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Brent Coutts, Crossing the Lines: The Story of Three Homosexual New Zealand 
Soldiers in World War II (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2020), 327pp. 
Paperback. NZ$49.95. ISBN: 978-1-9885-9238-1. 
 
At last, there is a monograph adding Aotearoa New Zealand to the canon of 
international texts on the history of LGBTIQ+ military service. Homosexuality in the 
Second World War is a topic that has generated great international interest for a few 
reasons. First, it contributes to invocations of sexual citizenship in fights for LGBTIQ+ 
rights, highlighting how LGBTIQ+ people have consistently contributed to national 
defence. Second – and Crossing the Lines speaks particularly to this – the Second 
World War proved an important historical moment of emerging homosexual 
subcultures, relationships and ‘coming outs’. 
 What really sets Crossing the Lines apart from similar work in the United 
States, Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom is the biographical, microhistory 
approach. Brent Coutts adeptly uses three self-described homosexual men as a 
window to explore the experiences, movements, sexual relationships, and cultures of 
homosexuality within the New Zealand Expeditionary Force. This approach is 
incredibly effective because it reconstructs and follows homosexual social networks: 
the reader has glimpses of the lives and experiences of other gay and bisexual men, 
including Brigadier-General William Walter Dove, commandant and officer in charge 
of administration at 3 Division Headquarters, New Caledonia. 
 Three distinct aspects of Coutts’s historical approach stand out. First and 
foremost, much of the narrative is driven by oral histories he conducted with two of 
the three figures at the core of the narrative. It is remarkable that Coutts had the 
opportunity to interview these men before they passed away in 2012. What also 
came out of those interviews were beautiful photographs of their lives and wartime 
experiences. These photographs showcase their friendships, parties, and 
performances – especially in drag. Indeed, unique among all LGBTIQ+ military 
histories, Crossing the Lines has photographs embedded throughout the text as well 
as excerpts from diaries and copies of song lyrics. 

Second, by following social networks, the book vividly showcases the 
homosexual subcultures of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force as well as links 
with the Americans. Coutts presents examples of parties (some of them sex parties), 
bars in Egypt, recreation in the Pacific, and other queer spaces. A fundamental point 
Coutts highlights, and which echoes across other countries, is that homosexuality 
was often tolerated so long as it remained within certain bounds of discretion. 
 The third important and distinct aspect of Crossing the Lines is the exploration 
of the Kiwi concert parties in the Pacific and parts of Europe/North Africa. Other 
national LGBTIQ+ histories of war consistently point out that entertainment corps 
within armed forces were often a safe space for gay men (and closeted pre-transition 
transgender women) to express themselves free of the expectations of hegemonic 
masculinity. Yet, no other text goes into the detail of Crossing the Lines. Indeed, 
Coutts’s attention to the operation, activities, and performances of the entertainment 
troops almost makes the book double as history of that group. 
 Perhaps the one thing missing from Crossing the Lines, which is common in 
other texts about LGBTIQ+ military service, is discussion about official military 
policies around homosexuality. However, an important section where Coutts 
explores examples of courts martial suggests that perhaps Aotearoa New Zealand 
was unique and did not adopt formal policies like in other countries. This is an area 
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for further research, along with the history of lesbian and bisexual women and other 
LGBTIQ+ service in the post-Second World War era. 

Crossing the Lines is written for both popular and scholarly audiences. The 
beautiful photographs, clear prose, and variety of themes make it a welcome addition 
to Aotearoa New Zealand and international LGBTIQ+ histories, and it is highly 
recommended for anyone with interest in these topics. 
 
Noah Riseman, Australian Catholic University 


