
 
“A PAST TO REMEMBER” 

By Mary McCaw 

 

The Village Improvement Association of 

Doylestown has a ninety-five year history of living 

up to its name. It is a unique example of women 

stimulated by challenge, undaunted by opposition 

and though sometimes uncertain of the future, 

resolutely taking risks to achieve their goals.  The 

saga of this organization is unmatched in the United 

States, possibly the world, for the Village 

Improvement Association is the only women’s club 

to found, own and operate a hospital.  

 

It all started back in 1895 when Doylestown was 

just a village with dirt streets. Fourteen women, 

annoyed that the dust soiled their long skirts, united 

to convince the town fathers to correct the problem.  

When the fathers failed to take action, these town 

women raised the money to purchase a horse-drawn 

sprinkler to wet down the offending streets. Next, 

they initiated the purchase of trash receptacles to 

free the streets of trash and debris.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Thus, moved by necessity, despite criticism 

and discouragement,  this group of 

determined women formed the Village 

Improvement Association.  When it 

affiliated with the GFWC in 1898, it became 

Bucks County’s first women’s club.  Its 

annual membership fee was fifty cents. 

 

The first steps as guardian of the health of 

the community came in 1916 when the club 

established a visiting nurse service.  Five 

hundred dollars was donated and a matching 

sum was raised by the women to pay the 

first year’s salary of the lone nurse, Miss 

Munsey, who traveled to her patients by 

bicycle.  She charged ten to fifty cents to 

visit.  During the flu epidemic of 1918, Miss 

Munsey made 741 visits in the month of 

November alone. 

 

The V.I.A. cooperated with the Red Cross 

during World War I, and out of this alliance 

came a well baby clinic with rooms for 

treatment of medical emergencies.  

 
 

The V.I.A. founded Doylestown’s first 

hospital as an emergency and maternity 

hospital in this house in 1923.  The women 

did everything from laundry and cooking to 

assisting at the births.    



 

 

The next logical step for a small town with no real 

medical facilities, even for birthing, was the 

founding of a hospital. The need had been recognize 

since 1906, and the V.I.A. had taken the lead in 

raising the money.  They acquired a house on 

Oakland Street for a “reasonable price” and on 

October 9, 1923, the fourteen-bed Doylestown 

Emergency Hospital, with operating and delivery 

rooms, was incorporated.  

The women of the V.I.A. did all but the doctoring.  

They took turns scrubbing, laundering, bringing in 

food and cooking.  The cook for the day might call 

upstairs to a patient.  “Sarah, will pork chops be 

alright for your dinner tonight?” They also kept the 

books saw that their hospital was operated 

economically and with a conservative hand.  Good 

fiscal management and generous bequests enabled 

the V.I.A. to build a 25 bed brick hospital for 

$50,000 sixteen years later in 1939.  The ladies also 

went door to door throughout the town carrying 

hand-made blue cloth bags appliquéd with the 

letters “VIA” in which they collected contributions.  

The hospital at Belmont and Spruce was expanded 

three times to a capacity of 129 beds.  In 1953, the 

hospital sought accreditation by the American 

Hospital Association and permanent 

departmentalized staff was developed, but it was not 

until 1960 that a hospital administrator was hired.  

All the while, the V.I.A. was participating in other 

club activities supporting scholarship, 

beautification, legislation, help for the needy, and 

initiating programs that directly affected the quality 

of Central Bucks County life.  From the original 

fourteen members, it grew to 400 members.  In 

1954 it was bequeathed a lovely Victorian home on 

Main Street which became club headquarters, and in 

1961, it dedicated an auditorium addition which is 

now used not only as a meeting place for V.I.A. but 

as a site for numerous area functions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1975, another new hospital was 

constructed to meet the growing need. One 

memorable day in November, residents 

watched a parade of ambulances move 

critical patients to Doylestown Hospital’s 

third site.  This new facility led, in 1980, to 

the V.I.A.’s national first place prize of 

$10,000 awarded by the GFWC and Sears 

Roebuck and Company for their outstanding 

Community Improvement Project. 

Doylestown Hospital is now a 247 bed 

facility where more than 97% of all medical 

problems of the community requiring 

hospitalization can be treated.  Modern in 

every sense, it has thirty-five specialty areas 

represented by a medical staff of nearly 430 

physicians and 500 nurses.  The Visiting 

Nurse Service still flourishes. In 1985 the 

“Children’s Village” was built to supply day 

care for the children of employees.  Over 

900 faithful volunteers augment the services 

of 1200 paid staff and help relieve their day-

to-day duties. 

Corporate restructuring in 1986 created the 

tri-partied V.I.A. System consisting of 

Doylestown Health Foundation, Doylestown 

Hospital, and V.I.A. Affiliates, each with its 

own functions but all with roots in the 

Village Improvement Association.  The 

board chairmen and committee chairmen are 

women of the V.I.A. whose influence is 

reflected in all aspects of management, 

development, physical appearance, patient 

relations, etc.  A new president/CEO who 

began in June 1989 continues to promote the 

V.I.A./hospital relationship. 

 

The Village Improvement Association 

discontinued their relationship with the 

General Federation of Women’s Clubs of 

America in 1996.  We now are a vibrant 

group of dedicated women who contribute to 

the community in an abundance of ways.  

We are truly proud of The Village 

Improvement Association of Doylestown.  

 

 



 

 

                     


