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Elizabeth Herndon Potter

Elizabeth Herndon, the daughter of Congressman William S. Herndon and Mary Louise
McKellar Herndon, was born in Tyler, Texas, on January 19, 1871. She attended Elmira College
and Mrs. Sylvester Reed’s School in New York, and married John Edwin Potter, Jr., of
Philadelphia, on June 3, 1891. After the birth of her daughter, Dorothy, in 1894, Elizabeth and
her husband divorced. She continued her education at Philadelphia School of Cookery, Boston
Cooking School, and the Chautauqua in New York where she obtained a diploma to teach
nutrition. She also took a course of lectures at the National Food Congress by 1899, and
subsequently lectured on childhood nutrition.

By 1900 Elizabeth Herndon Potter had returned to Tyler, joining the First Literary Club.
As a member of the Tyler Federation of Women Clubs, her attention soon turned to Tyler Public
Library, which at that point was a small subscription library housed at the Tyler Electric
Company on the northwest corner of the square. In 1903, Mrs. Potter became the president of
the first board of trustees of the library, and was “indefatigable in her labors™ in pushing the city
of Tyler toward supporting a free library. She went back to Simmons College in Boston, and to
the Chautauqua in New York, to study library science, not to become a librarian but to better
qualify her to serve on the library board. She was still president of the trustees when the board
obtained funding from Andrew Carnegie for the first building, and when the plans were
designed. Chris Albertson, former director, has called her the “mother of Tyler Public Library.”

By 1913, Mrs. Potter was involved with woman’s suffrage movement. She, her mother
and her sisters helped organize the Smith County Equal Suffrage League that year, and Mrs.
Potter contributed an equal franchise column to the 7Tyler Courier-Times. In 1915 she spoke for

the cause in Austin, and lobbied the legislators in session. She arranged for woman’s suffrage



speakers to come to Tyler, contributed her own funds to promotion, and was chosen chairman of
District 7 suffrage work. She continued to rise in the organization, becoming first vice president
of the Texas Branch of the Congressional Union for Woman Suffrage, then third vice president
of the Texas Equal Suffrage Association. In 1917, while continuing as an officer in the local
group, she served also as Congressional chairman for the state, lobbying the Texas delegation in
Washington in favor of a federal woman’s suffrage amendment. Once Texas women were given
the right to vote in Democratic primaries, she was chosen to join the 1918 executive committee
of the Smith County Democratic Party and was elected chairman of Ward 3, reportedly the first
woman of the state to achieve those posts. Elizabeth Herndon Potter was the most significant
state and federal level suffragette from Smith County.

In her later years, Mrs. Potter aided in the development of the current YMCA. She sold
her valuable homesite near downtown to the YMCA for $100,000, in 1957, then at once donated
$50,000 back for the building fund. On September 6, 1959, the YMCA was dedicated to
Elizabeth Potter and Walter Fair.

In 1963, Mrs. Potter also donated stocks worth $220,000 to the East Texas Boy Scout
Foundation, to create a trust fund from which the income would go to the support of Boy Scout
camps in East Texas.

She died on March 16, 1966, and is buried at Oakwood Cemetery, Tyler, Texas,
recognized for her work for a free public library in Tyler and for the right of women to vote, as
well as for her philanthropy toward the YMCA and the Boy Scouts of America.

Suggested wording:

Elizabeth Herndon Potter (1871-1966), suffragette, first president of the Tyler Public

Library Board, benefactor of the YMCA and Boy Scouts
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