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In memory of my beloved parents,


Raymond and Eileen Molloy.


Mum, you always hated me saying, ‘I’ll do it later.’


But I did it later. Sorry it was too late for you.


Dad, I hope I’ve finally made you proud.


Also, in memory of Susan, Caroline and Maria.


Remembering you all with pride.
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Prologue


Urgent whispers outside alert me. They’re coming for me. I lie on a thin mattress on the floor, bracing myself for whatever is about to go down. My pulse beats hard as I watch and wait in the pitch darkness. They can’t kill me, I remind myself.


The door creaks open, more whispers, and I hear a metallic sound roll across the concrete floor of the small room. A moment of stillness and then a heart-stopping BOOM! A thunder flash of blinding light and a massive explosion rents the air. I flinch, shrinking into the mattress as the shockwave, the noise and light engulf the room and overload my senses.


BOOM! A second deafening bomb blast and a dazzling burst of crackling light vibrate the room.


Fuck! My heart hammers hard in my chest. The self-assurance that they can’t kill me has crumbled. Christ, they’ve lobbed two stun grenades at me in a confined space. Maybe they can kill me.


A click of a switch and the fluorescent light flickers on in the room. I see the outlines of two directing staff (DS) coming at me. I’m even more panicked now, trying to scramble to my feet, coughing amid the cloud of smoke, but my balance is off.


The stun grenades have done their job: overwhelm the senses; disorient the enemy; keep injuries and death to a minimum. I’m squinting, still blinded by glare from the explosions. My ears are full of high-pitched ringing, and the DSs’ roars seem distant. ‘You! Fucking up! Get dressed! Now!’


Blinking, wincing, I think I recognise one DS, and I’m nearly sure it’s the sergeant major of the Army Ranger Wing. Oh, Jesus, I’m in trouble now. Their faces are close to mine, but their voices still sound very far away.


The room is spinning. I’m shaking, stumbling around, still unsteady, grabbing my fatigues. Adrenaline is racing through my system, and my ears feel like they are stuffed full of cotton. The men quit the room as I dress, but they don’t go far. They bang, pound and kick the door. One of them is yelling. ‘Tell me what you’re doing!’


Seriously? I think.


My mouth is dry with shock, but I croak a reply. ‘I’m pulling on my fatigues.’ My voice sounds strange and distant.


‘Tell me what you’re doing!’


‘Putting on my belt.’


They continue to pound the door, continue to shout. ‘Tell me what you’re doing!’


My hands are trembling. ‘Pulling on my boots.’


My head throbs from the explosions or maybe lack of sleep or the constant hammering on the door. I’m not thinking straight but, as I go outside, the twisting cramps in my lower midriff remind me it could be a long time before I see a toilet again. I squint down the hall and spot my two tormentors. They’re temporarily distracted, standing at the exit, looking outside. I pat one of the pockets in my fatigues and, reassured, lurch to the tiny toilet outside my room.


I try to shut the door quietly, but I’m trembling too hard, and they hear the click of the lock. ‘You! What the fuck do you think you’re doing!’ one of them screams. I see them running towards me through the wide gaps in the toilet-door slats. They set upon the wooden door, punching and kicking it, and I can see their black eyes peering in at me.


‘Tell me what you’re doing!’


I’m sure as hell not going to tell them I’m changing a tampon. Things are bad enough. I’m not about to bring that heat upon myself. ‘Urinating!’ I reply.


They’re banging and kicking the door harder now. Their faces come up close, obstructing the light streaming through the gaps. ‘Tell me what you’re doing!’


I feel my face burn red with humiliation and my stomach sick with anxiety.


They kick and punch the door again, until I fear it will come off its hinges. ‘Tell me what you’re doing!’


‘Urinating,’ I insist, desperately trying to insert the tampon. My heart is hammering. My hands shake and I see their eyes and feel their hot breaths through the gaps in the door.


‘TELL ME WHAT THE FUCK YOU’RE DOING!’


It’s four o’clock in the morning and I am beginning to wonder the same thing. What the fuck am I doing? This is crazy. I’m sick and exhausted, and I’m not even 12 hours in this place. I am the first woman to attempt the Army Ranger Wing selection course, and the rangers furiously kicking the toilet door are determined I will fail.
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Childhood


My brother’s battalion, sandwiched between several warring factions in Lebanon, was under intense fire at times. Three Irish soldiers were killed during that mission, but he managed to return from his first peacekeeping tour without a scratch. It was 1980 and he was young and single, and the lump sum in overseas allowances from the army burnt a hole in his pocket. So he went out and bought a motorbike. That’s how, weeks after returning safely from a conflict zone, he badly injured his leg in a horrific road accident near our Donegal home.


Soon after he came home from the hospital, Dad and I happened to be in the hall. We could see my brother sitting in the living room, his badly scarred, stitched and bandaged leg resting on a stool. Then from somewhere in the house came the sudden loud bang of a door slamming. I still don’t know how he moved so quickly considering the state of his leg but, in one fluid movement, we saw him dive to the floor and under the protection of the chair opposite. I stood motionless and stunned for an instant, but then, as I rushed to help him, Dad caught me by the arm. ‘Leave him,’ he said quietly, drawing me back out of my brother’s view. He didn’t want him to feel embarrassed by what we’d seen. ‘Walk away now and just leave him.’


That was the first time I began to suspect that my brother had been through more in Lebanon than he had told us. I now know that I’d witnessed an episode of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), but no one had heard of it then. That frightening glimpse into my brother’s invisible wounds still didn’t stop me from rushing to apply when the Irish Army opened its doors to its first female recruits the following year. The truth is nothing would have stopped me.


I grew up in Ardara, a small village by the ocean in Donegal. The town is in an isolated area surrounded by wild, rugged scenery but sheltered from the worst of the Atlantic winds by the steep slopes of Slievetooey. Tucked in a valley where the Owentocker river flows into the bay, this was a close-knit and insular community consisting of just a few hundred people in the 1960s. Even though we lived among them, we didn’t feel part of that community. Growing up, I was always aware my family were regarded as outsiders.


Ardara was a very traditional and conservative place back then, full of passion for GAA and, in many quarters, the IRA. My father, Raymond Molloy, was English of the old stiff-upper-lip British variety. It ensured that although he was treated with courtesy and respect, he was always eyed with a certain suspicion. His bloodline was pure Donegal, however. My father was actually born in New Zealand, but his father and generations before him were from the village.


His father, Peter Molloy, emigrated and served as a British Army officer in Burma during the Second World War before he and his British wife, Ethel, moved to New Zealand. However, they moved back to England when my father was only months old and he was raised in Surrey.


When my father was in his late teens, his dad took the family back to Ardara to run a tweed business, established by my great-grandfather, James Molloy. Unfortunately, his Murlinn Hosiery & Tweed Manufacturing Company was already in a decline like most of the textile industry in Ireland during that era. My grandparents quit the business and returned to England, leaving my father to continue.


A type of social apartheid existed between Protestants and Catholics in those days. Yet my father, raised in the Church of Ireland, fell in love with a Catholic. Eileen Phillips was from Kilcar, a Gaeltacht village in Donegal, and faced excommunication if they both didn’t vow to raise their children in the one true church. So my father made the decision to convert to Catholicism, and they married in Kilcar in 1956. When my father returned to Ardara with a wife who hailed from a village a whole 17 miles away, it sealed our status as blow-ins.


By the time I came along, my parents were living in a rented house in the village. My eldest brother Garry was born four years ahead of me, and my other brother, Alan, was two. My dad was an avid reader, and Mum always said he chose my name, Karina, because he had just finished the Leo Tolstoy novel Anna Karenina.


I’m sure Dad thumbed his nose at good saints’ names like Mary, Bridget and Catherine because he enjoyed being a nonconformist. Our family was complete when Geraldine arrived four years after me. Dad, never a devoted mass-goer, stopped attending mass altogether when we had all been confirmed.


Our only playmates belonged to a local Church of Ireland family. So, living isolated from the rest of the village children, I grew up roughhousing with my older brothers, being tied to trees, dangled upside down over heights and getting shoved into rivers. I didn’t care. I fought, tumbled and ran wild with them through the countryside. We climbed trees in our orchard garden and spent hours fishing in the river beside us. I couldn’t bear cooking, sewing, knitting or crocheting and don’t ever remember playing with dolls, even though I had a Crolly doll from the namesake village not far from us.


I was mesmerised by war films and westerns and groaned when my mother insisted on watching a romantic movie or a musical. I was an unruly tomboy, wearing my brothers’ worn trousers and other hand-me-downs. But on Sunday mornings, my mother would drag a comb through my tousled hair, tie it in neat pigtails and make me wear a pretty dress for mass. I hated those mornings.


My father loved adventure, sports and the great outdoors, but his interests were niche for the time. His feats of derring-do were reported in the local newspaper before I was born. In 1955, the Donegal Democrat reported that ‘a gallery of excited spectators’ watched in ‘breathless amazement one of the most thrilling performances ever witnessed in the district’ when he drove up a bridle mountain path on a motorbike. Dad would have been the first to admit that not a lot went on in Ardara in those days.


In the early 1960s, Dad was also one of the pioneers of surfing and fashioned his own boards and wetsuits. As other kids played GAA, we were thrown into the Atlantic Ocean to become surfers and swimmers. He also drove us on 40-mile round trips to Burtonport every week to learn judo, something of an exotic sport at that time.


Dad treated me the same as my older brothers – everything they did, I did. I loved to go hunting in the local woods with him. With his shotgun slung over his shoulder, we’d head out in the frosty mornings during pheasant season. Our trained gundog, Roy, a beautiful Irish setter, set an enthusiastic pace, eagerly sniffing the way ahead. I can still remember crunching through the dew-wet brown, green and ochre foliage of the forest floor, hoping to flush out our feathered game.


Hours later, we’d bring home a brace of birds that Dad liked to hang in the house for days. We weren’t rich, but we were one of the few families in Ardara who ate pheasant for dinner.


My father was the sole provider for the family for many years, making his living in the family tweed and knitwear business. He ran the equivalent of today’s online businesses. His customers, mostly American, ordered from brochures or adverts, and their knits were shipped across the Atlantic from our house.


As a child, I remember being in the car as he drove along pot-ridden, winding roads through some of the most isolated parts of Donegal. He’d stop at the end of remote bothareens to collect jumpers from elderly women supplementing the family income with their knitting. My mother was a ferocious knitter too, and I remember her sitting up nights sewing buttons or our personal label ‘Molloy’s of Donegal’ on the cardigans. However, the demand for handmade knitwear was steadily declining in the face of cheaper machine-made alternatives.


My mother, always industrious, managed to buy a plot of land on the Portnoo Road at the other end of the village. Located on a hill studded with granite rocks, the site had a panoramic view of the Atlantic Ocean. My father was tasked with building a massive house, and Greenhaven Bed and Breakfast became their business. Dad continued building until, at full capacity, the place could accommodate 22 guests. I grew up with visitors constantly coming and going, giving us enticing glimpses of the faraway places they came from.


Even though I hated sitting still, I loved school and had a passion for learning. For a long time, I had no idea what I wanted to do when l grew up. I was clearer about what I didn’t want to do, and that was anything most women did. I didn’t want to do secretarial training or business studies. I didn’t want to be confined in an office or behind the counter of a shop. All the traditional career options for women, the ‘nice’ professions, were too sedentary for me. I loved the outdoors and doing anything athletic, relishing the feeling of motion and running, climbing or swimming. I craved the freedom of being out in the fresh air and the rush of adrenaline and endorphins I got from pushing myself faster and harder.


However, I had a eureka moment about my future the first day I attended Glenties Comprehensive School. While running around the basketball court under the instruction of our PE teacher, Mr Barnes, it dawned on me that he was getting paid to teach sports. Wow, I want to be like Mr Barnes! I thought. I would love that job. I was always single-minded about things and, from that day, Mr Barnes’ job was my dream. I put all my Leaving Cert eggs in the PE basket.


No one had been hugely surprised when one of my brothers joined the Irish Army after leaving school, it wasn’t hugely surprising as our family had multi-generational ties to the military. As well as Dad’s father serving in Burma, my father’s only brother was an officer in the Royal Navy. My maternal grandfather had served in the Irish Army during the Emergency and one of my cousins became an explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) officer – a bomb disposal expert – in the British Army. My father also served four years in An Fórsa Cosanta Áitiúil (FCA), now known as the Reserve Defence Forces. He was about to accept his commission to become an officer, but times were hard, and the volunteer position required a major time commitment. With a failing business and five dependents, he had to turn down the commission, something that became his lifelong regret. Both my brothers also served in the FCA.


It wasn’t until my brother started coming home at the weekends, telling me they’d been climbing mountains or shooting on the range that I started feeling pangs of envy. He did his recruit training in Athlone, where he showed exceptional promise and won one of the prestigious recruit prizes for Best Shot.


He was then stationed in Finner Camp in Ballyshannon in Donegal, about 30 miles from home, where he was best known in the camp by his nickname, Buddha. My brother was a fan of the martial arts star and actor Bruce Lee. He shaved his head and even fashioned wooden nunchaku with which he would train after his day’s work. Through him, I became fascinated by Bruce Lee and his life and philosophy and even joined the Bruce Lee fan club. Robert Redford was my childhood heartthrob, but Bruce Lee became my idol. By extension, I later became interested in all things Eastern, including meditation, Buddhism, alternative medicine and healing.


Alan’s job seemed like an adventurous one, but I had my own dreams. And my heart was set on getting into Thomond College in Limerick, the only place in Ireland where they trained PE teachers. I had blinkers on and never considered anything else. Nothing would do me but to study hard and go to Thomond.


Then came the day when I returned to school to collect my Leaving Cert results, trembling as I opened the envelope and scanned the sheet of paper inside. My eye instantly settled on the ‘D’ in honours biology and my heart sank in bitter disappointment as the honour was essential for admission to Thomond. I tried hard not to cry as I left the school.


However, my father was waiting outside to drive me home, and as soon as I sat in the car and met his questioning gaze, I burst into tears. ‘I’m not going to get Thomond with this,’ I cried, offering him the offending results in my hand.


My starched-collar dad couldn’t cope being trapped in a car with his highly emotional daughter. ‘We’ll talk to your mother,’ he said, setting his eyes on the road ahead and putting his foot on the accelerator. ‘Your mother will know what to do.’


But I was inconsolable because I knew no one could fix this. I was crushed because I had no plan B.
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The British Army


As the plane soared from Aldergrove airport in Belfast, I watched the world below dwindle into a patchwork of lush greens before it disappeared behind white cotton clouds. I sat back in my seat, knowing the wheels would touch down in London within the hour, taking me one step closer to fulfilling my new dream of becoming an army nurse. A British Army nurse.


The journey from crying in my father’s car to flying for an interview with the British Defence Medical Services was separated by a year during which I sat the Leaving Cert again.


While I was studying, the Irish Defence Forces advertised that it was going to recruit the first cohort of female officer cadets for the new Women’s Service Corps. The advert said the post offered an attractive annual salary of over £5,000 per annum.


My focus was still on the Leaving Cert and becoming a PE teacher, but I couldn’t have applied even if I’d wanted to. The first cadetships were only available to university graduates with working experience.


My second attempt at a Leaving Cert was in vain, and I failed to get into Thomond again. I had to accept that the dream I’d held for years was over, and my confidence was severely knocked. Crushed by the disappointment, I was lost for a while.


I knew the Irish Army had its own version of PE teachers called physical-training instructors (PTIs). I asked him if the army might be a backdoor route to a career in physical education.


‘The army are only taking female cadets,’ he said. However, he planted a seed when he added, ‘But you can join the British Army.’


My mother, always concerned about my tomboyish attire, attempted to steer me towards nursing, a far more feminine career direction than that of a PE teacher. She had a photo of me as a child in a nurse’s uniform, complete with a stethoscope and medical bag, so her attempts at brainwashing had begun early. I always had a fascination with medicine and agreed to apply to the two training hospitals, the Mater and St Vincent’s. However, unemployment levels were sky high at the time and demand for the training positions was huge. I didn’t even have an honour in biology, so it was no surprise when I didn’t get in.


I researched the British Army but found nothing about female physical training instructors. However, I sat up straighter when I read that they recruited and trained nurses. I realised this could be a way to combine my interest in medicine and my love of physical training, adventure and travel – I knew the British Army was stationed in exotic places worldwide.


Unlike the Irish Army, the British Army trained their own nurses. I could join as a nurse cadet, do basic military training and then train as an army nurse for three years.


‘I want to become a nurse in the British Army!’ I announced to my parents, and couldn’t understand why their faces fell in unison.


I was stubborn. I wouldn’t listen to their petrified objections. It’s far too dangerous, they said. I dismissed all their concerns and applied, and received a letter for an interview in central London.


I was naïve. We were a non-political family, and I hadn’t been exposed to republican sentiments about the British Army. The only time I ever remember anything about the Troubles being aired in our house was Bloody Sunday in 1972, when British soldiers shot 26 unarmed civilians during a protest march in the Bogside area of Derry, killing 13 of them.


Events in Northern Ireland meant nothing to me at ten years of age, and I was blind to the news about the massacre on TV. I sat on the big padded arm of my daddy’s chair, playing with the dog, singing away to myself. The next thing, I felt a sharp whack across the head, and I recoiled in shock. My mother had come from behind me, her face dark as thunder.


‘How dare you sing when all those people have died?’ she cried.


I put my hand to my stinging face, and burst into tears at this undeserved ‘clip around the ear’. Of course, her anger had nothing to do with me. It was a very dark day in the history of Northern Ireland, and she struck out because she was stressed and fearful. The Troubles had just escalated, and she was married to a British man, so she must have been worried sick about what would happen next. My parents managed to hide their fears from us most of the time because that’s the only childhood memory I have of the Troubles.


Being a sheltered teenager, I didn’t understand the depths of the sectarian divisions out in the wide world. The British Army held no negative connotations for me. I had been taught to believe there were good and bad people in all walks of life, and armies consisted of highly trained professionals. Like everyone that age, I also thought I was immortal, and the dangers of joining the British Army held no fear for me. My heart was set on a new goal of being an army nurse, and nothing could dissuade me.


I really didn’t do my homework. Using all my savings, I bought a return ticket to London and flew out from the former Aldergrove airport in Belfast. Within hours, I sat before the recruitment officer, and everything seemed to be going well. I explained where I was from, adding, ‘We’re only one hour from the border.’ This was the height of the Troubles, with civil unrest, the dirty protest and hunger strikes, and yet I thought this might be helpful to my application.


The officer eyed me carefully. ‘You know that if you join the British Armed Forces, you won’t be able to return to the Republic of Ireland whenever you like anymore,’ he said.


I looked at him in confusion.


‘For security reasons, two Special Branch officers will have to be assigned to you anytime you want to go home because you could become a target.’


I listened in growing dismay to the impact my joining the British Army would have on my personal and family life. As a member, even as a trainee nurse, I would have to make an application to return home, and it would only be permitted on limited grounds.


This stark information put a whole different light on becoming a British Army nurse. I would be a permanent exile from my home if I joined. I flew back to Belfast deflated, disheartened and upset. I knew straight away that the cost of joining the British Army was too high. It just seemed everywhere I turned, I faced insurmountable barriers.
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The Interview


My brother in the army tried to cheer me up. ‘We’re hearing the army may start bringing in female recruits for the new female officers to train,’ he said. With that, my dreams of training as a physical training instructor in the army were resurrected.


However, my parents weren’t about to let me hang around at home and twiddle my thumbs on the off-chance that the Irish Army might change the rules and accept women. While looking for a job, I got a phone call from my old PE teacher, Kevin Barnes.


Kevin was working on the UCD campus as the assistant director of their vast, new sports complex, and a position had opened for a sports assistant. The interview with the director was a mere formality. I got the job on Kevin’s recommendation and started on a six-month probation period straightaway.


The title of sports assistant was a lot grander and more glamorous than the reality. I was one of six sports assistants, and our jobs included scrubbing toilets, showers and changing rooms. When the judo team came in, we had the mats waiting for them. When the athletics team was booked, we took the hurdles out. It was pretty dull, manual work, but it was mostly outdoors, which suited me.


Best of all, the job had prospects. If I passed my six months’ probation, I would be a member of UCD staff and could enrol for free on any course the following September. It was a huge perk, and my plan was to study for a science degree.


Months later, however, in March 1981, adverts for the ‘enlistment of women in the defence forces’ appeared in the national newspapers. I pored over the ad with excitement and the idea of a science degree went out the window. The army was a way I could achieve all my real ambitions. It would involve lots of training and adventure, and I’d become a physical training instructor at the same time.


The advert read:




The enlistment of 40 women recruits in the defence forces will take place in the near future … Applicants for enlistment, who may be married or single, should be in good health and be between the ages of 17 and 32 years.





I wrote away for the information leaflet and application form. The leaflet mentioned that we would be part of the Women’s Service Corps and listed the roles women would undertake in the army:




These will include appointments such as drivers, clerks, radio operators, air-traffic controllers, photographers, grooms, printers, librarians, telephonists and military policewomen.





I didn’t think about it properly. ‘Clerks, librarians, telephonists’ meant filing and answering phones. The inclusion of ‘grooms’ should have told me we were being hired as hairdressers for horses and ‘drivers’ meant chauffeuring officers. For me, however, the army had become synonymous with sport, training, shooting, adventure, travel and becoming a physical training instructor – everything I wanted to do with my life. At no stage did I suspect we wouldn’t be proper soldiers.


The leaflet stated that the minimum height requirement for women recruits was a tiny 4 feet 10 inches. (Years later, they upped it to the same as cadets, which was 5 feet 2 inches, meaning many of the first recruits would never have got in.) Educational requirements were only Intermediate Certificate level.


My mother was dead set against me joining the Irish Army. She didn’t want me entering what she saw as a man’s world. I think her greatest worry was that no man would ever marry me if I joined the army. This, in her eyes, would be the end of me.


‘Why would you want to do something like that? Go and apply again for nursing.’


My army brother was equally opposed to me following in his footsteps. ‘I swear, Karina, you’ll be so bored in the army,’ he warned. ‘They’re not even going to let you be a soldier.’ He was preparing to leave the Irish Army and was seeking adventure and new experiences in the French Foreign Legion.


Two of the sports assistants I worked with were ex-army. One was a retired sergeant called PJ, a fair-haired, wiry and incredibly fit former member of the army gymnastics team. He took me under his wing and gave me good advice.


‘If you have to apply, don’t use your Donegal address, or you’ll end up in the Western Command,’ he said. ‘Use your Dublin address, and maybe you’ll get into army headquarters. The further away you are from headquarters, the less opportunity you have of making an impression.’


So I used my Stillorgan address when I returned my application to the secretary of the Department of Defence. Even though I was not a prayerful person, I prayed every night. My anxiety rose when I read media reports about the vast numbers of applications for the 40 available posts. If I had known that over 4,000 women had applied, I would have lost all hope. But weeks later, my prayers were answered when I received a letter telling me to go to Collins Barracks for an interview in May.


I was in a whirl of excitement about the possibility of joining the army and becoming a physical training instructor, but I could see my mother was heartbroken.


‘Look, Mammy,’ I said, ‘I can sign up for three or four years and get it out of my system. Then I can leave. Look at your youngest son – he’s leaving.’


‘Yes, and look where he’s going,’ she replied.


‘Well, there’s no way they’ll allow a girl to join the French Foreign Legion, so you don’t have to worry about that.’


She was understandably anxious. Women had never trodden this path before, and she didn’t want her daughter to be among the pioneers.


My father, however, was delighted. He had hoped to follow his dreams vicariously by seeing his sons become army officers. But neither of my brothers shared his ambitions. Garry had no interest in the military at all, he followed in my maternal grandfather’s footsteps to become a highly skilled carpenter.


So I was my father’s last chance, and I was also a daddy’s girl, always eager to please him. I spent my whole life trying to impress my father, to get his approval and praise. I think I was always striving to break through his reserve, to see him express his delight and excitement in my achievements, but of course that was never going to happen. My father was averse to displays of emotion and remained a stiff-upper-lip-style Brit to the end.


I remember entering a race in Ardara as a kid, but Dad shrugged and said he was too busy to go. However, when I returned, he gave me a blow-by-blow account of what I should have done in the race. He had got a ladder and climbed up on the roof with a pair of binoculars to watch me run on the GAA pitch even though it would have been quicker and easier to stand on the sidelines. I’m sure he was proud of me, but it wasn’t in his nature to express it. I didn’t realise that for a long time, unfortunately, and often felt I failed to meet his expectations.


However, my dad recognised that I had an ambition and drive for military life that wasn’t in my brothers. His dreams were within his grasp once again and immediately he began applying pressure on me to become an officer. ‘Now listen to me, Karina. There are officers, and there are enlisted ranks, and they are always separate. Their uniforms are different – even the colour of their shoes is different,’ he explained. ‘Commissioned officers are like higher management in the army, but you’ll enter as enlisted ranks.’


He explained the two ways enlisted ranks could become an officer. ‘You can go in as a recruit like you and apply later for a cadetship. Or you wait until you become a non-commissioned officer and apply for a Potential Officer course.’


He was determined that I would become an officer.


When I told my boss, Kevin, that I was interviewing for the army, he was bewildered.


‘Why would you do that?’ he said. He was astounded that I’d consider quitting a good job in UCD for the army. Everyone knew that the pay in the defence forces was appalling back then.


However, retired sergeant PJ supported me and helped prepare me for the interview. We rehearsed potential questions and answers. If they ask you this question, you say that. If they ask that question, this is the answer. By the day of the interview, I felt fully prepared with all the buzzwords and army terms.


My hair was styled, and I smoothed down my smart skirt and checked that my shoes were still shiny as I approached Collins Barracks. I prayed that the interview would go well. At the barracks, I was sent to a gymnasium, where I joined hundreds of other applicants sitting in rows. I was shocked to realise the girls were being interviewed in a line of open partitions in full view and hearing of everyone else waiting behind.


This only happened in the Eastern Command. I learnt later that the other commands around the country recognised the historic nature of the new recruitment drive and that female candidates were interviewed in a private room before a panel of officers.


Eventually, I was called for my interview. I sat at a desk in a partition, facing a sergeant, a slight man with dark hair and a moustache. I memorised his name as PJ had asked me.


The sergeant asked my age and checked my educational qualifications. ‘I see you have two Leaving Certs – that’s good,’ he said. When he asked, I rattled off everything I knew about the army, including work from bomb disposal to cash escorts to serving overseas. The sergeant nodded and scribbled frantically. I felt it was a flawless interview.


He shook my hand and said I’d be hearing from them soon. He had a great poker face, but I left the hall beaming. I have this! I thought. I felt so happy. I got the bus back to the other side of the city and went straight to an evening shift at UCD. PJ was on the same shift.


‘So how did it go?’ he asked.


I was full of nervous glee. ‘Really well, PJ. I got to use all the information you gave me. It couldn’t have gone better!’


‘Who interviewed you?’


PJ had only retired from the army months earlier, and having served in Collins Barracks, he recognised the sergeant’s name.


‘Okay, I’m going to make a few phone calls and see what I can find out.’


I was delighted. I hoped PJ could confirm my suspicions that I was a shoo-in.


At the end of the shift, PJ pulled me aside.


‘Well?’ I said, a smile spreading across my face. I couldn’t read his expression, but I was still very confident. ‘Am I in? Am I in?’


But PJ couldn’t quite meet my eyes. ‘No. He said your application has been rejected.’


I’ll never forget hearing those words. They were like a punch, and I reeled with a sense of shock, deflation, shame, confusion and bitter disappointment. PJ looked stricken as my face crumpled and I burst into tears in front of him. Even writing about this 40 years later, I get a lump in my throat remembering that night. I was devasted at this news.


‘Why?’ I eventually managed to sob. ‘Why won’t they accept me?’


PJ had scribbled down the three reasons given by the sergeant for rejecting my application. I still remember them today: Too well educated, knows too much and will not take orders.


I was bewildered. Will not take orders was probably true, but too well educated and knows too much? I thought of my father’s advice to always research the job I was going for. ‘What the hell?’ I sobbed. ‘What am I going to do now?’


I didn’t expect PJ to have an answer, but he did. ‘Well, what I’d do is go upstairs,’ he said, indicating the ceiling with a jerk of his head.


My head was swimming. ‘Kevin can’t help me get into the army.’


‘Not Kevin,’ he said, using a forefinger to point towards the ceiling again. ‘The director!’


He had to tell me that the director was a retired army commandant, which explained why two of his staff were ex-army too.


‘Really? Would he help?’ I said, hardly daring to hope.


‘Go and see him first thing tomorrow and plead your case,’ he said. ‘I’ll have a word with him too. Things might be in your favour tomorrow. Do you know what’s happening here?’


Much of the UCD complex was blocked off for the ‘Eastern Command’. I hadn’t realised this was the Eastern Command of the Irish Army. Their annual athletics championships were taking place in UCD, meaning the general officer commanding and all the high-ranking officers would be in attendance.


‘All the director has to do is walk across to the track tomorrow, casually drop your name to the right person, and your name could be taken off the rejection pile,’ PJ said with a wink.


I was always a bad sleeper but had even poorer sleep than usual that night, and the following morning I went upstairs to the director’s office, trembling with anxiety. ‘I really want to join the army,’ I said. ‘If you could do anything – anything – I’d be really grateful.’


PJ had already talked to him, but the director sat me down and spoke to me as if I was his own child. ‘You know, I wouldn’t want my daughter to join the army.’


I assured him I’d thought about it a long time.


‘But you’re only five months into your probation period here. You know, if you don’t pass the training, your job won’t be here for you afterwards?’


‘I know, but I still want to join the army.’


‘You’re walking out on a good job, and if you do one more month, you can go to university here. Do you realise that you’re giving up the chance of getting a valuable education?’


I wasn’t listening to any of it. I was always resolute and single-minded when I wanted something. Nothing would have changed my mind.


In the end, he sat back in his seat and shrugged in defeat. ‘Okay, if that’s really what you want, leave it with me and I’ll see what I can do.’


I waited on tenterhooks for the next couple of weeks, praying, and then praying some more, that the director’s influence would work.


As soon as I saw the brown envelope bearing the ‘harp’ postmark of a government department, my stomach lurched. I’d been disappointed too many times. I tore the envelope open and, in my panic, could only see a blur of words at first. It took an interminable time to find the phrase ‘successful in your application’. When I managed to calm down, the rest of the letter informed me that they would contact me with the date for my medical.


For 40 years, I never told a single living person about how I failed to get into the army on my own merits and had to use a retired commander’s influence. The truth is that I felt dishonourable, and I felt substandard and undeserving of my place. It didn’t matter that the sergeant’s reasons were foolish. I’m not so hard on myself now because I didn’t waste the chance I received, and I did my place justice. I also realise that many of the girls in my platoon had fathers and other relatives in the army and may have used their family connections to get their places too.


But, for a long time, I was deeply ashamed of the real story behind my admission to the defence forces and, for decades, it remained one of my darkest secrets.
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Curragh Camp


The chattering of a tall blonde woman with a big suitcase breaks the heavy silence in the waiting room of Cathal Brugha Barracks. I sit tense and nervous, hugging my sports bag to my chest. When the woman pauses for breath, I hear the stop and start of motors at the gates and soldiers’ boots crunching on the concrete outside.


Mostly, I listen to her speak with the confidence of someone who has been in the army all her life. Her father, uncles and brothers are in the military, so she is the authority on everything ‘army’ among us.


One of the other girls pipes up, wondering if we’ll be leaving for Curragh Camp soon.


‘Oh, no, not for a while anyway,’ the blonde says. ‘We must be attested first, and then they’ll bring us to the dining hall for lunch.’


Her words strike panic in my chest. Oh, Christ! What does ‘attest’ mean? Is there another test?


She is right. A sergeant arrives to lead us into the main building in the barracks. Then, a few at a time, we are sent into a room for our attestation. We are each told to place our left hand on a bible, raise our right hand and swear an oath of allegiance to the country:




I, Karina Molloy, do solemnly swear that I will be faithful to Ireland and loyal to the Constitution and that while I am a soldier in Óglaigh na hÉireann, I will obey all orders issued to me by my superior officers according to law, and I will not join or be a member of or subscribe to any organisation without due permission.





Then I sign on the bottom line, and that’s it – I’m no longer a civilian. On the morning of Monday, 15 June 1981, I become number 300043 and the property of the Irish Army. I am one of the 38 women who make history as the first female recruits.


I was in such a whirl of excitement and apprehension that I actually have little memory of that momentous event in my life. Did I read out the oath at my attestation? Was I asked to repeat the words? I don’t remember. Our contracts stated that we were non-combatant members of the Women’s Service Corps, but it took a long time before I came to understand the implications of that.


The day had started early when my ex-army mentor, PJ, arrived to collect me in Stillorgan. I had already consulted him about what I should pack.


‘Well, don’t bring your make-up or heels,’ he said, which was fine because I didn’t own either. ‘No girly-girly shit. Bring a good pair of runners, tracksuits, warm jumpers and training gear.’


The army has a saying, Hurry up and wait, and like the good soldier he was, PJ collected me far too early, so we sat outside Cathal Brugha Barracks a full hour before I was due that June morning. I remember him plying me with advice.
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