Virnetta Anderson, A Legacy of Leadership in Alberta
By Alexis F ML Way

Virnetta Anderson is not a well-known name, but it should be. Virnetta Anderson's contributions to
her community are remarkable yet underappreciated. Her dedication to social issues, particularly
concerning Indigenous and disadvantaged groups, has left a lasting impact. Virnetta Anderson was the
first black woman elected to Calgary City Council and is celebrated for her contributions to public service
and community.

Anderson, born on October 29, 1920, in Monticello, Arkansas, had a family that cherished
education, which inspired her to attend the Arkansas Agricultural, Mechanical & Normal College. She was
not just a loving mother and wife but also a pioneering politician and community leader. With her three
sons, Barry, John, and Vaughn, she fought tirelessly for social services funding, focusing on helping the
elderly and disadvantaged. When she moved to Calgary in 1952 with her husband, Ezzrett 'Sugarfoot'
Anderson, a player for the Stampeders, she quickly made her mark in the community and significantly
impacted the United Church. Her friends, calling her ‘V’, saw her leadership skills and encouraged her to
run for city council, leaving a lasting legacy.

Historically, societies had traditional gender roles, with women focusing on home life and men on
public affairs, reinforced by cultural and legal practices. In 1916, Alberta women gained voting rights,
joining a broader movement for women's rights. Virnetta Anderson, a black woman, broke barriers in a
predominantly white political arena, showing resilience and determination. Her 1974 election marked a
significant step towards diversity in Calgary politics. Her work demonstrated that committed leadership
and a focus on community service can lead to significant social impact. By examining her approach —
listening to the needs of her community, advocating for inclusivity, and working tirelessly for equitable
policies — I can find inspiration to follow a similar path in my own leadership and citizenship endeavors.

As mayor, Virnetta's journey in politics and public service flourished. After her time in civic
politics, she ventured into real estate, even becoming the president of the Seniors Showcase society. Her
leadership was evident as she held board roles at various organizations including the United Way, Trinity
Lodge, and the Calgary Centre for the Performing Arts. Virnetta's commitment to community service was
recognized by the YWCA in 1992, when she received an award for her remarkable contributions, and she
was also nominated for the Canada 125 Commemorative Medal that year.

Virnetta passed away on February 11, 2006, at 85, leaving behind a loving family, including her
husband, three sons, and five granddaughters, along with her cherished dog, Shiloh. Her vibrant
personality and captivating stories won her a wide circle of friends. In 2020, to honor her contributions
and legacy, the city named a municipal reception hall after her, following its completion of city hall's
restoration in 2022. This reflects her importance and lasting impact on the community.

Discovering Virnetta's story left me in awe. Her dedication to helping people navigate social,
community, and other challenges was inspiring. She was a remarkable presence, motivating me in
numerous ways. As a member of the Claresholm 4-H Multi Club and serving on the Willow Creek District
4-H Club, I've been driven by her example, to strive towards becoming a selfless leader. My experience



with 4-H has taught me the importance of taking initiative in organizing events while also recognizing the
value of stepping back to let others lead. I cherish witnessing the fruits of hard work and persistence as my
visions come to life.

Virnetta Anderson's commitment to her church is a wonderful example of how service can
strengthen a community, as it was an integral piece of her life. Her faith and commitment to helping others
guided her actions and decisions. By emulating her dedication, I can contribute positively to my church
community through my talents and time. Her example motivates me to continue volunteering by joining
the church choir and assisting with the Kid's Club, including being a junior leader for our local chapter of
GEMS. This involvement in my church community gives me the opportunity to connect with people,
understand their needs, and seek ways to try to help others.

Virnetta Anderson dedicated her life to community service, particularly in improving the lives of
those in her community. Her efforts in addressing social issues through volunteering can be mirrored by
my own dedication, as I volunteer at the library for the kids' reading program and spearhead literacy
nights. I actively contribute by preparing and serving at every local supper and volunteer at local events
to uplift others, just as she did.

Virnetta Anderson was known for her commitment to making a difference in her community,
which required effective communication skills and highlighting her dedication to serving others. Her
involvement in public service and leadership roles often meant she had to speak in front of groups,
advocate for causes, and inspire others. I have been in 4-H now for 3 years and I have gained a lot of
experience in public speaking. By studying from her example, I can learn how public speaking is a vital
tool for conveying ideas, persuading audiences, and driving social change.

My leadership journey began in third grade for fun but has grown significantly since then,
especially now as a ninth-grade Leadership Manager. In this role, I lead meetings, shape school events and
impact school communications, enhancing my leadership skills and preparing me for future challenges.
Anderson’s example taught me to step up, as I did when organizing activities last minute, fostering
teamwork and inclusivity. Inspired by her, I introduced games and a 'STAR' student of the month at
assemblies, that would include all students, emphasizing leadership values.

Being one of only four grade nine students has made me a key figure within my school. I'm often
approached by younger students seeking help with their challenges. I value the trust they place in me, and
my leadership position allows me to support them effectively. While Virnetta impacted an entire city, I
currently focus and strive to support by aiding younger students in my school and community.

Virnetta Anderson was a trailblazer and pioneering figure in politics and community service who
made significant contributions despite facing numerous challenges. Her achievements in public service
and community involvement demonstrate the impact of dedicated leadership and show how determination,
resilience, and a commitment to making a positive impact can lead to excellence. By studying her life, I

can learn the importance of striving for excellence, embracing challenges, and actively
participating in community affairs to inspire change and champion positive developments. Emulating her
qualities can motivate me to overcome obstacles and achieving goals and inspire me to pursue leadership
roles and advocate for change.

In my 4-H experience, | have developed strong skills in leadership and public speaking, much like



Virnetta Anderson, who was a trailblazer on Calgary City Council. Her dedication to community and

social justice inspires me to use my voice effectively. I've consistently excelled in my club's public
speaking competitions and advanced to the District and Regional levels. As I prepare to become a senior
4-H member, | aim to channel Anderson's courage and commitment to propel my public speaking to the
Provincial level.

In my future role as a veterinarian, I plan to handle situations with confidence and leadership,
drawing inspiration from Anderson’s legacy of empathy and resilience. Virnetta Anderson inspires me to
lead with compassion rather than authority. Her ability to overcome challenges and support others
encourages me to confidently address obstacles and lead with compassion.

Virnetta Anderson, Calgary's first black city councillor, was a trailblazing political figure. While
she may not have a single famous quote like some other leaders, her legacy is defined by her broad and
impactful contributions to public service. Her leadership and actions solidify her status as an outstanding
and often underappreciated Alberta Champion.

In conclusion, Virnetta Anderson’s legacy serves as a powerful reminder of the impact one
individual can have on their community. Her dedication to social justice, community service, and
leadership continues to motivate me to strive for inclusivity and equity in all aspects of life. Her legacy
demonstrates that one person can make a significant impact through civic engagement and leadership. By
learning about her work and dedication, I can see how perseverance and a commitment to serving others
can lead to success and positive contributions to society and her work has inspired me to make a
difference in my community.
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