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A CLOSER LOOK

In its 120th year, the Village Improvement 
Association of Doylestown continues to improve 
Bucks County | by Rebecca Robinson 

Designed to Care

Dust swirls through the air. Kicked 
up from the busy streets of 1895 
Doylestown, PA, the dust settles 
into the lungs of local citizens, 
leading to widespread respiratory 
health issues. Many make their 
way to Dr. Oliver P. James, a local 
physician living at 132 North Main 
Street with his wife and daughters, 
Martha and Sarah. Concerned  
about the numerous complaints  
of family and friends, Sarah James 
bands together with 14 other 
women on April 26, 1895 to form  
the Village Improvement Association 
of Doylestown. 

 Since that first project,  
the VIA has participated in 
and led huge advances in 
health care and general 
wellness for both 
Doylestown and Bucks 
County as a whole. In 
1916, the VIA created 
the Visiting Nurse 
Service, a program 
designed to provide 
home health care to the 
residents of Bucks County 
that has continued to 
this day with services 
including maternal-child 
health, rehabilitation, certified 
hospice and on-call care. 
 Feeling that more could be done 
to enhance the community, the VIA 
established the Doylestown Hospital 
in 1923 at the corner of Oakland  
and Pine Streets. Equipped with 
eight beds, the hospital provided  
a much needed centralized location 
for patients to receive medical 
care. By 1939, the Doylestown 
Hospital had expanded to the 
point where it needed to relocate 
to a larger building at the corner 
of Belmont and Spruce Streets. 
The VIA remained active in the 
daily operation of the continuously 
growing hospital until the first 
Administrator was hired in 1960. 
This change allowed the VIA 
to continue to own and oversee 
Doylestown Hospital and enabled 
the VIA to once more broaden 
their vision of healthcare in Bucks 

County. In 1975, Doylestown 
Hospital relocated again, 

this time to the current 
facility on West State 
Street. With space for 
238 beds and a medical 
staff of 420 physicians, 
Doylestown Hospital 
has been able to expand 
its services from general 

health care to specialties 
in over 40 areas including 

cardiology, emergency 
medicine and oncology. 
Doylestown Hospital 
is also a leader in both 

general surgery and robotic surgery 
techniques.  
 A corporate restructuring in 
1985 created the VIA Health 
System, a network of local medical 
facilities and services. In addition 
to Doylestown Hospital, the VIA 
Health System is composed of 
The Doylestown Hospital Surgery 
Center, a state licensed facility 
capable of performing multi-
specialty same-day surgery, the 
Visiting Nurse/Home Care program, 
and the VIA Affiliates, a network 
of local physicians and facilities. 
In 1992, the VIA Health System 
acquired the Pine Run Community 
and Health Center along with 
Lakeview by Pine Run to better care 
for the elderly population of Bucks 
County. Although the scope of care 
provided by the VIA Health System 
is ever increasing, the VIA continues 
to ensure that the primary focus  

 The Village Improvement 
Association (VIA) is determined to 
tackle the root cause of many local 
ailments and quickly implements  
a plan to contend with the great 
clouds of dust that had been plaguing 
Bucks County. They develop a system 
of daily routes to sprinkle water along 
the streets at various times of the day, 
using just enough water to prevent 
the dust from rising into the air but 
not enough to turn the streets to mud. 
The success of the street sprinkling 
system buoyed the VIA and helped 
solidify their mission of improving 
the quality of life in Bucks County. 

Current VIA Board (from left to right)—Beverly Coller Campbell (Asst. Treasurer),  
Ruth Carlson (Treasurer), Marie Johnston (Corresponding Secretary), Carolyn Kozakowski (Secretary), 
Joyce Hanson (2nd VP), Cory Schroeder (1st VP), Linda McIlhenney (president)
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is quality healthcare that the citizens 
of Bucks County, and others in need, 
can afford. 
 During this time, the VIA itself 
has also flourished. The first 
Women’s Club in Bucks County, 
the VIA provided a supportive 
environment for local women to 
congregate and discuss their ideas 
to improve the community as well 
as their mutual interests. When 
founding member Sarah James 
passed in 1954, she bequeathed 
the house where the VIA first met, 
now known as the James-Lorah 
Memorial Home, to the VIA. 
Faithfully maintaining the historical 
property, the VIA added an 
auditorium in 1961 and continues  
to hold meetings at the house. 

Today, the VIA has a membership 
of just over 325 women.  
 While the health care of Bucks 
County is the priority of the VIA, 
several committees have been 
formed to address improvements in 
other areas of local life. The Welfare 
Committee, perhaps the largest 
and most active of the committees, 
provides confidential aid and 
emergency support to local families 
and individuals in need. Every year, 
the Welfare Committee donates an 
average of 3,000 volunteer hours 
to the Doylestown community. 
At the end of each summer, the 
VIA reviews a variety of proposed 
projects to improve the community 
and, in October, awards a one time 
grant to the selected project to assist 

in the completion of the effort within 
the next calendar year. Through 
three education committees, the VIA 
awards a number of scholarships to 
outstanding High School seniors 
pursuing health related careers as 
well as professional women seeking 
careers in the medical industry. 
 To fund their community projects 
the VIA holds several fundraisers. 
The largest of which is the 40th 

annual Bucks County Designer 
House and Gardens. Launched with 
the Empty House Party, being held 
on March 1st this year, the Designer 
House is a local house opened to 
various Bucks County designers 
and landscapers for redecorating. 
“This year is quite a break from the 
usual stone farm house style,” VIA 
member Joy Levy explains, “and 
is going to be based around the 
Mediterranean style of the house.” 
 This year, VIA member Jean 
Upton is the event chair of the 
Designer House committee. 
Designers and landscapers have 
until April 20th to complete their 
work and the house will open for 
tours in May. On April 24th, 2015, 
the VIA is celebrating its 120th 
anniversary with the Bucks County 
Designer House and Gardens 
Preview Gala, a big party for VIA 
members and local residents to 
see the house first. Based upon 
previous years, eight to ten thousand 
people are expected to tour the 
Designer House this year. About 
600 volunteers are needed for the 
Designer House this year. 
 “The best way the community  
can contribute [to the VIA] is 
coming to see the Designer House 
through volunteering, attending  
the gala, or touring the house, or  
all three,” says Levy. | r

To learn more about the VIA, 
please visit via-doylestown.org and 
buckscountydesignerhouse.org. 

“ The best way the community 
can contribute [to the VIA]  
is coming to see the Designer 
House through volunteering, 
attending the gala, or touring 
the house, or all three.”
 Joy Levy

VILLAGE IMPROVEMENT ASSOCIATION OF DOYLESTOWN

VIA members at the 2013 Memorial Day parade


