
A QUESTIONOF MANHOOD:  
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 
While my novels feature gay and transgender individuals, these are stories about people. All kinds of 

people. And just as I hope they are read by people whose sexual identities cross all the lines, I hope that 

each time someone reads one of my books they learn some things they didn’t already know. 

 

Topics from A Question of Manhood 

Homosexuality in the 1970s  

Dog  Behavior 

Vietnam War 

Religious References 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY IN THE 1970S 
 
It’s November of 1972 when the story opens. Paul Landon lives in western Pennsylvania, and his father Andy 
has what was even more common then than now: an uneducated and homophobic attitude toward gay people. 
He considers New York City a “modern-day Sodom.” 
 
According to the American Civil Liberties Union, the first state in the U.S. to eliminate anti-sodomy laws was 
Illinois in 1961. Before that time, all U.S. states had laws that either specified sodomy as illegal or referred 
more generally to “acts against nature.” Although the definition of sodomy (oral sex, anal sex, and sometimes 
sexual acts of a human with an animal) can pertain to heterosexual activity, the laws were most commonly 
applied to same-sex partners, primarily men.  
 
Beginning in 1961, various states eliminated these laws at different times. In Pennsylvania, the sodomy law 
was repealed for married couples only in 1972, leaving homosexual activity illegal. Then in  2003, after hearing 
the case of Lawrence v. Texas, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down “Homosexual Conduct” laws, which 
rendered them unconstitutional for all states.  
 
A Question of Manhood takes place only a few years after the Stonewall riots, which began in New York City 
on June 28, 1969 and lasted for six days. News about this event would no doubt have brought about an 
intense negative reaction from people like Paul’s father. 
 
Stonewall is widely accepted as the real beginning of the gay civil rights movement, and annual Gay Pride 
activities take place world-wide in June each year. However, it wasn’t until 2005 that a report released by the 
National Academy of Science pointed incontrovertibly toward homosexuality being a natural, normally-
occurring phenomenon. The report indicated that while straight men respond sexually only to female 
pheromones and not at all to male pheromones, gay men respond sexually only to male pheromones. Here are 
two articles that go into more detail: 

For Gay Men, an Attraction to a Different Kind of Scent (The New York Times) 
"Sexy" Smells Different for Gay, Straight Men, Study Says (National Geographic News) 

 
The hypothalamus, located in what’s known as the mammalian brain, is responsible for (among other things) 
detecting sex pheromones and determining what the response should be for the individual in question. Prior to 
2005, before fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) technology was applied to the study of sexual 
orientation, scientists had determined that homosexuality was observable in non-human animals, and 
autopsies on the brains of dead male animals exhibiting this behavior revealed a hypothalamus larger than that 
of other male animals of the same species, and about the same size as that of females. Sheep, in particular, 
have been the subjects of these studies. 

https://www.aclu.org/lgbt-rights_hiv-aids/history-sodomy-laws-and-strategy-led-todays-decision
http://www.lambdalegal.org/in-court/cases/lawrence-v-texas
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/stonewall/player/
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/10/science/10smell.html?_r=0
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2005/05/0510_050510_gayscent_2.html
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn3008-homosexuality-is-biological-suggests-gay-sheep-study.html#.Ur9NHT90kt0


 
Although there is some controversy regarding homosexuality in various animal species, the controversy is 
limited to the number of species identified and is not a question of whether it occurs. It could be that the 
different conclusions result from the studies using different definitions or requiring different proof, but there is 
no doubt that it exists 

NewsMedical – 1,500 species (2006) 
Yale Scientific – 450 species (2012) 

 
 

DOG BEHAVIOR 
 
J.J. O’Neil is a young man with his sights set on being a veterinarian. His skill at dog behavior, and his ability to 
transfer to Paul not only his knowledge of this practice but also the underlying implications of taking 
responsibility and of being a leader are central to the development of Paul as the story’s main character.  
 
In creating J.J.’s role, I studied the methods of Cesar Milan, also known as The Dog Whisperer. My 
observation is that Milan’s techniques are successful due to his keen understanding of how dogs behave with 
each other and his ability to translate that understanding into actions humans can perform. A more ineffable 
aspect of Milan’s success, which he stresses in his explanations, is the ability to transmit energetic intention 
that dogs can perceive. He refers to it as “calm assertiveness.” 
 
Milan often stresses the difference between dog training, which involves a person teaching routines to the dog 
based on specific instruction, and dog behavior, in which it’s the person who needs to learn, not the dog. As 
Milan puts it, “I rehabilitate dogs. I train people.” 
 
Although I avoid usage of Milan’s terminology in my story, the actions I describe as J.J. works with dogs are 
very similar to what I’ve observed in Milan’s recordings. Dogs are pack animals, and as such are predisposed 
to recognize a leader and follow him (or her). Per Milan, if a dog in a human family or pack does not recognize 
any other leader (per the dog’s definition of it; see below), the dog is, by default, the leader. Some dogs take 
on the leadership role willingly; some breeds, such as Rottweilers, German shepherds, and most terrier breeds 
(such as pit bulls) are likely to compete for the leadership position, while dogs of a more submissive nature will 
be unhappy and insecure in the role they feel obliged to assume.  
 
To a dog, the leader is expected to manage things for his pack, to perceive danger and ensure the pack’s 
safety, to make sure the pack has access to food – all things that even an intelligent dog can achieve only to a 
very limited degree in a human-centered environment. The result is that even dogs that want leadership can’t 
provide it as well as they know they are expected to do. When the dog perceives a gap between what he 
expects himself to provide and what he can provide, confusion and even fear overcome him. At this point, 
some dogs become dangerously aggressive. More often, dogs express this fear and confusion in less 
dangerous ways (barking/howling, food and/or toy aggression, obsessive behaviors).  
 
Dogs that are generally healthy and have accepted the leadership of their humans tend not to exhibit these 
behaviors; however, according to Milan (and as I have found to be true in my own experience), to achieve this 
balanced state, the human needs to have taken steps to establish his or her leadership.  
 
In demonstrating how to establish leadership for dogs, J.J. (by extension) helps Paul understand how to 
become a leader in other aspects of his life. Most particularly, Paul learns to take control of his own life in a 
way that fosters the respect of people around him, including his father. And Paul learns that a calm, self-
confident attitude can have a positive effect not only on dogs, but also on people.   
 
For anyone interested in dog behavior, I highly recommend Cesar Milan’s methods. I researched other 
behaviorists’ methods for this story, and although I saw one or two that seemed to work for the practitioners in 
question, the intuitive, even instinctive approach Milan uses was the only one I saw that was easily adopted by 
others – including myself.  
 

 

http://www.news-medical.net/news/2006/10/23/20718.aspx
http://www.yalescientific.org/2012/03/do-animals-exhibit-homosexuality/
http://www.cesarsway.com/


VIETNAM WAR 

 
The boys and young men who volunteered for or were sent to the war in Vietnam were just slightly older than I. 
Although none of my close friends suffered through that horror, it was a very close call for many of them. I saw 
the film The Deer Hunter in 1979 with three men who barely missed that call. We went to my apartment 
afterward, and all three of them wept. 
 
A Question of Manhood is not directly about this war, which began for the U.S. as an effort to halt the spread of 
communism; but the most important person in Paul Landon’s life, his brother Chris, fought and died in that 
literal and metaphorical jungle. Because my own experience regarding the war and the region are insubstantial 
at best, I read through many online personal stories written by Vietnam veterans to improve my understanding 
and garner some of the details of their experience. I did not repeat any of their stories in the book, but I used 
some general descriptions and nomenclature.  

 The “Jesus nut” is, as Chris describes it, what holds the whole rotor mechanism to the top of the 
helicopter (a.k.a. Huey), so called because if it comes off when you’re in flight, only Jesus can help you. 
Just the fact that the soldiers coined this term tells us that malfunction happened far too often. Chris 
describes one scene where this happens as a Huey was lifting wounded soldiers to intended safety. 

 Punji sticks are wooden or bamboo spikes placed upright, typically in a camouflaged pit and often 
covered in poison or feces to cause infection. The intent was at a minimum to maim, and an incoming 
medical evacuation Huey would reveal the U.S. forces’ fallback landing zone location to watching 
Vietcong, who would usually try to shoot the Huey down.  

 The description Chris gives Paul of using a machine gun rather than a rifle to pelt the area in the 
general proximity of your enemy is directly from these stories. Every fifth round was painted with red 
magnesium so that even in daylight soldiers could see where the bullets were going.  

 Chris’ description of the dump trucks, packed full of heavy dirt and engineered to travel in reverse, was 
from the online stories. The truck would follow men who were walking with hand-held mine sweepers, 
and the truck would set off any that they missed. The theory was that the bulk and weight of the loaded 
truck would keep damage to a minimum. Drivers often got high on marijuana to help cut the natural fear 
of driving over mines. 

 It was not uncommon for the Vietcong to booby-trap a large area, wait for U.S. troops to appear near it, 
and shoot at the U.S. soldiers to drive them into the booby-trapped jungle to be killed or wounded by 
mines set off by trip-wires, hidden pits with punji sticks in them, and other horrors. 

 There were many instances reported in which bombs or other weapons were used by apparently 
innocent people: women, children, very old men. The veterans’ stories I read often mentioned the dread 
of never knowing who the Vietcong were and who the innocent residents might be.  

There are many other stories available online for anyone interested in learning more. I limited my research to 
what I needed; the stories were grim, surreal, and horrifying.  
 
My book doesn’t attempt to provide a full historical context for the war. It does mention Operation Linebacker, a 
combined effort of the U.S. Air Force and Navy in 1972 intended to halt a specific enemy offensive and 
interfere with the enemy’s supply delivery. The success of this operation almost certainly factored into the 
reelection that year of Richard M. Nixon as president of the United States, running against George McGovern. 
And then Secretary of State Henry Kissinger did, in fact, put forth the idea in 1972 that the war was ending, 
although the event known as the fall of Saigon wasn’t until 1975. 
 
 

RELIGIOUS REFERENCES  
 
As noted on the “author” page of my website, one of my passions is comparative religion. In my first book, A 
Secret Edge, you can read a little about the differences among the religions of Christianity, Buddhism, and 
Hinduism.  My second book, Thinking Straight, is an intense examination of the challenges gay Christians face. 
In A Question of Manhood, there are also religious references, but in this story they are metaphorical rather 
than stated.  
 

http://www.afhso.af.mil/topics/factsheets/factsheet.asp?id=15264
http://fallofsaigon.org/


To Paul Landon, his older brother Christopher is perfect, and the disciple Paul worships him. Andy Landon, 
their father, is the exacting Old Testament Yahweh, demanding sacrifice of his son to atone for human sin (in 
this case, Christopher’s own homosexuality), and Christopher walks that path knowing precisely where it will 
lead and how he will die.  
 
J.J. O’Neil, whose initials stand for José Jesus, is ridiculed by Paul’s ne’er-do-well friend Marty Kaufman as the 
“dog messiah.” And to quote the homeless Jack (the wandering, ill-kempt John the Baptist), who sometimes 
hangs out in front of Andy Landon’s pet supply store and sees J.J. working with dogs that are confused and 
driven by fear and aggression:  

“Takes all their burdens. Calms those dogs right down. A little Jesus, that’s what he is. Just lifts all their 
problems right off of them…Not like Bible Jesus, though. People can turn all their decisions over to that 
one. And they say, ‘Thank you Jesus!’…But here? Little Jesus puts the burdens smack dab onto the 
people! Halleluiah, praise the Lord!” 

 
Part of what Jack is saying is that when people turn their burdens over to Jesus, a common reaction is relief 
attributed to freedom from responsibility. Personally, I see Jesus creating a fresh starting point, providing the 
tools needed, and then expecting people to follow his example, which is a very different thing, indeed, from 
exonerating anyone of responsibility. J.J. teaches people how to be leaders for their dogs, removing from the 
dogs a responsibility they can’t handle and giving it to the dogs’ people. Jesus teaches people how to be 
leaders for themselves, and with that comes a sacred responsibility – not amnesty from it. 
 
 

 
 


