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Patient: Keith Hautala, age 32
Problem: Diagnosed with a massive cancerous tumour in his jawbone
Doctor: Jonathan Irish, chief of surgical oncology at Princess Margaret Hospital

February 2006

Keith Hautala spent the summer of 2002 in Alberta studying the habitat of the northern
goshawk for his forest science degree at Lakehead University. When he returned home to
Thunder Bay that fall, his girlfriend noticed an asymmetry to his jaw; at Christmas, relatives
made similar observations. A visit to the doctor in February 2003 led to consultations with oral
surgeons. Then he received the terrifying news: he had a rare chondrosarcoma—a tumour in the

cartilage—in his jawbone.

Hautala was referred to Princess Margaret Hospital to meet with its chief of surgical oncology.
“My doctors in Thunder Bay said, ‘You're going to go to see Dr. Jonathan Irish. He’s the best of
the best,”” recalls Hautala. When Irish met him two months later, the tumour, which was
aggressively malignant, was the size of a fist. Irish proposed an elaborate surgery. On May 1,
two teams—one led by Irish, the other by a reconstructive surgeon named Ralph Gilbert—went
to work on Hautala’s face. After performing a tracheotomy, Irish made an incision behind
Hautala’s left ear that ran along his jaw, down over his Adam'’s apple and up the other side to
his other ear. The bottom portion of his face was then “degloved” or peeled back. While Irish
removed Hautala’'s lower jaw and teeth, Gilbert cut into Hautala’s left leg, harvesting bone from
the fibula to sculpt a new mandible. The new lower jaw was then secured with a titanium plate.
Six weeks later, false teeth were inserted into his jaw. Skin from his leg was used to seal the

floor of his mouth.

When Hautala regained consciousness, he was swollen up like a beach ball and in terrible pain.
“It was truly horrendous, | can’t sugar-coat it,” he says. But he remembers Irish being chuffed.
“He walked in saying, ‘Jesus, this is excellent, Keith. This is perfect!” And I'm looking at him and

thinking, ‘I'm so far from perfect.
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“Twenty years ago, he would have lost his mandible,” says Irish. “He would have looked
disfigured. Frankly, he would have been a monster. But now we can return him to a reasonable
quality of life.” Not that it's been a cakewalk: nerve damage has left Hautala without feeling in
his lower lip and chin; he also has reduced function in his salivary glands, which sometimes
leads to dry mouth. Plus, 25 treatments of targeted radiation have degenerated his new jaw; his
chin doesn’t protrude like it used to. This month, he’s planning to have a second surgery, to take
bone from his right fibula to bolster the initial splint.

With only a narrow chance of a relapse, Hautala’s prognosis looks good. Now employed by a
forestry consulting firm in Thunder Bay, he takes a pragmatic view of his so-called “battle” with
cancer. “Dr. Irish and Dr. Gilbert and all the oncology nurses and the researchers are the ones
battling cancer,” he says. “I'm just the battlefield.”
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