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Self-Disciplined and Good Natured:
Cathy Cooper’s Career in the United States Army

Being in the United States Army is not something I would think most women
would just wake up one morning and decide to try out. However, this is exactly the case
for Cathy Cooper. Upon meeting Ms. Cooper, you can
immediately tell she is a disciplined individual. Her posture
is impeccable and, as she told me when she arrived to the
Daniel Library on the day of her interview, she hates taking
elevators when she knows stairs are nearby. I am not going to
deny that I was rather intimidated by Ms. Cooper at first. She
is a Veteran of 22 years, and I am a mere graduate student.
However, as soon as Ms. Cooper sat down in her chair to talk
to me, she became an animated and endearing friend rather than the hard-coated and curt
woman I was fearful of interviewing.
Cathy Cooper grew up in Moncks Corner, South Carolina. Like any little girl, Ms.
Cooper had the dream of becoming an actress one day. She lights up when she says this
to me, a big smile reaching from ear to ear. Her mother, it seems, had other plans for her.
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She studied the piano from when she was five years old until her senior year in high
school. She remembers having to get up 45 minutes earlier than normal just to fit in a
morning practice. Obviously, self-discipline has been a big part of Ms. Cooper’s life from
an early age. She regrets now not continuing her study in piano, and I can tell by her face
that she does indeed miss playing.
Ms. Cooper attended Berkeley High School and went on to spend a year and a
half in college. Then, it seems, Ms. Cooper woke up one day and was ready for a change.
In 1988, she enlisted in the United States Army. She recalls her first day at basic training
at Fort Jackson with fondness, her eyes twinkling as she recounts the story of the drill
sergeants screaming at her and making her carry her (very large) duffle bags to the distant
barracks uphill. She laughs as she tells me that her room was on an upstairs floor and that
her suitcase spilled everywhere upon reaching it. Ms. Cooper’s fond memory of this
seemingly terrible situation tells me she is
not an individual who is easily intimidated.
She remembers basic training as being tough
physically, but all in all “not bad.” It seems
she just floated along, probably just smiling
and laughing as she was now sitting in the
chair directly across from me.
Ms. Cooper was deployed in several different countries over the years, including
Korea, Panama, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq. She talked very fondly of Korea, especially,
describing in detail the Fridays she would take off and go shopping and see movies. As a
Sergeant in the Quartermaster division, she was in charge of tons of inventory ranging
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from ammunition to every item found in the barracks – not a job for someone who can’t
multitask or be detail-oriented. Ms. Cooper tells me with a smirk that at the end of one of
her deployments in Korea (she was deployed there twice), the only item that wound up
missing was a pair of protective pants that were valued at around $25.
Although Ms. Cooper said that there are stresses and pressures every day on the
job as a Quartermaster Sergeant, she was only scared for her life a handful of times. One
of those occurred while she was deployed in Iraq. On her lunch break, Ms. Cooper was
especially excited about the new Kentucky Fried Chicken that had just opened up in her
forward-operating military base. However, when she
arrived there, the line was ridiculously long, so she goodnaturedly settled on Burger King instead. After she
finished eating, she boarded her shuttle to return to work.
As she was returning, she heard a bomb go off, and
looked back to were she had just been previously. All she
could see was black smoke. “If I had stood in that line…”
she started, and then shook her head. This moment
seemed to stand out in Ms. Cooper’s mind as one of the
more dangerous situations she had been in while in
service. Thank goodness she was not dead set on chicken.
During her service, Ms. Cooper has moved all around the country. She was
stationed at five different Army posts. From Fort Stewart in Georgia to Fort Hood in
Texas, then back to Fort Stewart, then on to Fort Lee in Virginia, and then finally to Fort
Bliss back in Texas, Ms. Cooper has definitely paid her dues to this country. Her
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memories of her relocations, even when she was placed in Fort Stewart for the third time,
are recollected with smiling nods. She goes on to tell me that at Fort Lee, she was an
instructor for the Basic Non-commissioned Officer Course and Branch Chief. Even
without all of her deployments, Ms. Cooper has proven to be quite a valuable soldier on
United States soil.
Ms. Cooper officially retired from the Army in 2010 after her last deployment in
Iraq. She returned to Moncks Corner and currently works at the Ralph H. Johnson VA
Medical Center in Charleston. Ever the multi-tasker, she is also taking classes to get her
MBA at an online university. She says she wants to use this degree in order for her to
advance in her position at the VA. By getting to know a little about her, I have no doubt
she will do just that. Ms. Cooper has two sons and seems quite content with where she is
in life. Her oldest son, who is 25, is currently in the National Guard. Her younger son, 16,
is enrolled in Camden Military Academy and is not sure yet if he wants to take the
military route like his mother and older brother. This does not seem to bother Ms.
Cooper. When I asked her at the end of the interview if she wanted to say anything else,
she just shook her head, smiled the good-natured smile I had come to know, and simply
stated, “I love the Army.”

