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Question: Dr. Hand, tell us a little about your life grow-
ing up? Do you have children that were interested in joining 
the dental profession?

Dr. Thomas Hand: I am 83 years old and I was born in 
Orange, NJ. At birth, my physician diagnosed me I with a con-
genital heart murmur, which turned out to be unimportant. 
But it did prompt my parents to move to Miami. In those days, 
if you had a heart problem living in the cold northeast, you 
went to Arizona or Florida to live. That was back when there 
were a lot of bugs. Gables was the first planned community in 
the country and it was a time when building lots would be sold 
in a few days to the next person in line. It was a great time of 
growth until the 1926 hurricane wiped out the boom in South 
Florida. We arrived in Coral Gables in 1936 and I grew up in 
the same house all of my early life. My grandfather was a first 
generation Irish immigrant who started as a waiter and in time 
owned two or three bars and saloons in New Jersey and New 
York. He was moderately successful and was able to send three 
boys to excellent preparatory schools, including my father to 
Georgetown University School of Dentistry. However, when 
prohibition came along, it altered their family’s plans. My father 
and his brother ran liquor back on the New Jersey coast and 
then up to New York in a Packard with a false bottom to put his 
younger brother through school. Miami became more settled 
and Coral Gables began to prosper. George Merrick founded 
Coral Gables and was a very religious man. The only place you 
could buy a drink was at the Biltmore Hotel or the Coral Gables 
country club. So my father built a bar across the street.

Question: Tell us about your friendship with L.D. Pan-
key and how he shaped your career in dentistry. If you had 
to speak for L.D. Pankey today, what would he say about the 
state of dentistry as a profession?

TH: I first got to know Dr. Pankey through Roy Boul-
vard, who was perhaps the finest orthodontist in Florida and 
was once an associate of Dr. Pankey. I knew his children from 
school and at one time his sister Georga was the first hygienist 
in Florida and she had cleaned my teeth. Dr. Pankey wrote me 
a letter of recommendation to Emory, but to me he was just the 
dentist down the block from my house. I didn’t realize the value 
of that letter at the time it was written for me. When I gradu-
ated from dental school, I began to understand his importance 
to dentistry. I took his philosophy courses and then all of his 
rehabilitation seminars, which was a wonderful experience. 
At the time Dr. Pankey was about to retire, a group decided to 
continue his teachings and build the first independent graduate 
dental school in the country. This occurred about the time that 
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we were building the office I’ve enjoyed 
all these years. We didn’t have much 
money, so we built much of the interior 
of the office and even most of the cabi-
netry. However, one day I got a simple 
letter from Harold Wirth, “Please come 
to breakfast,” and the date. It was at the 
Florida state dental meeting. I drove 
down that night to be there in the 
morning, and founded a group of the 
most prominent dentists in the country. 
I remember asking LD’s associate Jim 
Cosper, “Why did they ask me?” Jim 
laughed and said, “Tom, I really don’t 
know, but I guess he had something in 
mind.” That day I pledged $10,000.00 I 
didn’t have and drove home. The school 
opened and the first class went through. 
The cost was significant, so I deferred 
going since I had been through most of 
the courses already. Dr. Pankey called 
me and asked me why I hadn’t signed 
up for this initial course. I remember 
telling him that I really knew all of that 
as I’ve been to all those courses. He re-
plied, “Tommy, you don’t know as much 
as you think you know and if you don’t 
come down here and let your bare butt 
show, I’m gonna call you in a month and 
want to know why”. With that in mind, I 
went. Fortunately, I kept my mouth shut 
and learned he was right. I continued 
going through the program to comple-
tion. Dr. Pankey had a gift of having you 
feel you were important to him and he 
was a masterful communicator with a 
great story of determination to do the 
very best you could and the discipline 
to be a continual student all his life. He 
read constantly of the profession, phi-
losophy, and psychology. He was a full 
generation older than me, but stayed an 
interested and guiding friend. I wouldn’t 
presume to speak for Dr. Pankey, but I 
felt if he looked today, he would say that 
it’s really not that much different even 
though we have advanced technology. 
It’s still a very personal profession. Dr. 
Pankey wrote in Dr. Peter Dawson’s 
book, 3% of dentists are masters, 15% 
are capable, 17% are students, and 55% 
are indifferent. I feel that perhaps the 
biggest difference he would see is that 
the single practitioner has lost control 

of his practice and perhaps his future by 
giving it to the insurance industry and 
lessened their prestige by marketing ag-
gressively. It’s a wonderful profession if 
only you have the courage to fulfill the 
needs of the people who present them-
selves to you for care.

Question: What made you choose 
dentistry as a profession? How many 
years have you been practicing? How 
many more years do you intend on 
practicing dentistry?

TH: I chose to practice dentistry 
because my father worked such long 
hours all of his life. I didn’t want to be 
away from home at meal time or on 
holidays. In dentistry, I had role models 
that I felt I could emulate. I knew noth-
ing about what they did. I have been 
practicing now currently 59 years and 
have not seriously thought about retir-
ing until recently. 

Question: Why did you attend the 
University of Florida for undergradu-
ate and what was your major and why?

TH: I chose the University of Florida 
because I could afford it. I took only cours-
es that would steer me toward my hope 
of attending Emory. I was fortunate to 
make grades good enough to get in den-
tal school in two years. My time at Florida 
was brief and successful. I feel however, 
that I’m trained but not educated.

Question: Why did you attend 
Emory University? Describe the cur-
riculum at that time. 

TH: In south Florida most of the 
physicians and dentists I admired and 
was treated by were from Emory. I fool-
ishly decided if I couldn’t get into Emo-
ry, I would do something else. 

Question: What leadership roles 
have you had in dentistry and what 
made you get involved in organized 
dentistry?

TH: Being in organized dentistry 
was a requirement, not a choice, when I 
began my career. I don’t think I was ever 
an active leader but more of a partici-
pant. I served as the president of what 
then was the Orange County Dental 
Society, and as a director and trustee of 
the Pankey Institute. I set up a hospital 
based service for facial pain and TMD 
treatment to generate a standard of care 
in the community with 40 participants 
involved. I served as program chairman 
for three years and with the help of the 
people I was exposed to at the Pankey 
Institute was able to generate a learning 
experience for many in our society.

Question: Tell us about your ca-
reer and scope of practice. How did 
you start your practice, attract new 
patients, and keep your patients?

TH: When I graduated, it was a 
given you went into the service. I served 
as a captain in the Army at a post out-
side of Washington. After the required 
two years I had an office planned on 
the edge of Lake Eola. It was not even 
started when I arrived so I became an 
associate to the first board certified 
prosthodontist in the area. It was a very 
high profile office. The senior dentist 
became ill, and I became the prosth-
odontist under his direction. I worked 
with a master technician, Holis Rogers, 
who was my age. This was a very stressful 
but meaningful introduction to complete 
and value based dentistry. In today’s eyes, 
I was not very successful in the early years 
of my practice. One year I answered 70% 
of the emergency calls from the service. I 
depended on referrals. Advertising was 
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not allowed and aggressive marketing was 
frowned upon. As I continued to study 
and became proficient, I began to have 
some referrals for specific procedures.

Question: What procedures have 
you found to have the most impact on 
patient’s lives?

TH: The patients I affected the most 
in these ears were those with conservative 
long term relationships with early prob-
lems and an appreciation for the needs 
they shared. I did some very complex (for 
the time) procedures but they were not 
as impactful to their sense of wellbeing. 
One Saturday, a sitting senator who was 
running for office and had been at Duke 
for six weeks to no avail arrived and was 
to debate the present governor the follow-
ing Monday. I understood her bruxism 
pattern could maintain the painful cervi-
cal myospasm and she was asymptomatic 
the day of the debate. Since it was a swing 
vote at a turbulent time, I was a guest of the 
President the following weekend.

Question: How did you keep up 
with technology? Describe the equip-
ment you used when first starting your 
practice compared to what you use now.

TH: Learning is incremental. I really 
just stayed at it and learned in small steps. I 
took all of the courses available to me from 
L.D. Pankey, Peter Dawson, Parker Ma-
han, and Terry Tanaka. I went to Chicago 
yearly and attended the societal meetings 
but never the general. For several years, I 

would spend a week with Hilt Tatum, a 
schoolmate and a pioneer in dental im-
plants as we progressed from grinding self-
designed blades to full mouth immediate 
restoration and insertion. When viewed 
today much of this is intimidating but can 
be absorbed slowly. As Jordan Peterson 
recently put it: “Don’t compare yourself to 
some icon, but to where you were last year.” 
And as the philosopher Woody Allen said, 
“Just show up!

Question: Tell us your philosophy 
of preventive dentistry and the oral sys-
temic connection.

TH: I served on the Pankey board of 
trustees with Bob Barkley from Macomb, 
Illinois. He motivated our profession to 
lean toward prevention. It’s hard to sell 
something you don’t make money at. He 
died in a plane crash at an early age re-
turning from teaching. I see his efforts in 
the young adults in my practice. But even 
more profoundly, in the geriatric patients, 
I see problems they never needed to have, 
both physical and social, generated from a 
lack of appreciation of his work.

Question: Describe your new pa-
tient process in your practice?

TH: I always felt it best to tend to the 
patient’s immediate concern, take them at 
the appreciation level they have at the time 
and gain their respect and trust. Then you 
can lead them to a better appreciation of 
their needs. I guess the only things that 
were truly structured in my office were the 
conduct of the employees who shared their 
careers with me. Following the guidelines 
shaped by appreciation, not compulsion.

Question: How many team mem-
bers support you and how long have 
they been with you?

TH: I worked generally with three 
core employees. It was necessary to 
change this number from time to time 
with three to six dentists in an office, 
sixteen to eighteen auxiliary personnel 
were needed. I out-sourced insurance, 
bookkeeping, dictation, and labora-
tory support. Patty, my office manager 

and former dental assistant, has been 
with me for 44 years. Deanna, my hy-
gienist, has been with me for 28 years. 
Frances has been my dental assistant 
for 28 years, followed by Mary for the 
last 14 years. 

Question: What advice could you 
give a new dentist coming out of dental 
school?

TH: T.V.’s Ben Casey is gone and not 
remembered. Be a doctor, dress as one, 
and surround yourself with friends who 
appear to you to be what you would like 
to attain. Maintain as best you can a degree 
of independence in your decision making, 
and care for the people who look for you to 
care for them.

Question: What would you have 
change about your career if you had the 
opportunity?

TH: I don’t think there’s very much I 
would change, as I’d have to blame myself 
because I didn’t. 

Question: Is there anything else you 
would like to add about your life or ca-
reer that would make an impact on oth-
ers?

TH: When we set up, what I under-
stand, to be the first solo group practice in 
the country, we did it with a handshake. 
The rules have changed. Dentistry by 
some is looked on as a business rather than 
a healing profession. As it evolves, be care-
ful and selective who you allow to share 
with you your career. Thank you for the 
privilege to share my story. 
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