
“Growing up in Gretna: Featuring Ruth Ziifle, 91 & Myra Ziifle 
Thalheim, 89”  by Sevilla White Finley (October 22, 2016) 
 
A video documentary produced by Keith Paolini with the Jefferson 
Parish Public School System.  
 
Ruth was born 31 August 1925; Myra born 1 February 1927  
 
This documentary is about two sisters, Ruth and Myra, life-long Gretna 
natives who attended school in the same grade despite their age 
differences, from first grade through Newcomb College, and always at 
the top of their class.  Their story includes recollections of educators 
Lily White Ruppel (a cousin) and Miss Helen Cox, both of whom have 
schools named for them.  
 
The Ziifle sisters are well respected in Gretna civic and cultural circles. 
Their Ziifle ancestors were German immigrants and pioneer settlers of 
Gretna in the 1840s, from Wurttemberg, Germany.  Their father, 
William Ziifle, was among the benefactors who donated land for 
Gretna’s City Park on Gretna Boulevard.  The name Ziifle was 
Anglicized from Zuffle to Ziifle, as the umlaut was dropped and became 
double ii’s. The six children were Leonora, Robert, Harold, Hilda, Ruth 
and Myra. Four additional siblings died in infancy. 
 
The Ziifle sisters share memories of growing up in Gretna, and their 
school days from elementary thru college, and post-college careers. 
George Sanchez is moderator.   Opening with an introduction is The 
Honorable Barron C. Burmaster, Judge, Jefferson Parish Juvenile 
Court and president of The Friends of the German-American Cultural 
Center. The filming took place at the German-American Cultural 
Center, 519 Huey P. Long Ave., formerly the Gretna Primary No. 1 
School where the sisters attended more than 80 years ago. 
 
In the 1930s, the sisters attended Gretna Primary No 1 School just a 
few blocks from their home above their parent’s grocery at the corner of 
6th and Lavoisier streets. This was before refrigeration and ice boxes 
required blocks of ice to be delivered daily to keep perishables fresh. 
Their parents, William and Leonora Giboney Ziifle, opened the store at 
6 a.m. daily and on Sundays.  When Ruth entered first grade at Gretna 
Primary No. 1 School at age 6, her younger sister Myra, age 4 ½, had no 
one to play with, so she tagged along to school and sat in class with 
Ruth. 



 
Their cousin, Lily White Ruppel was principal, and their older sister 
Leonora was a teacher there. Myra was allowed to stay in class as long 
as she was quiet and did the work, which she did.  Ruth and Myra went 
all thru school together in the same class; from elementary through 
Gretna High and Newcomb College. Gretna Primary No. 1 was two 
blocks from home. Later they switched to Gretna No. 2 on Amelia Street 
when Leonora became principal.  
 
Gretna Primary No. 1 served as a hospital during the 1918 Spanish 
influenza epidemic which took the lives of hundreds of Gretna 
residents. The primary school later became the site of the Jefferson 
Parish School Board.  Today it’s the site of the German-American 
Cultural Center where the sisters are members and attend monthly 
meetings.  
 
The sisters always performed at the top of their class. When they 
graduated from Gretna High in May 1942, Myra was the valedictorian 
and Ruth the salutatorian. They recall the bombing of Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941 by the Japanese. High school principal Miss Helen 
Cox called the entire student body together in the auditorium and set 
up a small radio on stage for the students to hear President Franklin 
Delanor Roosevelt’s speech that the United States had declared war. 
Miss Cox announced she’d give out diplomas early to the high school 
boys who would join up. Their classmate, Barton Lawrence, a senior, 
was among the enlisted and was killed in the war. His name is 
engraved on the monument at the foot of Huey P. Long Ave. and 10th 
Street on the former grounds of Gretna High School.   
 
Ruth and Myra attended Newcomb College (now Tulane) in 1946 with 
majors in Physics and minors in Math. Their brilliant sister, Hilda, 
three years ahead, graduated Newcomb/Tulane with a Math major and 
a minor in Chemistry.  While in college Hilda’s physics professor invited 
her to become her assistant in Chicago to work on a highly secret WWII 
research project. Hilda’s dad wouldn’t allow her to go. It was later 
discovered to be the Manhattan Project that developed the Atomic 
bomb.  Later, Hilda worked as a research chemist at the U.S. Dept. of 
Agriculture’s Southern Regional Research Lab in New Orleans where 
she invented the formula for “wash and wear.”  
 
After college, Ruth went to work for cardiologist, Dr. George Burch, 
Chairman of the Dept. of Medicine at Tulane University Medical 



Center.  She spent 45 years as Dr. Burch’s assistant and edited all of 
his hundreds of papers and textbooks. “I met medical scientists from all 
over the world who came to visit Dr. Burch at our lab.  I edited every 
paper and he wrote hundreds of them,” Ruth said. “Some of the visiting 
doctors wanted to know where could they get a Ruth?” 
 
After college Myra worked at Ochsner for a while. She married Richard 
Thalheim, a young Gretna attorney.  Myra went into teaching so she 
could be home earlier with her four children. Her oldest child, Margaret 
was 15, Richard was 13, Mark was 11, and William was 8, when her 
husband Richard suddenly died of a heart attack at age 45.  Needing an 
income to educate and feed her children Myra took a job teaching at 
Isidore Newman, a private school in New Orleans which offered 
scholarships to the faculty’s children.  She taught Algebra there for 
more than 25 years. “My son Richard was already a student at Newman 
and ranked first in his class. His tuition had already been paid for the 
year when my husband died in August. I went to the school to ask about 
a scholarship and learned that the faculty’s children were given full 
scholarships. I took the teaching job that Newman offered.  I felt the 
Lord’s hand was in all of this.”  
 
The sisters are still very active in Gretna’s cultural organizations and 
attend civic events together.  
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