Remembering One of Our Own:

Colonel Ethel R. Kovach-Scott 

Chief of the Air Force Nurse Corps 1963 - 1968
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The 4th Chief of the Air Force Nurse Corps, Colonel Ethel R. Kovach-Scott, died on 30 July 2004 at the National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda of complications after a heart attack.  Col Kovach-Scott was a pioneer in military nursing and the last Chief of our corps to serve in the rank of Colonel.  She had tremendous accomplishments in her military career and for the decades that followed in her civilian career as a stockbroker and later financial advisor.  She was active professionally until her death at age 86.
 
Colonel Kovach-Scott was born in Yonkers, NY, and moved with her family to Michigan at a young age.  She graduated from St Mary’s Hospital School of Nursing in Detroit and entered military service at Chanute Field in Illinois in 1942.  Later that year, she was assigned to the first aeromedical evacuation unit to enter the South Pacific.  From her experience evacuating combat victims from the field, often under harrowing circumstances, she returned to the United States as instructor of the flight nurse course at the School of Aviation Medicine at Fort Rucker, AL.
 
In 1955, Colonel Kovach-Scott was assigned to the Surgeon General's Office in the assignments division, responsible for the worldwide assignment of over 3,000 nurses. Later she became the Deputy Chief, Air Force Nurse Corps, and in 1960 was assigned as the Command Nurse for the Pacific Command.

 
Colonel Kovach-Scott became Chief of the Air Force Nurse Corps on 30 June 1963. During her tenure, she achieved a remarkable number of milestones. She established a Command Nurse position at Air Force Logistics Command (AFLC) and was also integral to the formation of the Flight Nurse section for the Aerospace Medical Association.
 
In 1964, Colonel Kovach-Scott worked with the Command Surgeon, Military Air Transport Services (MATS) to establish a career Flight Nurse Program that assured selection of the best candidates for flight school. The proposal included a separate flight nurse AFSC and coordination between Headquarters and MATS for assignments. The Aerospace Nursing Course was started in July 1965 and continues to this day.  
 
Our profession experienced difficulty recruiting nurses as early as 1965. On 28 December 1965, Col Kovach-Scott attended a Tri-Service conference with the Department of Defense Deputy Secretary and Secretary (Health and Medicine) to recommend actions to reduce the present and projected shortage of nurses in the Armed Services.  Several proposals to increase the pool of potential recruits were identified.  On 8 November 1967, President Johnson signed Public Law 90-130, which removed restrictions on the careers of female officers in the military services.  It established that the promotion of women would be governed by the same standards applicable to male officers -- those best qualified to serve in the higher grades, including flag officer ranks.  Colonel Kovach-Scott was instrumental in making this a reality and also for the congressional authorization allowing the appointment of men to the regular component of the military nurse corps.

 

Col Kovach-Scott married Col Winfield W. Scott, USAF (ret) in 1967 and retired in July 1968.  Col Kovach-Scott received her master’s degree in nursing administration from Catholic University in the early 1970s.

After her military retirement, Col Kovach-Scott became a stockbroker and financial planner.  She was a member of the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs.  She was also past president of the Fairfax County Business and Professional Women’s Club and a recipient of its Woman of the Year award.  She was director of the Air Force Nurse Corps Foundation and a charter member of the Aerospace Medical Association.

Col Kovach-Scott was a member and officer of many other military organizations, including the Military Order of the World Wars, the American Legion, the Society of Retired Air Force Nurses, the World War II Flight Nurses Association, the Military Order of the Carabao and the Guadalcanal Campaign Veterans.

Among her awards were the Legion of Merit and the Air Force Commendation Medical.

Survivors include her husband of 37 years, retired Air Force Col Winfield W. Scott of Silver Spring; a stepson, Roland C. Scott of Albuquerque, a stepdaughter, Sharon B. Drechsler of Scottsdale, AZ; and three grandchildren.

 

Brigadier General (Retired) Sarah P. Wells (7th Chief of the Air Force Nurse Corps) delivered the eulogy at the private services for Col Kovach-Scott.  She shared her amazing life accomplishments and ended by saying,  "When you think of all that Ethel accomplished during her military career, it's absolutely mind boggling. We were so blessed to have her and it was truly an honor and privilege to serve with her and follow in her footsteps.  She will be greatly missed."

 
Colonel Kovach-Scott was interred at Arlington National Cemetery on 26 August with full military honors. A flight of Nurse Corps officers from the National Capital Area participated in the ceremony, which was also attended by two former Nurse Corps Chiefs, Brigadier General (ret) Barbara Goodwin and Brigadier General (ret) Wells, and the current Chief, Major General Barbara Brannon.  
