
 
 

President’s Message 
Coffee With Duke… Dentists Have Made an Impact on More Than Dentistry – They’ve 

Changed American History 
 

Dear AAID Colleague: 
 
We’ve all heard the saying “necessity is the mother of invention.” Innovation occurs when there is a 
need to improve or replace something. It happens in everyday life, all the time.  
 
I believe that dentists are some of the smartest people I know, and their talents are wide-ranging. Here 
are just a few who have influenced our history. 
 
The Dentist Who Invented Dental Floss 

 
Levi Spear Parmly, (1790 – 1859) a dentist from New Orleans, is credited with 
inventing the first form of dental floss. In 1819, he recommended running a waxen 
silk thread "through the interstices of the teeth, between their necks and the 
arches of the gum, to dislodge that irritating matter which no brush can remove 
and which is the real source of disease.” Floss didn’t become widely available until 
1882. 
 
Dr. Parmly is considered the apostle of dental hygiene and many of his ideas are 
still applicable to modern clinical practice. His focus was on preventing decay and 
gum disease. 
 

 
 
The Dentist Who Invented the First Golf Tee 

 
George Franklin Grant (1846 – 1910) was the first African-American professor at 
Harvard. Dr. Grant entered the Harvard School of Dental Medicine in 1868 and 
graduated in 1870. He then took a position in the department of mechanical 
dentistry in 1871. 
 
Before the golf tee was invented, golfers would be given a box of wet sand from 
which they would need to create a cone-shaped mold to hit their golf balls. Tired 
of the mess, Dr. Grant created the wooden golf tee. While he was issued a patent 
for the wooden tee, he never capitalized on it. Instead, Dr. William Lowell, another 
dentist, invented the Reddy Tee. 
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The Dentist Known for Western Literature 

 
Pearl Zane Grey (1872 – 1939) was an American author and dentist best 
known for his popular adventure novels and stories associated with the 
Western genre and the American frontier. 
 
He wrote Riders of the Purple Sage in 1912 and was the first American 
author who became a millionaire. 
 
A total 46 full length movies and 31 short subject films were based on Zane 
Grey writings. His published works include 99 formal books, 196 magazine 
short stories, and 59 stories published in then-popular serial form. 

 
 

 
The Dentist Who Helped Start a Golf Ball Empire 
 
Phillip E. "Skipper" Young – not himself a dentist – was a graduate of Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and founded Titleist in 1932.  
 
When playing a round of golf with his dentist, Young missed a sure putt, a miss that seemed to be 
caused by the weight of the ball. He then asked his dentist friend to X-ray the ball. The X-ray film showed 
that the rubber core was off-center. 
 
After this initial discovery, Young took X-rays of more golf balls and found that most were poorly 
constructed with off-center cores, making them prone to erratic shots. This inspired Young to produce 
his own line of golf balls. 
He developed a machine that uniformly could wind rubber string around a rubber core, placing it "dead 
center" in the golf ball. He named the ball “Titleist.” 
 
By 1949, Titleist became the most used ball at the U.S. Open Tournament. In 2002, Titleist reached the 
$1 billion mark in annual revenues. 
 
All of this from a missed putt... a dentist friend who had an x-ray machine… and the persistence and 
dedication to making things happen! 

Do you know of other dentists who are known for their ingenuity, whether as 
innovators in dentistry or outside of it? Who are they? Let me know by emailing 
me at president@aaid.com with your comments and knowledge about dentists 
who have contributed to history over the years! 

 
Dr. Duke Heller 
AAID President 2020-2021 
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