
		
			Advance Praise for Optimizing Your Health

			 

			“In this lucidly written book, Emily Gold Mears provides a roadmap for individuals to understand their own bodies and enact different behaviors and regimens to achieve good health and wellness. She does not use jargon or patronize the reader but rather explains concepts clearly and succinctly while pointing to additional resources, including clinical trials and reputable research studies. The penultimate chapter on using to evidence to understand science and medicine is especially helpful in elucidating the potential as well as limitations of different types of clinical investigation. If only all people were as proactive, data-driven, rigorous, and scientifically curious as Gold Mears! With this book, she gives readers an opportunity to be so and to work (it definitely takes work, as she shows!) toward greater health.” 
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			“Emily Gold Mears offers the public an extraordinary gift. The current pandemic has reminded us all in graphic and compelling ways that we have ultimate responsibility for our own health. For best outcomes with our medical professional partners, we must nonetheless navigate enormous amounts of information from seemingly infinite origins, often contradictory and confusing. As a citizen scientist and unbiased advocate for responsible, effective, evidenced-based healthcare, Ms. Gold Mears provides a framework for us to make the most well-informed medical decisions. She translates primary source cutting-edge clinical research into clear protocols for action. As a psychiatrist focusing on epigenetics and brain health, I hope every patient with whom I consult will utilize this excellent comprehensive resource. They would be able to engage in more meaningful dialogue and ask better questions to the desired end of truly optimizing their health and well-being. I further hope the public more generally will do the same, ultimately elevating the common good.” 

			—	Ronnie S. Stangler, M.D., Clinical Professor Emerita, University of Washington, Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Founder, Genome Advisory

			 

			“Emily Gold Mears has written a truly approachable guide that seeks to make sense out of the torrent of sometime contradictory novel information that is emerging around age-old topics like diet, exercise, and sleep while exploring cutting-edge research and its health implications in areas like the genome and the microbiome. Throughout, she brings a distinctive voice filled with curiosity and humility, leavened by personal stories that humanize the science she is summarizing and that illuminate the fundamental human desire to help us all live longer, healthier, and happier lives.”

			— 	Robert C. Green, M.D., M.P.H., Professor of Medicine (Genetics), Director, Genomes2People Research Program/Preventive Genomics Clinic/Population Precision Health at Ariadne Labs, Mass General Brigham, Broad Institute, Ariadne Labs, Harvard Medical School
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FOREWORD

			by William P. Stanford, MD, PhD, FACP

			I first met Emily at an A4M meeting in Las Vegas in December of 2019. As a physician-scientist and Chief Medical/Scientific Officer of the Beverly Hills Institute for Precision Medicine (BHIPM), I was attending the conference to learn more about integrative medicine. My primary interest in personalized precision medicine demands a clinical literacy in integrative medicine, as there is much overlap between the two fields of integrative and precision medicine.

			Emily was sitting a few rows away from me toward the front and center of the audience. One could not help but notice the rapt attention that she gave to the speaker alongside her furious scribbling of notes. She asked a very intelligent and relevant question of the speaker who was quite bullish and aggressive in their self-promotion of a controversial, poorly scientifically supported position on a widely controversial treatment for anti-aging. It was clear that Emily was neither intimidated nor outgunned as she made her inquiry. I made a note to self: get to know this physician or scientist before the end of the conference.

			I followed Emily out of the hotel ballroom; another attendee had in mind my same agenda, and stopped her in the broad expanse of a hallway. As I approached, the other attendee was complimenting her on her line of questioning and iterating the notion of their struggle and shyness to pursue a similar line of questioning. I piped in my admiration for the question as well. I introduced myself and asked her name and where she practiced. I was very surprised at the response. She stated that she was neither a physician nor a scientist; in fact, her education was in law. She attended conferences such as these in search of new promising therapies to potentially avail herself to inform friends and colleagues. She also mentioned that she was on the lookout for smart, talented healthcare providers that she could engage in her own care, as well as companies that may be investable.

			I was thrilled to learn Emily lived in the Los Angeles area like me and we arranged a meeting to discuss her thoughts on the future of medicine from the “consumer” standpoint and the vast library of information that she had accumulated in her efforts to inform her own health plan. I quickly realized that this perspective from such an intelligent and informed consumer of avant-garde science would be a huge asset to those of us working in translational medicine as we attempt to bring bona fide medical breakthroughs from the lab to the clinic.

			Though this gold mine of a “focus group of one” was a bonanza for my team’s enterprise efforts at BHIPM, it was also easy to see that Emily possessed a great fund of knowledge that would benefit her fellow like-minded proactive healthcare purveyors. Emily related how she had begun a blog with a focus on dementia—the disease that devastated her beloved father. I visited the blog site and was very impressed again with her knowledge and her writing skill. The “Captain Obvious” in me asked Emily if she had ever considered writing a book and sharing her expanse of hard-earned medical intelligence with the public. She said that the idea had crossed her mind, though the sheer volume of notes, memos, and medical records made the prospect of organizing all of it into a manuscript somewhat prohibitive.

			I encouraged (okay, begged) her to do so, as I felt that her experience and effort in acquiring and cataloguing this information would be of huge benefit to all patients and the vast number of consumers who are entering the precision health and wellness marketplace. Fortunately for us, Emily made this effort, working many months on the manuscript. She has produced a magnificently well organized, thoughtful treatise on how a healthcare consumer can approach this mystery of futuristic precision medicine and help themselves to optimal health and longevity. Congratulations, Emily, and thank you for writing this book.





Introduction

			WHY THIS BOOK: 
You Must Become Your Own Health Advocate

			The United States is becoming the sickest nation in the Western world because of the epidemic of chronic disease. According to the CDC, 60 percent of American adults have a chronic disease and 40 percent have two or more, and these numbers are growing. More than half of Americans rely on daily doses of pharmaceuticals. One hundred years ago, the most common cause of death was infection. Now, chronic degenerative disease represents the number one global health threat. Disease is defined as “impaired normal functioning” and represents a collection of symptoms.

			In fact, most of these diseases such as metabolic syndrome, obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, neurodegenerative disease, and even some cancers, can be prevented by altering lifestyle choices.

			This book is written for anyone who wants to lower their risk of getting a chronic disease and for anyone interested in learning about the many lifestyle adjustments that can help optimize your health and resilience. This book will offer smart strategies and tips as well as explanations and resources for health optimization. It will illustrate where conventional medicine is helpful and when you should consider functional medicine as an alternative approach. More than ever before, each of us must take control of our own health and become as resilient as we can to withstand the ubiquitous health challenges that we face.

			I wrote this book as a mother of two sons, a daughter of a father who died from a chronic disease, and as a patient myself. After a lifetime of disregarding all aspects of my health, I have altered my lifestyle in pursuit of optimal health and resilience. I want to share what I have learned so others can feel great and lower their chronic disease risk.

			
			As a lawyer, a citizen scientist, and a health and science advocate, I took every possible measure to check and verify my sources.

			

			I primarily relied upon clinical studies and papers published in highly regarded scientific and medical publications. The absolute glut of pseudoscience and misinformation is a serious problem. People are confused and misguided. There needs to be a trustworthy source that disseminates actionable and accurate information. That is why I have written this book.

			I have focused on eighteen different areas to consider when altering your lifestyle. Due to the lack of potential profit, the business community lacks the financial incentive to promote these simple methods of health optimization. Each chapter will include at least five actionable steps succinctly illustrated to begin the critical adjustments. There will be a resource section at the back of the book to list the most reliable and trustworthy brands. I have no affiliation whatsoever with any of the companies, products, brands, or services listed in the resource section. I offer these merely as suggestions. For the most part, the book is based on the new branch of medicine that has emerged to deal with the diseases that conventional medicine is not designed to treat. This area of medicine is called functional medicine. The relatively new disciplines of integrative and personalized medicine will also be helpful in the treatment of chronic diseases. Functional medicine is an approach that attempts to identify the root cause of disease. Critics claim that this area of medicine is not evidence-based and is not supported by research. That is a baseless criticism and is largely because the studies are harder to search for and locate online. PubMed is a database where studies on life sciences and biomedical topics can be found, and there needs to be a similar site for functional medicine studies.

			
			Each chapter and different topic will have at least five actionable steps succinctly illustrated to begin the critical adjustments.

			

			The “medical-industrial complex” manages conventional medicine based upon the management of symptoms with medications or surgery. It treats disease from a linear, singular cause-and-effect model that may not take the body as a whole into account. This area of medicine focuses on the diagnosis of disease and symptom treatment. It doesn’t attempt to determine the root cause of a disease or symptom and often overlooks the consideration that we are all composed of biochemical, physiological, and genetic differences. Body systems are interconnected; altering just one thing does not work.

			This book will show you how to avoid chronic disease by making changes that respond to the multiple factors contributing to these diseases. These differences are significant because they account for our varied responses to, well, just about everything. In no way am I disparaging conventional medical care with a broad brushstroke. I am quick to give credit for improvements in anesthesia, blood transfusion, antibiotics, and the handling of acute care situations. But our severely flawed health-care system is designed to treat diseases, not prevent them. Many health issues can be improved or eliminated by certain lifestyle modifications. I am not suggesting that it is easy to make these modifications, but making them is essential to your optimal health.

			Behavior is one of the most difficult things to change, and this is illustrated by the vast number of books written about how to change one’s behavior.

			
			There is a prominent place for both health officials and the government to improve societal health, but ultimately, it is up to each one of us to take our individual health into our own hands.

			

			We have to find a way to encourage people to value and prioritize health over all else, and the government will need to step in and subsidize this effort. Most people are aware that good nutrition, exercise, sleep, and the avoidance of tobacco and excessive alcohol lead to good health. I realize that there is an argument as to whether these represent “choices” to many. The lack of access for many in our society to healthy food choices and air and water quality and exposure to environmental toxins is a monumental problem that must be addressed. This crisis is an area where the government will have to step in and provide assistance. It will be necessary for experts across many fields to help frame policy to promote societal health.

			I suspect another issue is that many people believe that it is too hard to be healthy with all of the temptations. Behavioral science reveals that people resist doing something inconsistent with their beliefs. This same field suggests that if people change their thoughts, their behavior will follow. In other words, if people could be persuaded to believe that they absolutely could be healthy, the requisite behavior will follow. Procrastination about getting healthy is also ubiquitous. I think this is because chronic diseases progress very slowly and are often asymptomatic at the onset. Due to evolutionary reasons, we tend to respond to that which is immediately in front of us and rarely exercise any long-range foresight.

			In most cases, the body is designed brilliantly. We have a natural ability to heal. If we had not developed excellent immunity, we would have died out as a race thousands of years ago. As environmental factors enter to disrupt the natural balance, we must support our bodies’ natural biological process of repair and function. Our bodies are made up of complex interconnected systems. We should think of our bodies as human operating systems and employ a systems-engineering approach. NASA defines this approach as a “methodical, disciplined approach for the design, realization, technical management, and operations of a system.”

			Unfortunately, the health-care industry profits from sick people. The industry did not devise health care to help patients avoid illness. We must redesign the system to prioritize prevention over profit. While humans tend to ignore long-term planning, the reality is that improvements in a population’s health can and will lead to reductions in health costs. I don’t love the term prevention because I don’t think it’s realistic to “prevent” every eventuality. I will use the term prevention going forward because it has already received attention. I would prefer an emphasis on building individual resilience. If you could become as resilient as possible, you would need not be concerned with what unpreventable forces are out there.

			
			Think of our body’s systems as a bucket. As toxins and morbidities drip into the bucket, our system can handle them—until a point when the bucket fills and the contents spill out. By adopting behaviors that reduce stress, toxins, and damage to our systems, we reduce the water level in the bucket.

			

			The other issue I have with prevention is that it is difficult to measure. I believe that you can’t improve what you can’t measure, and it is possible to measure certain metrics of resilience. There have been many attempts at “prevention” in the past, but I believe that most are based upon faulty science. They include putting lead and fluoride in the water, folic acid and synthetic vitamins in the food supply, and vaccinations. Vaccinations are responsible for eradicating many horrible diseases and have improved the quality of life for the global population. We have new viral threats spurred by the effects of globalization and climate change. Vaccinations cannot be the only mode of prevention as we advance in human history.

			The extreme variable responses to COVID-19 illustrate the need for public health initiatives to focus on prevention beyond vaccines. Public health will become more precise as emerging technology and data tools become more widely available. When this occurs, we can leave behind the ineffective one-size-fits-all protocol that defines and dehumanizes medicine today. We are each unique in our response to everything and should not all be treated the same.

			Along with functional, integrative, and precision medicine, the growing field of “wellness” has emerged to address issues that conventional medicine has failed to address. In fact, wellness is a mostly unregulated industry valued at $4.2 trillion. I think the name is rather flimsy and not sufficiently descriptive. The industry has fostered unregulated practices, inadequate training, and expensive tests. There needs to be an effective way to distinguish between pseudoscientific claims and those with legitimate approaches. Perhaps the future will require that claims and brands need to be certified by a regulatory body to save consumers from the unscrupulous ones. In the meanwhile, there are efforts toward vetting some.

			Note the Instagram account, Estée Laundry. It goes after false claims from “influencers” and bad brands in the beauty industry. CVS has an initiative called “Tested to Be Trusted” which subjects all of its vitamins and supplements to third-party testing. Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut inquired into Rite Aid’s “Wellness Ambassadors” to uncover deceptive and misleading practices at the chain. There is a website called www.wellnessevidence.com that investigates the accuracy, safety, and efficacy of wellness claims.

			There needs to be an effort to educate consumers on how to distinguish between fact and fiction and between science and marketing.

			I based my research on voraciously reading books on different health topics, attending scientific, medical, and biohacking conferences, taking online classes, occupying seats on scientific and medical-related boards, and extensively researching PubMed, Google Scholar, and other scientific databases containing peer-reviewed studies.

			
			People need to know that they can and must take ownership of their health, and that if they do, they will have the opportunity to feel better, live longer, and postpone the onset and mitigate the consequences of chronic disease.

			

			Through my extensive research, I have found information that has been largely limited to the scientific community. Some of this information challenges our preconceived notions and suggests new approaches. But all of it is actionable and can help us not only reduce our risk for chronic disease but also mitigate the debilitating consequences of chronic disease.

			The approach to health care and the lifestyle alterations about which I write can make a significant difference in the health of our nation.





Chapter 1

			YOUR ORAL MICROBIOME: 
The First Line of Defense

			My friend Steven was always talking about his sensitive teeth. If he ate or drank anything too hot, too cold, or too crunchy he felt pain in his teeth and mouth. He had visited dentist after dentist, all of whom simply recommended that he switch to a toothpaste for “sensitive teeth.” He tried doing that until I asked him to look at the ingredients in those toothpastes. He learned that the ingredients included potassium nitrate, stannous fluoride, sodium saccharin, Blue 1, sorbitol, pentasodium triphosphate, PEG-8, SLS, xanthan gum, sodium hydroxide, and cocamidopropyl betaine. Other than the initial conclusion that these are not substances that occur in nature, most of us have no understanding of these ingredients. Steven decided that the last thing he wanted to do was to add chemicals to his already sensitive teeth.

			A few of the dentists who Steven visited pointed out that he had accumulated an excessive amount of plaque. In dentist speak, plaque is a sticky biofilm that develops when bacteria collects where the teeth meet the gumline. Biofilms are not always bad. They can be protective or harmful, depending on the type of bacteria forming to create them. Everyone has biofilms. Problems arise when you have too many or they are formed by pathogenic bacteria which cause your gums to become inflamed and bleed.

			The third oral issue that plagued Steven was persistent bad breath, or halitosis. Steven learned that bad breath has many causes including eating certain foods, poor dental hygiene, and inflammation. His bad breath was related to his gum disease. I suggested that Steven prioritize his oral health because while sensitive teeth, plaque, and bad breath are annoying and unpleasant, if left untreated, these issues can lead to cardiovascular disease, Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, obesity, digestive disorders, rheumatoid arthritis, and even infertility.

			Steven found a holistic/biological dentist who used a different approach than the other dentists he had seen. His new dentist investigated the imbalances in his mouth to determine the cause of his sensitive teeth, excessive biofilms, and bad breath. Some of the steps that Steven added to his oral hygiene routine included tongue scraping, careful flossing, use of a nontoxic toothpaste, the elimination of an alcohol-based mouthwash, and an oral probiotic designed specifically for oral health.

			Optimal health begins in your mouth.

			
			Your mouth is the gateway to your digestive health. While the gut is central to human health, the health of the gut is directly influenced by oral health. There is a clear bidirectional relationship between our oral health and our systemic wellness.

			

			According to Donna E. Shalala, former Secretary of Health and Human Services, “Oral health means more than healthy teeth and you cannot be healthy without oral health.”1 The word oral is defined as including not only the teeth, gums, and supporting tissue, but also the hard and soft palate, the mucosal lining of the mouth and throat, the tongue, the lips, the salivary glands, the chewing muscles, and the jaw.

			MICROBES IN YOUR MOUTH

			Second only to the gut, the mouth is filled with a large and diverse selection of microbes. These microorganisms take up residence on the teeth, tongue, cheeks, gums, tonsils, and palate. Both the normal temperature of one’s mouth, the range of which is 36.1–37.5°C (97–99.6°F) as well as the stable pH of saliva, the normal range of which is 6.2–7.6, make for an ideal environment for the microbes. It makes sense that the oral cavity is the first point of entry to the digestive and respiratory tract. Every time you swallow, you are sending bacteria, fungi, Protozoa, and viruses from your mouth down into your gastrointestinal tract. This impacts your immune system. Holistic dentist Steven Lin, DDS, writes in his book The Dental Diet, “We swallow trillions of bacteria every day. That’s thousands a second. If that isn’t a profound marker of how important your mouth is, then it’s hard to see what possibly could be! One of the biggest advances in medicine in recent years is the appreciation of the gut microbiome and its role in chronic diseases all over the body. The mouth is unequivocally linked to your gut, so your oral microbiome is a measurable and accessible way to see how your body is working.” Bacteria have many different functions. The good ones transport minerals from saliva to the teeth and aid in the mineralization of teeth. Other bacteria carry oxygen to the gums and soft tissues. This aids in the excretion of waste and prevents disease-causing microbes from causing infection.

			DIGESTION BEGINS IN YOUR MOUTH

			We cannot ignore the fact that digestion begins in the mouth and that chewing prompts saliva production. A lack of sufficient saliva translates to a dry mouth. When your salivary flow is reduced, so is the secretion of digestive proteins that begin the digestive process. When the mouth is overly dry, bacterial overgrowth is encouraged which leads to cavities, gum disease, and bad breath. Some of the causes of dry mouth include underlying disease, dehydration, some pharmaceuticals, tobacco and alcohol use, and snoring or sleeping with your mouth open. The technical name for dry mouth is xerostomia.

			European dentists have acknowledged the connection between the oral cavity and overall health. In the US, the medical and dental professions work independently of each other and neglect to accept the interdependence of the two disciplines. Conventional dentists in the US tend to be concerned only with the treatment of misaligned teeth, cavities, and gum disease. Unless they have studied to become a holistic dentist, most dentists are not concerned with the relationship between the oral microbiome and GI tract disorders, the immune system, heart health, gut-brain axis, and endocrine system disorders.

			CHRONIC INFLAMMATION LEADS TO DISEASE

			In the words of Dr. Barry Sears, “silent inflammation is a condition that occurs when the body’s natural immune response goes awry.” It is linked to a long list of health threats and can continue for years undetected. There is an important distinction between acute inflammation and chronic inflammation, which I will describe in detail in chapter 3. For now, it’s important to note that while acute inflammation is a vital process that contributes to healing, chronic inflammation is the precursor to disease. The detection of inflammation in your mouth is as critical to treatment as it is for the rest of your body. Poisons in the mouth can threaten one’s optimal immune system. The list of contributors to chronic inflammation is quite long. It includes bleeding gums, gingivitis, periodontal disease, infected teeth, cavitations, and failed root canals just to begin. Other contributors will be discussed in the chapter on inflammation.

			BEWARE OF GUM DISEASE

			Gingivitis is defined as inflammation of the outermost soft tissue of the gums, or gingiva.2 The gingiva becomes red and prone to bleeding and is usually caused by a bacterial infection. If left untreated, it can progress to periodontitis.

			Periodontitis is a serious gum infection that can damage both the soft tissue as well as the jawbone supporting the teeth. The hallmark of this condition is a biofilm (defined as a thin, slimy film of bacteria that adheres to a surface) causing bacterial endotoxins to cause pockets between the gum and the teeth.3 Bacteria grow in the pockets and the bone structure becomes damaged. Not only does this condition have a severely adverse effect on one’s oral cavity, but it is also a serious risk factor for diabetes, cardiovascular, pulmonary, and neurological disease.4 “The oral microbiome rests within biofilms throughout the oral cavity and forms an ecosystem that maintains health in a state of equilibrium. When this equilibrium is disrupted, dysbiosis occurs and pathogens enter and contribute to disease.”5

			It is a good rule of thumb to remember that in medicine, anything ending in “itis” indicates inflammation and usually is the suffix used to describe an inflammatory disease.

			A study conducted by the CDC reveals that nearly half of Americans over the age of thirty and over 70 percent of those aged sixty-five or over have periodontal disease.6,7

			
			The impact of poor oral health is vast and affects the entire body. When one neglects proper care of their mouth, pathogenic organisms are free to grow out of control.

			

			The excessive growth of these disease-causing organisms contributes to disorders of the brain, heart, lungs, kidney, liver, bone, vascular system, nervous system, endocrine system, and a general reduction of optimal immune functioning.

			CAVITIES ARE A RED FLAG FOR BIGGER ISSUES

			Tooth decay is a result of poor oral health and a contributor to chronic inflammation and disease. For years, scientists have not been able to definitively identify the cause of tooth decay. There have been several theories including the degree of enamel hardness and bacterial plaque forming on teeth because of consuming acidic or sugary foods or drinks. Ralph Steinman, a dentist at the University of Loma Linda who studied the dentinal fluid transport system was among the first to conclude that tooth decay is a systemic health issue. His research published in 1958 stated that sugar intake, stress, certain pharmaceuticals, lack of exercise, and a lack of micronutrients all influence this dentinal fluid transport system. While his work is old, it still stands today as the explanation for how our teeth have built-in defensive responses to protect us. Everything we consume, including food, drinks, pharmaceuticals, and toxins, affects our blood chemistry. Our brain responds to the state of our blood chemistry by sending a message to the parotid gland (the largest salivary gland, located in the front and just below the ears) which then communicates with your teeth. The result of this salivary-led communication is to remineralize your teeth, which causes them to be stronger. If your teeth are stronger, they will have greater success in resisting bacteria.

			Each tooth is a living organism with its own nerve and blood supply. Tooth decay or cavities, as we call them, are referred to as dental caries. It is widely accepted that tooth decay is linked to nutrition—specifically our industrialized diets. Dr. Weston Price studied the diets of Aboriginal tribes to test his dental hypotheses. He found that prior to introducing modern foods into their diets, the Aboriginal tribes lived for generations without cavities. Their diet contained no sugar, grains, legumes, or nuts and they were immune to tooth decay. Grains, legumes, and nuts present an issue because they contain phytic acid which inhibits the absorption of vitamins and minerals in the digestive tract. Dr. Price is known to have declared that “tooth decay is not only unnecessary, but an indication of our divergence from nature’s fundamental laws of life and health.”

			I must point out that Dr. Weston Price is the subject of a great deal of criticism and has been accused of promoting theories that are not based on scientific evidence. While his research may have been somewhat flawed, I believe that his connection between diet and oral health is correct. He lived and conducted his studies during the latter part of the twentieth century and the early twenty-first century, and simply because his work does not exactly conform to conventional dentistry, he is criticized. This exemplifies a big problem today. Anything that does not reflect conventional medicine or dentistry or is not the subject of randomized placebo-controlled studies is passed off as “alternative” and quackery. I believe this is shortsighted. While I am sensitive to the issue of pseudoscience, just because something may have been discovered without a gold-standard study does not in and of itself invalidate the discovery. There are many occasions when observational studies are accurate. For instance, one does not need to run a randomized, placebo-controlled study to know for certain that the likelihood of fire is increased when leaving matches with a group of small children. I am unaware of anyone or any clinical study that has disproved Dr. Price’s link between diet and tooth decay. As a matter of fact, a chapter of the book Microbiology of Dental Decay and Periodontal Disease by W. J. Loesche identifies that dental decay became an important health problem when sucrose became a major component of the human diet.8 The book goes on to point out that “when sucrose is consumed frequently, an organism known as Streptococcus mutans emerges as the predominant organism, and it is this organism that has been uniquely associated with dental decay.” Later studies suggest that the presence of Streptococcus mutans may, in fact, be the result of tooth decay, not the cause of it.9 It is suggested in the book Holistic Dental Care by Stephen A. Lawrence that cavities are not due to sugar and bacteria on your teeth, but rather they are due to an imbalance in the body’s hypothalamus gland.

			SILVER AMALGAMS

			As controversial as the work of Dr. Weston Price is, the controversy surrounding silver amalgams is huge. To begin this discussion, one must at least consider the premise that many believe that current dental practices are quite primitive. When one gets a cavity, which is essentially a small hole in the tooth, the dentist then drills a bigger hole in the same tooth and fills that hole with synthetic material. Most of the synthetic materials are toxic and some (though not all) people experience an adverse effect from them. While the adverse effect is usually subtle and gradually degrades the immune system, the entire process renders the tooth weak and traumatized and usually results in the need for a crown or a root canal years later. As of September 24, 2020, the FDA issued recommendations about dental amalgams in certain groups who may be at greater risk of the potential adverse health effects of mercury exposure. While the FDA stops short of recommending the removal of existing silver amalgams or banning any use of these mercury-filled deposits in one’s mouth, they do list the potential adverse health effects of mercury exposure from dental amalgams. This strikes me as hypocritical. The FDA acknowledges that mercury exposure through dental amalgams can be harmful but limits that harm to only certain individuals “at greater risk.” I cannot help but wonder, who is mercury exposure, a known neurotoxin, good for? The American Dental Association currently claims that silver amalgams are safe, long lasting, economical, and inert. While it is true that they are relatively inexpensive and they do last many years, the science supports the claim that they are not inert and mercury vapor is released.10,11 While the status may be considered “not definitive” and, perhaps, could depend upon the underlying health and genetics of the individual patient, the dental schools and the profession are changing, and about 50 percent fewer dentists still place silver amalgams. Mark C. Houston, a cardiovascular disease specialist, states that “the overall vascular effects of mercury include increased oxidative stress and inflammation, reduced oxidative defense, thrombosis, vascular smooth muscle dysfunction, endothelial dysfunction, dyslipidemia, and immune and mitochondrial dysfunction.”12 He goes on to say that “the clinical consequences of mercury toxicity include hypertension, coronary heart disease, myocardial infarction, cardiac arrhythmias, reduced heart rate variability, increased carotid intima-media thickness and carotid artery obstruction, cerebrovascular accident, generalized atherosclerosis, and renal dysfunction.” Brushing teeth, chewing food, grinding the teeth, and consuming very acidic foods and carbonated sodas all contribute to the outgassing of mercury.

			ROOT CANALS

			Another subject of great controversy is that of root canal–treated teeth. The main governing body of endodontists (dentists who perform root canals) claims that root canals are a safe and effective procedure. There is an enormous body of literature based on research that confirms that root canal–treated teeth remain infected and that 40 percent of these teeth have been proven to have chronic apical periodontitis (CAP), which is the most severe periodontal disease.

			There is a fascinating book, Hidden Epidemic: Silent Oral Infections Cause Most Heart Attacks and Breast Cancers, written by Dr. Thomas Levy. He is a board-certified cardiologist who extensively researched the connection between dental work and toxicity. He focused on “silent oral infections,” those which are frequently painless, and listed several serious illnesses that have been linked to these infections. His book lists several different types of cancers, Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, diabetes, hypertension, lupus, arthritis, and other diseases as being linked to oral infections and the resulting inflammation. Despite decades of people insisting that there is no scientific link between root canal–treated teeth and chronic disease, the current peer-reviewed studies suggest otherwise.13,14 Personally, I had one root canal–treated tooth. In my attempt to achieve optimal health, I had it removed. I did not do this impulsively, but rather I did so after extensive research. I had to first find the appropriate dental professional for the job, and I had what is called a 3D cone beam imaging X-ray to reveal the underlying infection. A conventional dental X-ray does not have the ability to reveal possible, underlying infections.

			FLUORIDE

			Yet one more topic of controversy is fluoride. While most conventional dentists recommend the use of toothpastes containing fluoride and insist that it is safe, the reality is that fluoride is only safe, if at all, at extremely low concentrations. At high doses, ingestion of fluoride is lethal. The CDC and the American Dental Association warn about the dangers of swallowing more than an amount the size of one rice grain worth of fluoride containing toothpaste. An article states that “tooth decay is not caused by fluoride deficiency […] and fluoride supplementation can’t reverse active cavities.”15 I am neither a dental nor a medical professional and I do not want to advise you, but I would certainly take this information under consideration.

			ORAL CARE AND GERIATRICS

			The impact of the health of one’s oral activity has enormous relevance in geriatric care. It is suggested in studies that tooth loss may be a risk factor for the decline of cognitive functions. Several studies have been conducted about the interaction between mastication and cognition.16 While studies have not been conclusive, it has been found that patients in nursing homes with the highest rate of dementia had the fewest teeth.

			In January 2020, Debora Mackenzie wrote in New Scientist about the theory that Alzheimer’s disease could be caused in part by a bacterial infection.17 The article discusses the gum-disease-causing organism called Porphyromonas gingivalis and its adverse effect on one’s immune system. This bacterium causes inflammation and can be difficult to treat. Other studies have confirmed that P. gingivalis has been found in the hippocampus, the memory center of the brain in Alzheimer’s patients.18

			MY STORY

			Personally, I have gone to great lengths to clean up my oral cavity. My odyssey has included the removal of all of my silver amalgams and my gold crowns. I felt strongly about having a metal-free mouth. While gold is the least reactive metal of all of the metals used in dental materials, they are never composed of only gold. They are alloys, which means that they contain other metals. It is possible that people who have strong immune systems can manage a mouth filled with metal and that they don’t wish to endure the expense and hassle of removal. My feeling is that we are exposed to so many toxins everywhere that whatever one can do to reduce their exposure will be beneficial. There is a relatively new test available called the MELISA test, developed by Dr. Vera Stejskal. This is a blood test that will reveal one’s sensitivity and biocompatibility to not just dental material but also to those used for surgical implants and joint prostheses. The website Melisa.org is a tremendous resource for relevant articles.

			When I embarked on the odyssey of cleaning up my oral cavity, I ended up at a dentist in New York City. This was not exactly convenient since I live in Los Angeles, but I am delighted with my decision. As part of the regular exam, this dental office took a plaque sample from me and looked at it under a microscope. They did a salivary analysis to look for periodontal pathogens. This microscopic slide analysis has the potential of revealing bacteria, white blood cells, spirochetes, amoeba, and other opportunistic organisms. These organisms can indicate the presence of an infection that might otherwise remain undiscovered. Spirochetes are fascinating creatures and can live inside your body’s cells and hide from your immune system. They can contribute to gum disease, heart disease, Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, autoimmune disease, and cancer. They can literally eat through the skin and drink blood and fibrin. It is thought that if your gums bleed easily, it is an indication of capillary fragility and the probable presence of spirochetes. I have read that despite the prevailing dental wisdom of flossing at least once a day, a Waterpik is a better tool for the removal of food in between one’s teeth. This is because flossing can cause micro-ruptures in your gingiva and damage your gums.

			In conclusion, the best approach to improving your oral microbiome is to employ the same principles to oral health as one should apply to their general health. Don’t smoke, don’t abuse alcohol or drugs, make sleep and exercise a priority, and above all, eat a nutrient-dense diet. Including taking vitamins A, B, C, D/K2, and even CoQ10 will help one’s teeth fight off potential decay. I would also suggest staying away from certain chemicals that are ubiquitous in many dental products such as sodium lauryl sulfate and triclosan which can cause chronic oral irritation. While triclosan is banned for use in soap and other products because of its known risk to human health, it is still allowed to be used in toothpastes. Many whitening products contain potassium nitrate, which is something to avoid. Harmful chemicals from whitening strips and mouthwash strip your teeth of their protective layer. Mouthwash is used by many without the knowledge of its harmful effects. You should take note of the potential of mouthwash to alter your microbiome and damage teeth.19 Scientists at the University of Plymouth have conducted studies on the long-term effects of chlorhexidine in mouthwash. They found that just one week of using mouthwash containing chlorhexidine can lower saliva pH, increase acidity, and increase the risk of tooth damage and reduce microbial diversity. Beneficial bacteria are reduced and harmful bacteria increased with the use of mouthwash containing this ingredient. There are several nontoxic brands available, but one must do continual research. Jāsön and Burt’s Bees were two brands that had been trustworthy, but both have been purchased by Clorox and may have had ingredients changed. Tom’s is another brand thought to be great, but it contains sodium lauryl sulfate. If you are interested in doing further research, I suggest that you consult the International Academy of Oral Medicine and Toxicology website: www.IAOMT.org.

			
			The key to oral health is an ecologically balanced and diverse microbiome.

			

			ACTION STEPS

			[image: ]Consider your nutrition.

			Too many refined carbohydrates cause tooth decay and contribute to an imbalance of oral microbes. Add more organic fruits and vegetables.

			[image: ]Quit smoking.

			[image: ]Stop using mouthwash, toothpaste, and other oral care products filled with chemicals.

			These products are killing the good, necessary bacteria along with the bad bacteria.

			If the product contains alcohol, artificial sweeteners, coal tar, color dyes, DEA (diethanolamine), microplastics, propylene glycol, sodium fluoride, sodium lauryl/laureth sulfate (SLS/SLE), or triclosan, do not use them!

			[image: ]Make your oral hygiene a priority.

			Brush, Floss, use a Waterpik, and visit a biological/holistic dentist regularly. Early detection is key.

			[image: ]As with other disease-risk-mitigation efforts, lower your stress.





Chapter 2

			YOUR GUT MICROBIOME: 
Digest This

			The body has several microbiomes (gut, skin, oral, nasal, respiratory tract, and genital tract), but this chapter will focus primarily on the gut microbiome. Per Merriam-Webster, the microbiome is defined as a community of microorganisms (such as bacteria, fungi, and viruses) that inhabit a particular environment and especially the collection of microorganisms living in or on the human body. The term microbiota is used to describe various microorganisms. These microorganisms include bacteria, viruses, fungi, and protozoa. These microorganisms affect metabolic function and our immune system and can protect against pathogens.

			
			Hippocrates, considered to be the father of medicine, is known to have said, “All diseases begin in the gut.”

			

			The state of your gut health affects your daily quality of health. Some scientists consider the microbiome to be such an essential part of our body that they refer to it as an additional organ. In fact, the gut is the largest endocrine gland in the body. Many believe that the gut microbiome is the epicenter of health. Activity in the gut has a systemic effect. Lately, the gut microbiome has been the subject of many studies and research. Combined with technological advancements, this research has revealed the profound impact of our gut microbiome on our overall health.

			
			Every two to three weeks, you generate an entirely new gut lining.

			

			The entire surface of our intestine (called the epithelium) is lined with a single layer of connected cells which act as a barrier between the outside world and the inside of our bodies. An enterocyte is an epithelial cell that lines the villi of the small intestine and continually regenerates.

			HUMAN MICROBIOME PROJECT

			The National Institutes of Health started the Human Microbiome Project in 2008.20 The researchers in this project used advanced genetic techniques to sequence all of the genetic material of the gut microbiome. According to these researchers “…more than 10,000 microbial species occupy the human ecosystem.”21 To give another perspective of the magnitude of what we are composed of, we have approximately thirty trillion cells and thirty-nine trillion microbial cells.

			THE GUT AND THE IMMUNE SYSTEM

			It is important not to fear germs and other bacteria and microbes in our body.

			
			Research reveals that nearly 90 percent of the cells in our body are bacteria. Many of them are beneficial. Approximately 20 percent of bacterium is pathogenic. The key is to maintain a balance of both good and bad microbes.

			

			These microbes are thought to be the main driver of our biology and can either promote healing or promote disease. Our body is quite efficient at controlling germs when our immune system is working well. Germs play a significant role in programming our immune system. Bacteria in the gut regulate the immune system and a recent study in rural China found that certain gut bacterial species may be correlated with chronic inflammation while others may be anti-inflammatory. When our gut bacteria are appropriately balanced, our immune system will function well. When our gut bacteria are unbalanced with an abundance of pathogenic bacteria, the immune system can become overly inflamed and result in gut dysbiosis.22

			Another study published in Nature23 shows how the gut trains the immune system to protect the brain. Dorian McGavern, PhD, one of the authors of the study, states that “this finding opens a new area of neuroimmunology, showing that gut-educated antibody-producing cells inhabit and defend regions that surround the central nervous system.”

			Exposure to microbes builds strength in one’s immune system. Years ago, children played in the dirt often and there was a lower incidence of certain illnesses. There is a concept called the “hygiene hypothesis” which states that lack of early childhood exposure to a diversity of germs can thwart the development of the immune system and result in increased susceptibility to allergies and asthma. Anne Sperling, an immunologist at the University of Chicago, states, “Kids who live in just a bit dirtier environments are actually more protected against asthma and allergies.”

			DYSBIOSIS

			
			Dysbiosis refers to an imbalance of good versus bad bacteria and leads to dysfunction in many areas of the body. Abnormal gut flora, or dysbiosis, is a global phenomenon.

			

			When we experience an immune deficiency, dysbiosis results.

			Andreas Bäumler, a microbiologist at UC Davis, considers the gut microbiome to be an arm of the immune system whose job is to keep invading pathogens out. He defines dysbiosis functionally as the failure of the immune arm to protect the host, regardless of which bacteria species are present. There are several reasons and as many theories as to how and why the gut becomes dysbiotic. One current theory suggests that modern hygiene practices, including the overuse of antibiotics and improved sanitation, have adversely affected our gut health. Additionally, many other lifestyle choices such as too much alcohol consumption, stress (both emotional and physical), inadequate sleep, a diet lacking in nutrients, and use of too many NSAIDs (non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs), and other medications hurt the gut lining and create an imbalance of microbes.

			THE ENTERIC NERVOUS SYSTEM: The Real Brain Is Your Gut

			Your gut microbiome reflects what you eat, when you eat, and how you eat. There are five stages of human digestion. Before describing the different stages of digestion, it is important to note that all aspects of digestion, including breaking down food, absorbing nutrients, and expelling waste, are regulated by the enteric nervous system. The enteric nervous system is thought of as a digestive brain, and it operates independently of the brain and the spinal cord. The simple act of anticipating eating can release digestive enzymes into the stomach even before you take your first bite of food. Digestion sends signals to the immune system. It is crucial to optimal health to effectively absorb nutrients from the food you consume. Absorption depends on the current health of the gut microbiome. The process of digestion can affect your hormones, skin, sleep, thyroid, metabolism, brain health, and your mood.

			THE FIVE STAGES OF DIGESTION

			STAGE ONE

			The first stage of digestion is Ingestion. This happens when we put food into our mouths. Saliva and the salivary glands under our tongue begin the process of breaking down the food. During this initial stage, we swallow the food, and with waves of involuntary muscular contractions, called peristalsis, the food is pushed through the esophagus.

			STAGE TWO

			The next phase is Chemical Digestion. As the food moves through the esophagus on its way to the stomach, it mixes with gastric juices. The combination of thorough chewing, saliva, and enzymes all contribute to good digestion. Hydrochloric acid (HCL) and pepsin break down the protein into amino acids. There is a compelling argument for supplementation because cooking removes a lot of enzymes that are necessary for good digestion. Also, as we age, our enzyme production declines and the process of digestion slows down. At this second stage, bacteria and pathogens are killed and the food turns into a substance called chyme.

			STAGE THREE

			The next stage is further Chemical Digestion but at a different level. During this phase, the chyme travels into the upper part of the small intestine, known as the duodenum. It is at this point that the pancreas releases sodium bicarbonate to neutralize the chyme. An enzyme called amylase is released to break down carbohydrates. The liver secretes a liquid known as bile which is stored in the gallbladder. The gallbladder releases bile when food reaches the duodenum. Bile is responsible for emulsifying fats and the enzyme called lipase assists in the breakdown of fat. Throughout this phase, muscular contractions facilitate the continued movement into the large intestine.

			STAGE FOUR

			The fourth stage is Absorption. As the food travels, millions of microvilli help with the absorption of nutrients into the bloodstream. These microvilli are cellular extensions like microscopic hairs that are responsible for nutrient absorption in the gastrointestinal tract. Studies have concluded that the appropriate balance of good bacteria helps nutrient absorption. There is no shortage of recommendations for taking probiotics to assist in this stage of digestion. I believe that it is ill advised to randomly take probiotics, but I will go into this further in chapter 15. It is quite likely that probiotics may be helpful but should not be taken without identifying your gut microbiome status.

			STAGE FIVE

			The fifth and final stage of digestion is Elimination. During this phase, undigested food, or food that can’t be broken down or absorbed, needs to be eliminated. This food enters the colon and is stored in the rectum which is the last part of the large intestine. The rectum relies on peristalsis (the involuntary constriction and relaxation of the muscles of the intestine) to eliminate this undigested food as the final stage of the digestive process.

			This process of digestion is essential to one’s overall health. As the gut becomes out of balance, the digestive system becomes a major source of toxicity and releases toxins into the bloodstream.

			IT’S NOT ONLY WHAT YOU EAT, IT’S WHEN YOU
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