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Dr. C. Neil Nicholson wanted a career that would not be

taken over by computers, a profession where his talents

would never become obsolete. Music production was his

first love, but after observing a local dentist and working

as a dental assistant, he realized orthodontics was where

he wanted to be. “In orthodontics, most of the time it’s

elective and people want to be there. They are happy, not

tense or stressed out,” he said. “Actually, a lot of people

fall asleep in the chair when I’m working on them

because they are so comfortable.”

Dr. Nicholson went down a long, rough road to get to

this peaceful place. Raised by his grandmother — a single

mom who died three months after his own mother — he

took over the guardianship of his two younger brothers 

at age 19. To pay the bills, he put school temporarily on

hold and worked as a dental assistant. “I stayed focused,

set my priorities and believed in myself,” he said. “I had

to invest in myself to do what I wanted to do.” He then

met Dr. Seok Bee Lim, a Harvard dental graduate, who

inspired and supported him through his own orthodontic

education and later became his wife.

Today, Dr. Nicholson has his own orthodontics practice

in Seattle, where he’s entrusted with transforming people’s

smiles. “I always tell my patients that it’s not how fast I

can do it, it’s how good I can do it.” Usually, his patients

are excited when the braces are first put on, but midway

through the cycle they tire of them. “Every day, several

times a day, I hear, ‘When am I getting my braces off?’”

he quips.

Growing up poor has made Dr. Nicholson keenly aware

of health care disparities. “One of my motivations has

been to provide and assist people in getting care,” he said.

“We have to continue to teach the priorities of health

care. A lot of people have a perception of health care, 

but they are focused on one thing. They don’t realize it’s

the whole body. It’s not just teeth or eyes. It’s overall

health issues.

“Dental hygiene has to be under control before I even

think about putting on braces,” said Dr. Nicholson, the

father of two boys with wife of 22 years, Bee. He’s turned

away patients who have holes in their teeth and advises

them to focus on basic hygiene. Contrary to beliefs,

orthodontics is not limited to the young. Older adults are

getting their teeth straightened today with braces because

“they are keeping their teeth longer. My oldest patient is 

a young 70, and I have several patients in their sixties.” 

With patients ages 7 to 70, Dr. Nicholson says making

them look good is easy. “I want to be sure that the upper

and lower jaw work together in a functional way. When

there’s clicking and popping it can be painful. There are

many problems people can have with their jaws, such as

temporomandibular disorder, TMD, or muscle aches,

which can be caused by clenching or grinding teeth in 

the night or stress.” 

Now at the peak of his practice growth, Dr. Nicholson

hopes to dedicate more time to organized dentistry by

becoming more active with local and national committees

and community activities. He’s currently involved with

the Washington State Association of Black Health Care

Professionals, a group of health care providers who collec-

tively share information and host public health care events.

1 T 1968: Henry Lewis becomes first black musical director of an American

symphony orchestra — New Jersey Symphony.

2 W 1971: Samuel L. Gravely Jr. becomes first African American admiral in

U.S. Navy.

3 T 1890: L.H. Jones patents corn harvester.

1904: Charles R. Drew, who developed process for preserving blood

plasma, born.

4 F 1972: Activist Angela Davis acquitted of all murder and conspiracy

charges.

5 S 1987: Dr. Mae C. Jemison becomes first African American 

woman astronaut. 

6 S 1831: First annual People of Color convention held in Philadelphia.

7 M 1917: Poetess Gwendolyn Brooks, first black to win the Pulitzer Prize

(poetry, 1950), born.

8 T 1953: Supreme Court ruling bans discrimination in Washington, D.C.,

restaurants.

9 W 1962: W.W. Braithwaite, poet, anthologist and literary critic, dies in 

New York City.

1995: Lincoln J. Ragsdale, pioneer fighter pilot of World War II, dies.

10 T 1854: James Augustine Healy, first black Roman Catholic bishop,

ordained.

11 F 1912: Joseph H. Dickinson patents player piano.

1920: Pianist and singer Hazel Dorothy Scott born.

12 S 1963: Medgar W. Evers, civil rights leader, assassinated in Jackson,

Mississippi.

13 S 1967: Thurgood Marshall nominated to Supreme Court by President

Lyndon Johnson.

14 M Flag Day

1864: Congress rules equal pay for all soldiers.

1927: George Washington Carver patents process of producing paints

and stains.

15 T 1913: Dr. Effie O’Neal Ellis, first black woman to hold an executive 

position in the American Medical Association, born.

16 W 1970: Kenneth A. Gibson elected mayor of Newark, New Jersey, first

African American mayor of a major Eastern city.

17 T 1775: Minuteman Peter Salem fights in the Battle of Bunker Hill.

18 F 1863: The 54th Massachusetts Colored Infantry attacks Fort Wagner,

South Carolina. 

1942: Harvard University medical student Bernard Whitfield Robinson

commissioned as the Navy’s first black officer.

19 S 1865: Blacks in Texas are notified of Emancipation Proclamation, issued

in 1863. “Juneteenth” marks the event.

20 S Father’s Day

1953: Albert W. Dent of Dillard University elected president of the

National Health Council.

21 M 1945: Col. Benjamin O. Davis Jr. becomes first black to command 

an Army Air Corps base.

22 T 1897: William Barry patents postmarking and cancelling machine.

23 W 1940: Sprinter Wilma Rudolph, winner of three gold medals at 1960

Summer Olympics, born.

24 T 1964: Carl T. Rowan appointed director of the United States Information

Agency.

25 F 1941: Franklin D. Roosevelt issues executive order establishing Fair

Employment Practices Commission.

26 S 1975: Dr. Samuel Blanton Rosser becomes first African American 

certified in pediatric surgery.

27 S 1991: Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall announces his 

retirement.

28 M 1864: Fugitive slave laws repealed by Congress.

29 T 1886: Photographer James Van Der Zee born.

30 W 1921: Charles S. Gilpin awarded Spingarn Medal for his performance 

in Eugene O’Neill’s Emperor Jones.

ORTHODONTICS

Toothbrush

Branches of trees have been handmade into 
toothbrushes in some cultures. Surprisingly, 

this method is still practiced in some 
parts of the United States.

“In orthodontics, most of
the time it’s elective and
people want to be there.
They are happy, not tense
or stressed out.”
C. Neil Nicholson, D.D.S.
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