreams. 

			If you want to know how your dental health is impacting your overall health, read this book. If you want to know and benefit from the latest best practices for holistic dentistry, read this book. If you just want to spend some time with a healthcare professional who has dedicated her life to the art and science of healthy living, read this book. Know that you are in the hands of someone who will guide you through the things you need to know to better understand your body, your health and how holistic dentistry can get you where you need to go.

			—Tiffany Hunter, PhD

			Healing for People, Co-founder and Clinic Director
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FOREWORD

			Do you want to age with style? Is your smile and how you look and feel as you age important to you?  Look no further—this is the book for you.

			As a naturopathic doctor practicing functional endocrinology in San Francisco, I am an expert in natural medicine, anti-aging and hormone balancing. I focus on treating the whole person by looking for the underlying imbalance—the root cause of disease. The majority of my patients are women going through menopause or are postmenopausal. As we age and our hormones decline, it can affect our bone health and gums which can affect our teeth and ultimately our digestive systems and overall health.

			I often utilize bioidentical hormone replacement therapy (BHRT) as a primary treatment of anti-aging medicine. BHRT focuses on the slowing down of the human aging process as well as optimizing biological performance through identifying and treating hormonal biochemical imbalances and deficiencies. With the use of BHRT, we can replace deficient hormones with natural hormones that are identical in chemical and molecular structure to those produced by the human body. Preventing bone loss is one of the major uses for BHRT in my practice. I believe that diet and nutrition are the cornerstones of your health, digestion starts in your mouth and having healthy teeth and gums are the first part of a healthy system.

			I first met Dr. Nammy Patel in 2008 when we collaborated on an open house to educate our mutual patients on health and wellness. After working together, I came to realize that she was much more than just a green dentist—she was a true advocate for natural medicine. I have been enthusiastically referring my patients to Dr. Patel ever since then. I have a long personal history of dental issues myself and have worked with Dr. Patel on removing my amalgam fillings and correcting bruxism—grinding of the teeth that can cause damage to teeth and gums. She is by far the most compassionate and holistic dentist I have worked with. 

			As a patient of Dr. Patel’s, I know firsthand that her approach to your dental health comes from a deep understanding of the body’s functions and knowledge of natural medicine. Dr. Patel has taught me how important gum and bone health are in the aging process and how they go beyond a pretty smile.

			One other thing—Dr. Patel is a leader in her industry, and a pioneer in the field of functional, holistic dentistry. Like me, she realizes that true health and wellness requires a balanced approach to medicine. She treats the whole person and understands the importance of prevention. She looks at the underlying causes of gum disease and bone loss by asking the question: Is it your diet, digestion or hormonal imbalance? She is dedicated to helping her patients optimize their health from the inside out.

			Dr. Patel wants your teeth to last for a lifetime, she wants you to be comfortable and have a healthy and pretty smile. To do this, she works closely with her patients and encourages them to investigate further into their health. It is from this functional, holistic dentistry philosophy that she approaches every patient. She understands that your health is reflected not only in your smile but in every aspect of your system. Dr. Patel is the perfect person to write a book about holistic dentistry and its connection to overall health. 

			I highly recommend this book to all my patients, friends and family who want to look and feel their best for years to come. Dr. Patel gives a well-written and easy to follow guide on how to age with style.

			Dr. Erika Horowitz, ND

			founder of Dr. Erika Horowitz Life. In Balance.

			San Francisco, California

			
Acknowledgments

			This book is for my father, who gave up school at the age of nine to provide for his brothers and sisters. My mother, who gave me a life worth living. My brother Ashish (his name means “blessings”), who passed away and has given me the vision of a legacy for the Ashishkshama non-profit center in India. My sisters Tejal and Kalpana who have supported me unconditionally.

			
INTRODUCTION

			I was born in the living room of my home in Dharotha, India. We lived in a village of eight houses and my mom milked the buffaloes for fresh raw milk daily. We farmed our own organic vegetables in our back yard. As a child, I remember being given turmeric for a cough, and eating ginger and garlic to boost my immunity. My parents immigrated to the United States when I was five years old, bringing their ancient culture, with its strictures and proscriptions, with them. 

			I loved the benefits of ayurveda—traditional medicine—and the family values that came with East Indian culture, but it was a traditional culture, one in which women simply didn’t have career aspirations or go to college, much less to medical school. My parents’ plan for me was the same as their parents’ plan for them had been: I would have an arranged marriage and get busy having babies! If I worked, it would be in a limited role in the family business. My primary job was to run my household and care for my husband and children. 

			But that wasn’t my plan. An inner feeling haunted me—I guess you would call a gut feeling or my internal compass—telling me I was on this planet for a bigger purpose. 

			I have always been “different” in our family. As a child, my sisters would play with barbie and cabbage patch dolls. I chose GI Joe and Transformers action figures because they were leaders fighting for a greater cause. They were interested in bettering society. While many girls were fantasizing about their wedding, I would take electronics apart and rebuild them.  

			Initially, I studied premed and planned to become a neurologist. I was fascinated by the miraculous way the brain works. A lot of my friends were studying to be dentists, but dentistry was not interesting to me. Working in the mouth? Yuck! No thank you! I knew too that people viewed dentists as “merely” dentists, not as real doctors. But one summer afternoon, I had an experience that completely changed the direction of my life. I was in an organic chemistry class and one of my friends in the predental program asked if I’d like to join her as a volunteer at a dental clinic—St. Mary’s Dental Clinic in Stockton, California. 

			The clinic served the underserved, most of them poor farmworkers with no access to medical or dental care. And it was just as gross as I’d expected it to be. But somehow, as I assisted the doctors, I got past the challenges of blood and spit buckets to a point where I was really present. I was holding people’s hands as they got their shots, and comforting them, and they were so grateful. They were afraid, and they didn’t know what to expect. But they could see that I was there to help them—to just be present with them, and that was profound for them—and for me. I felt a powerful heart connection. Most of all, I felt needed; I was serving, I was useful. I felt like I mattered. In a small way, I had a positive impact on their lives. 

			As time went on, I got to know the patients. They began asking for me and bringing me little gifts—candy bars or some fruit they’d picked—to thank me for being there for them. I felt I’d found my calling; I wanted to help people, and this was the way to do it. That was a turning point for me. I left neurology and went into dentistry. In the years since that realization, my ideas about what good medicine is have solidified, largely through my own experiences—and led me to embrace functional, medicine-based holistic dentistry.

			What Is Functional Medicine-Based Holistic Dentistry? 

			According to The Institute for Functional Medicine, “Functional Medicine is a systems biology-based approach that focuses on identifying and addressing the root cause of disease. Each symptom or differential diagnosis may be one of many contributing to an individual’s illness…For example depression can be caused by many different factors, including inflammation. Likewise, a cause such as inflammation may lead to a number of different diagnoses, including depression. The precise manifestation of each cause depends on the individual’s genes, environment, and lifestyle, and only treatments that address the right cause will have lasting benefit beyond symptom suppression.”1

			What specifically is functional, holistic biologic dentistry? It’s the opposite of common dental culture, which is simply “drill and fill.” Functional holistic dentistry is looking at and addressing the underlying cause of problems. When I explain it to a new patient, I share my own experience as an illustration: 

			When I was in dental school, I’d study until midnight, and then be up at five o’clock in the morning to get to my class at six. In retrospect, it’s to be expected that this stressful lifestyle took its toll. I was perpetually exhausted. I wondered if I had low thyroid levels, but every time I was tested my physician said, “It’s on the low end, but it’s no big deal. You’re fine. It doesn’t mean anything.” So I let it go and just kept moving forward. After all, the doctor knows best, right?

			I finished school and started my practice. My stress increased as I worked long hours, wearing many hats. My exhaustion got worse. Finally, my body said, “Enough!” and I had a breakdown. I hit the bottom. I could not get out of bed in the mornings because I was just too tired. I now know it was adrenal fatigue. But at the time, my doctor couldn’t or wouldn’t diagnose me. I was hooked on caffeine and sugar, stuck in a cycle of ebb and flood: high energy, low energy, high energy, and low energy. It started to feel normal to me, but of course, it wasn’t. At one point, I even thought I was depressed. Why didn’t I want to go out with my friends? I felt like the life had been sucked out of me. 

			I finally roused myself to take action, because clearly I could not continue in this way. My stress was still there, and my regular medical doctors still wouldn’t treat me for the adrenal problems I knew I had. Instead, they offered me anti-anxiety drugs! Really? All I wanted was for them to focus on finding the real cause. When I showed them that my fingernails were dry, brittle and cracked frequently, which is symptomatic of both thyroid issues and low iron, they suggested I drink more milk. 

			With my health in the balance, I had to take measures in my own hands. I found practitioners who would treat the underlying causes of my ongoing problems. I started seeing an Ayurvedic practitioner and worked with a nutritionist. I adopted a vegan nutrition program, eating raw foods, and being more mindful about how much water I drank. After being on my raw vegan diet for four months, I started to regain my energy. I felt like I had gotten my life back. I was able to practice with joy again. 

			The Functional Dentistry Difference—Going Deeper

			In functional, holistic dentistry, we look at four different things: 

			
					How do we make your teeth functional so you can chew properly? 

					How do we make sure you’re comfortable? 

					How do we make sure your teeth last a lifetime? 

					And how do we make sure your teeth look good? 

			

			We’re discovering ways to contribute to your overall body health focusing on prevention. We’re committed to using the most natural available materials in your treatment. We look at the underlying causes for gum disease and cavities: is it your diet, hormonal changes, or acid reflux?

			Much of what I’ve learned wasn’t taught in dental school. I’ve had to seek it out myself. Fortunately, the dental school I attended had a problem-based learning program that encouraged independent thinking and not rote memorization. I was trained to be a critical thinker. Problems were posed to us, and we were expected to go and dig up the evidence for the solution we proposed. 

			An example: Mrs. Richardson comes in and reports she has trouble swallowing. What could the cause be? As a student, I had to come up with a list of potential causes. Then a few days later, I would be given more information about the patient’s symptoms that helped me narrow down the actual cause. It was a great educational system. It gave me the intellectual tools I’d need to work with real patients whose underlying medical issues might not always be easily identifiable. I learned how to efficiently do differential diagnoses on patients with conditions that were commonly overlooked. I looked for solutions that a pill was not going to fix. 

			When I graduated from dental school, I began the process of interviewing and working at dental offices. Honestly, what I saw made me sad. Services were too often dictated by what insurance companies would or would not pay. Issues that could and should have been treated early on were left unaddressed or undertreated. The only rationale seemed to be that they could bill more if the problem got worse. Most of these practices weren’t even owned by dentists; corporations owned them. In order to maximize profits, the directive was to see as many patients as possible in the shortest possible time. None of this aligned with my values. There was also tremendous waste generated, which challenged me. I am devoted to the Jain faith and it’s engrained in me to conserve all resources. I literally cannot waste anything—it’s just not in my DNA.

			Those interactions confirmed what I knew: I had to make a change. I wanted to practice dentistry that was good for people and ecologically responsible. I looked at the whole individual. I wanted to give them tools that would prevent further health deterioration. And I wanted to do it in an eco-friendly way, not just recycling, but also in terms of the materials we use. 

			This is a key distinguishing factor in my practice. Some dentists will say, “We’re green because we recycle.” That is only one layer: It’s also making sure you have BPA-free night guards, or that you have ionic air filtration in the office. It’s using only composites that will not cause an increase in estrogen. If you’re using vitamin E, is it gluten-free vitamin E? Those details matter to me, because they matter to my patients. 

			And my practice is mission-driven. I’m a deeply spiritual person. I believe that I’m here in this life for a purpose. I am here to help people live longer, healthier, more joyful lives. When I started Green Dentistry fourteen years ago, I was a trailblazer. But now I’m seeing that progress is needed in the medical and dental fields. We need to focus on treatments that provide long-term solutions. The band-aid approach to treatment is no longer acceptable, and we must look for the root cause of problems. Whew—this is a change that’s long overdue!

			This book is meant to change the way you think—not just about the importance of going to the dentist. But beyond that, this book is about how living a healthy lifestyle plays in your ability to live your best life. I get it—going to the dentist probably isn’t the highpoint of your day. Even thinking about it makes some people uncomfortable, with needles, drills, and often a big bill at the end of it. It’s worse when you have to contend with dentists who don’t seem to hear you, or who are not as tuned into what you’re feeling as they should be. 

			But that’s not me, and not my practice. We are wholly patient-centered. Our goal goes beyond helping our patients keep their teeth; we want to make sure they’re not only looking good but feeling good too. We do everything we can to make the experience pleasant, welcoming, and comforting; we treat you as an individual, not an appointment. We share what we’ve learned with you, so that you’re empowered to make the best possible choices for your health. 

			That begins with learning—and I hope that what you read here informs, enlightens and inspires you to make the changes in your lifestyle that will help you on your journey to healthy living and a beautiful smile. 

			Take a moment to reflect… 

			Where are you in terms of your dental health? The condition of your mouth is a bellwether of your overall physical health, so pay attention to what it and the rest of your body is trying to tell you. 

			
					How do you feel in general? Do you wake up tired?

					When you brush or floss, do your gums bleed? Do your gums look red and puffy?

					When you eat ice cream or have a cold drink, do you feel pain in your teeth?

					Do you sleep comfortably through the night, or do you frequently awaken?

					Have you been told that you snore?

					Do you suffer from migraines?

					Do you notice that your gums are receding?

					Does your jaw joint “pop” when you open your mouth? Do you experience jaw discomfort when you take a big bite of something?

					Are you able to chew comfortably, or do you have sore spots you habitually avoid?

					Are there white spots on your fingernails?

					Do you regularly experience mood swings?

					Are there dark circles under your eyes?

					Are you pregnant, or aware of having any hormonal imbalance?

					Is your mouth often dry?

					Are you taking any  medications?

					What medical conditions exist in your family history?

					What dental problem did your parents and grandparents have?

					Does going to the dentist make you anxious? Do you avoid seeing a dentist because of your fears?

					Are you happy with your current dental practice?

					Would you like to slow down the aging process?

			

			If you’re curious, keep reading. 
If you have any questions, 
give us a call at 415-433-0119.

			
CHAPTER 1 

			
Healthy Mouth, Healthy Body: Symptoms and What They Mean

			For many years, even in the dental profession, it was assumed that your oral health had only a tangential effect on your overall health. We now know better: poor oral health, along with the resulting gum disease, releases bacteria into our systems that create many life-threatening and potentially life-ending diseases and disorders. Among these are: 

			
					Heart disease

					Stroke

					High blood pressure

					Diabetes

					Obesity

					Emphysema

					Hepatitis C

					Alzheimer’s Disease

					Arthritis

					Vitamin deficiencies

					Shortened lifespan
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			The microbiome of our mouths includes over two hundred species of bacteria, some of which are helpful and some of which are harmful. Those good bacteria support health, just as those living in our gut do. Bad bacteria cause problems that go far beyond the mouth. When those bad bacteria are allowed to flourish in your mouth—when you’re not flossing and brushing or having regular cleanings, as you should—your body is forced to expend a lot of energy and resources in fighting them. The result is an overwhelmed immune system. The same thing happens with your gut. An overgrowth of bad bacteria there leads to problems related to the gut that include decreased immune response. 

			[image: ]

			The reality of the human body is that it’s not built to last forever; it’s designed to disintegrate. Yes, we are designed to die. We are machines that are designed to fail over time, and the only way to slow down that inevitable degeneration is by preventative methods. For your teeth, this means flossing, brushing, and seeing your dentist at least twice a year. It also requires a healthy diet, sleep, exercise, meditation, and controlling your stress levels. Equally essential is making sure your hormones and your sugar levels are regulated. The mouth isn’t separate from the rest of your body. It’s part of the larger system, so whatever is happening in your body will be reflected in your oral health, and vice versa. When we’re out of balance, bad bacteria can get a foothold and spread through the body in the blood stream, creating and spreading inflammation. 

			The story I always like to share is about my good friend Jack. I have known Jack for ten years now. Jack was a high-profile CEO, and very outgoing, always entertaining, traveling, and making deals happen. He was a busy guy, so it was hard for him to get to the dentist. I had warned Jack about the connection between gum disease and heart disease, but he shrugged it off. After all, he was only forty-five. He’d say, “Doc, you’re a dentist, right? I see a cardiologist and everything is fine.” 

			One day, I got a call at the office. It was Jack, who told my assistant his call was important. 

			“Hey, Jack! It’s been a few years, how are you?” I asked. 

			He replied, “I could be better.”

			I said, “What’s going on?” 

			“You wouldn’t believe it. I had a heart attack!” 

			I like to use the kitchen analogy: if you don’t sweep your kitchen floor every day, crumbs and dirt will build up, and it’s going to attract bugs and vermin. Pretty soon your kitchen’s overrun with them. Similarly, when poor hygiene allows bad bacteria to get a foothold in your mouth, they multiply—and every time you swallow them, they’re moving down into all your body systems. Ick! A minimal amount isn’t a problem, but when they get out of control, they overwhelm your body. When they get into your gut, your body uses energy to fight them off. It can’t do its regular job of breaking down the food you eat that is supposed to give you energy. Bad bacteria in the body over a long period of time also cause hormonal problems (more about this in a later chapter).

			The inflammation that began in your gums as gingivitis (or in its later stages, periodontitis) starts to move through your bloodstream and gets to the valves of your heart. This inflammation then leads to hardening of the arteries, and now, it is harder for the blood to circulate to the heart. 

			How Gum Disease Gets Started

			The process works like this: Plaque, a sticky film made up of soft bacteria, attaches itself to your teeth and starts hardening. Hardened plaque becomes tartar. As they reproduce, the bacteria release acid and the acid attacks the gums and teeth. This process takes about six months to build up, which is why you must have your teeth cleaned twice a year. However, if you have a health-compromising condition—for example, you get lots of infections, have an autoimmune disorder, a hormonal disorder, dry mouth, active gum disease, or you take antidepressants, are pregnant, have diabetes, or are predisposed to cavities, you should have your teeth cleaned every three months.

			Why are people so flakey about taking care of themselves and their oral hygiene? Even my own patients will dutifully follow the prescribed schedule of visits, exams, and cleanings for a while and then slack off because they’re (a) so busy and/or (b) aren’t in any actual pain, so it’s easy to just put it off. The saying “Out of sight, out of mind” is relevant here.

			But here’s the thing: we are always going to have saliva, so we are always going to have bacteria. Even if you feel great and look great, those bacteria are multiplying in your mouth and damage is being done. Yes, you had a thorough cleaning. Yes, you’re good about your oral hygiene, but not staying focused on the care of your mouth will cost you more in both time and money, later. The need for care doesn’t change, so your lifestyle has to change to accommodate the care you need. 

			How do you know if you’ve got potentially dangerous bacterial levels in your teeth and gums? One sign is waking up with bad breath, or with a bitter taste in your mouth. If you have either of these symptoms on a regular basis, it’s time to get your checkup! Probably, you’re not flossing at night, and you should be. Bacteria love a dry breeding ground, and your mouth is a dry breeding ground when you’re sleeping. Bacteria take that opportunity to multiply. Whether you’re using dental floss or a WaterPik, make sure you use it before you go to bed. 

			Other symptoms of bacterial buildup include discolored teeth, swollen gums, or blood in your spit when you brush. A sharp pain in your teeth when you drink something hot or cold is a sign of trouble you shouldn’t ignore. Waking up with general pain in your teeth and/or gums is a loud message that it’s time to take better care of your mouth.

			If you fail to nip this in the bud, it will lead to a whole cascade of negative consequences for your health. For one thing, if your teeth are giving you pain, you’re going to avoid eating foods that are hard to chew, or you will underchew the foods you do consume. Leafy greens are the classic example. They’re a critical part of a healthy diet. If you can’t properly chew and digest them, you’re starving your body of those essential nutrients, and if your gut is too busy fighting off bad bacteria to properly process what you do eat, you’re going to miss out on many of those nutrients as the food passes through. You will be eating but not get the essential nutrients out of what you eat.

			The Hormonal Connection

			A hormonal imbalance—too much estrogen, thyroid or progesterone in the body—can be a cause of gum disease and dental caries (cavities). Estrogen levels are generally higher than they should be in both men and women, especially due to genetically modified soy and corn, and stress. Increased amounts of estrogen mean increased amounts of bacteria. As bacteria grow, they release acid that lowers the pH of the mouth, which softens and dissolves the enamel outer layer of the teeth and speeds the growth of bacteria. Even though you may be brushing, flossing, and going to the dentist, these bacteria are growing faster than they’re supposed to. You can stop this by addressing the underlying condition through supportive therapies, and by cleaning the gums in a specific way. 

			Okay, time to tell the truth: What’s standing between you and good dental care? What is causing you to let your oral health slide? 

			In my practice, fear is the number-one reason people don’t get the care they should. 

			Nancy is a good example of that: sixty-five years old and recently retired, she had a bad experience with a dentist as a child, and even all these years later, the dental phobia that experience had created was powerful enough to keep her from getting the care she needed. She had not been to the dentist in over forty-five years. When a painful emergency finally brought her into my office, she had a great deal of bone loss. I think the only thing that kept her teeth in place was the tartar! I was able to help her, but treatment was much more extensive (and expensive) than it would have been if she’d been taking care of herself. I will talk more about the genesis of dental fear in a later chapter, and how a caring practitioner can help you to deal with it. It definitely stops many people from getting the care they need. 

			The other big concern I hear is about the cost of dentistry—and yes, dentistry is an investment. Science has proven that keeping your teeth adds an extra ten years to your life. Isn’t that a great investment and one worth the effort of maintaining healthy teeth? Some say it’s expensive. However, it’s not nearly as expensive as it becomes when you avoid the simple maintenance that could prevent expensive fixes down the line. Do you neglect to change your car oil and do scheduled maintenance on your car? You probably do not, because your car represents a significant investment of your resources. You know that letting needed upkeep slide will wind up costing you far more in repairs. Your teeth are even more valuable than your car in terms of your health and happiness. If you doubt that, imagine doing without them. If you fail to take care of them, that’s exactly what you will be doing! 
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through diseased gum tissue and infect the rest of your body!

Periodontitis (Gum Disease) is now linked to a variety of other health
concerns including: Heart & Lung Disease, Alzheimer’s Disease, Stroke,
Diabetes, Colon Cancer, Obesity, and Premature Births
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