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The tender age of 13 is a time when children take their first steps toward adulthood. Wanting to make their own decisions is very much a part of this.

Unfortunately, not all decisions at this young age are wise.  Gruen Von Behren never thought the choice he made to use chewing tobacco one night while camping with friends would carry such irreversible consequences.

What started as a game to see who could fit the biggest wad of chew in his mouth and hold it there longest quickly became a deadly addiction.

Halfway through Gruen’s junior year in high school, and after only three years of using tobacco, he noticed a white spot developing on the side of his tongue where he held the dip in his mouth. He thought it would go away, but after nine months it went from the size of the tip of a pencil to cancer that split his tongue in half.

Gruen hid the cancer from his mother. He thought of having to tell her he was sick with this disease, and hurting her that way.

“I couldn’t do that.  I couldn’t hurt my mom,” he said.

Gruen’s mom began questioning him about his slurred speech, drooling and inability to keep food in his mouth.  He tried to convince her it was just his wisdom teeth coming in and that he was fine.  Gruen knew, however, even without a doctor’s diagnosis, what had to be done. Still fear kept him quiet.

“I was 17 years old, and my tongue was split in half by one of the most deadly diseases known to man. The only way they could fix that was by cutting off half of my tongue,” Gruen said. “The thought of what they were going to do to me during the procedure scared me to death. I was petrified.”

Eventually, Gruen’s mom became so concerned about the slurred speech and other problems that she tricked him into going to the dentist.  It was there that Gruen admitted to the dentist and his mother that his problem was not his wisdom teeth, but cancer.

“I never saw my mother cry like that,” Gruen said. “Not only had I hurt myself, but I hurt her too.  The justification that by using tobacco products, the only person being hurt is the user is not true,” Gruen said.

From the beginning, since Gruen had squamous cell carcinoma, he was given a 75 percent chance that the cancer would kill him -- not very good odds for a 17-year-old.

“People don’t realize how serious oral cancer is,” Gruen said. He said to think about how close the mouth is to the spine and the brain.  “Once it hits one of these two places, it’s checkout time.”

The road since Gruen’s cancer was confirmed has been long and devastating, but Gruen lived to tell his tale. In fact, that is exactly what he does now.

Gruen said he was an innocent kid victimized by big tobacco companies. He now uses his experience to reach people and let them know the dangers that tobacco companies omit in their advertisements. After all, death and cancer are not the most attractive selling points.

* Look here every other week for "Parenting with Purpose," a column presented by the Natrona County Prevention Coalition family and parenting committee. The columns focus on building healthy families while highlighting family events, classes and activities. For more information on the coalition, dedicated to preventing substance abuse and forming healthy communities, visit www.ncpreventioncoalition.net.
Hear his story
Gruen Von Behren first tried chew at 13. Three year's later, as a junior in high school, he developed cancer of the mouth that could have killed him. He will tell his story at 2 p.m. Friday at the Kelly Walsh High School Auditorium to raise awareness of the dangers of tobacco use. The talk is free and meant for parents and children.

Feb. 14-20 is Through With Chew Week.
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