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Karina Molloy grew up in County Donegal and, as a young woman in 1981, fulfilled her dream of entering the Irish Defence Forces.

She retired after a 31-year career, where she claimed many first achievements for a female recruit, including attaining the rank of Senior Non-Commissioned Officer.

She is part of the Women of Honour group that was set up in the wake of the military #metoo movement – detailing allegations of sexual abuse, harassment and discrimination in the Irish military – which advocates for change and accountability.

A Woman in Defence is her first book.
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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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Glossary




	
2IC


	
second-in-command





	
2LSB


	
2nd Logistics Support Battalion





	
AO


	
area of operations





	
ARW


	
Army Ranger Wing





	
BMR


	
Battalion Mobile Reserve





	
BQ


	
battalion quartermaster





	
BQMS


	
battalion quartermaster sergeant





	
chalk


	
a group of soldiers rotating to or from a mission





	
CO


	
commanding officer





	
CQ


	
company quartermaster





	
CQMS


	
company quartermaster sergeant





	
CS


	
company sergeant





	
DS


	
directing staff





	
EO


	
executive officer





	
EOD


	
explosive ordnance disposal





	
EUFOR


	
European Union Force Bosnia and Herzegovina





	
FCA


	
An Fórsa Cosanta Áitiúil (former title for local defence force)





	
FN


	
Fabrique Nationale (rifle)





	
GOC


	
general officer commanding





	
GPMG


	
general-purpose machine gun





	
HMG


	
heavy machine gun





	
Inf Bn


	
infantry battalion





	
IRG


	
Independent Review Group





	
Irishbatt


	
Irish Battalion HQ, also A, B and C companies in Lebanon





	
MINURCAT


	
United Nations Mission in the Central African Republic and Chad





	
MP


	
military police





	
MST


	
military sexual trauma





	
MWA


	
morale, welfare and activities





	
NATO


	
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation





	
NCO


	
non-commissioned officer





	
NSE


	
national support element





	
PDFORRA


	
Permanent Defence Forces Representative Association





	
PTI


	
physical training instructor





	
PTSD


	
post-traumatic stress disorder





	
PX


	
post exchange (army retail outlet)





	
Q


	
quartermaster





	
QMG


	
quartermaster general





	
ROE


	
rules of engagement





	
RTU


	
return to unit





	
SAG


	
Special Assault Group





	
SAS


	
Special Air Service (British Army)





	
SFOR


	
Stabilisation Force in Bosnia and Herzegovina





	
SRAAW


	
short-range anti-armour weapon





	
UNIFIL


	
United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon





	
UNMEE


	
United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea





	
WSC


	
Women’s Service Corps










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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