
Barnstorming Bernie 

Bowie, TX  Early 1900s

Born September 2, 1899,
in Bowie, Texas, to 
J. M. Harlan and Minnie
Lee Harlan



When I Met Bernie in 1969



Growing Up in Bowie

1909

Early 1900s

School Girl Bernie

Bernie grew up with 5 siblings in this town that
sits between the Red River and Ft. Worth.

Bernie loved all sports. Later, she
loved driving cars and flying airplanes,
not typical of the girls in Bowie,
Texas, at the turn of the century.



1890s 1914

1920s 1930s



Sam Coffman, Bernie’s First Husband 
Born March 27, 1898

Marries Bernie in 1917
Takes up flying in 1918

“The only place there is to be with 
nobody bothering you except maybe
God is at 10,000 feet and all alone.”
~Sam Coffman, Sr. 

Sam Coffman, on the left, piloted this 
orchestra to an elevation of  5,000 feet
while they played “When You and I
Were Young, Maggie.”



Bernie’s Fly Boys

Sam Coffman, Jr.
Born March 12, 1919 

Jim Coffman
Born August 23, 1920

Jim survived a crash
in his mother’s arms
when he was six
months old. Sam, Sr.
crashed the plane into
the Trinity River
bottoms outside of
Ft. Worth.

Sam, Sr. taught both
boys to fly in their
mid-teens, but they
had been riding along
with their parents
since birth.



Sam, Sr., the “Aeronautical Engineer”

This was 1927; the term
aeronautical engineer was
not actually used until
1958.



Bernie the Barnstorming Beauty

“First we’d fly over a small town and
buzz it soundly so that all the people 
would be attracted.  Then with all the 
town’s eyes on us, we’d land in a
pasture nearby for the crowd to flock
around. In order to make enough
money to buy gasoline, we’d take up
passengers. Ten dollars a ride at that
time was nothing.”
~ Bernie Arnold



Bernie Makes History
Sam Coffman taught her to fly in
1921. She made history on October
13, 1927, after 20 hours of flight
instruction from Ross Arnold, chief
pilot of the Ft. Worth Flying School.

“Flying isn’t anything like most people
imagine it to be. I was afraid the first
time but haven’t been since. That was
six years ago in Bowie. Two days later I
was ready to go up again. Haven’t had
much flying since then until the last two
months. When I wasn’t flying, I was
watching the planes and studying the
landing methods and take-offs and all
the things about flying.”
~Bernie Arnold, in response to making 
her solo flight out of  Meacham Field.

Bernie loved the active, outdoor life and 
bought clothes accordingly, asking, “Will 
they do for outdoors, too?”



Ross Arnold wins Bernie’s heart – and her 
hand.

“We knew them all in 
those days – Lindbergh, 
Will Rogers, Wiley Post, 
Corrigan, and Amelia.”  
~Bernie Arnold



The Arnolds Fly Chicle’ from Yucatan to
Railroad Terminals in Mexico

The gum business ended after three months of  operation in 
1927 when the natives became unexpectedly hostile to them.



Stunt Pilot Arnold Dies in 1929



Bernie Breaks into Commercial Air Travel
1929

Cromwell Air Lines
1929: (Carl G) Cromwell-Hunt Aero Services 
dba Cromwell Airlines Inc, San Angelo TX. 
Focus on West TX oil companies, with service to 
Ft. Worth and Dallas. 1932: Ended ops.

Southwest Air Fast Express
1928: Erle P Halliburton dba Southwest Air Fast
Express (SAFE), Tulsa OK. 1931: Renamed Southern
Air Express. Late 1931: Ended operations in the
Depression.

American Airlines 
(AA) headquartered in 
Fort Worth, Texas, US, 
was founded in 1930 
under the name 
American Airways 
Company by 
consolidating 82 smaller 
airlines through 
acquisitions and 
reorganizations.  The 
airline was acquired by 
E. L. Cord in 1934 
who renamed it 
American Airlines.

Braniff
International
1927: (Paul R) 
Braniff Air Lines, 
Oklahoma City 
OK, dba
Oklahoma City to 
Tulsa Airways. 
1929: Became 
subsidiary of  
Universal Aviation 
Corp. 1929: 
Acquired Central 
Airlines (Wichita 
KS). 1930: 
Became Braniff
Airways. 1941: 
Relocated to 
Dallas TX.



Bernie and the Boys 1942
Both Sam (left) and Jim (right) started their 
tours in WWII at Sheppard Field .

Jim becomes a civilian pilot trainer at 
Randolph AFB, and Sam, Jr. is sent to AAF 
Pecos to train pilots, as well.  Sam, Sr. trains 
over 450 pilots during the war.



Lt. Sam H. Coffman, Jr.  1943

Sam left behind a wife and two daughters.



Bernie Answers the Call of  Duty 
1944

“I think all women who are not in essential
work and who have no dependents would
be wise to do the same thing. The thing
that sold me on the ATC was the idea of
learning something that will assure post-
war occupation. Really it’s an insurance
policy.”

~ Bernie Arnold



Bernie Joins the ATC 1944

Bernie’s younger brother, William T. 
Harlan, graduated from NAS-CC this 
same year.



1945 Love Field

Left:  Bernie with 
son, Jim Coffman

Right:  Bernie with 
Jim’s wife, Inez 
Coffman

Bernie served 18 months 
with the ATC before 
finding her way to 
Corpus Christi with $225 
in her purse.  Jim and 
Inez followed closely 
behind.



Bernie “Barnstorms” into Business in 1946     
A&H Sporting Goods on N. Water Street

Open 24/7



Meanwhile in Flour Bluff…

• 1890s Ropes Boom brings families to
Flour Bluff via Ward Island Road.

• 1892 First school is built

• 1893 First post office opens

• 1898 Ropes attempts to dig a pass
across Mustang Island to the Gulf of
Mexico for shipping.

• 1900 Truck farmers and ranchers
dominate the peninsula. Ritters open a
dairy. Grapes, onions, pineapples,
cantaloupe, and even sea cotton were
grown.

• 1908 Mud Bridge is built. Cline
attracts fishermen and water foul
hunters to the area.

• 1916 New school building erected.

1916



• 1927  Don Patricio Causeway is built from Hugo 
Ritter’s lagoon beach across the Laguna Madre to 
Pat Dunn’s ranch house at Packery. The wooden 
causeway was built on pilings by Col. Sam 
Robertson, a military engineer who bought the 
Dunn ranch.  It opened on July 4, 1927, and cars 
could pass slowly across the lagoon for $3 a carload. 
For the first time, the mainland was joined to the 
island and a steady stream of  traffic crossed the 
causeway, 1,800 cars the first month and 2,500 the 
second. Flour Bluff  and the island start to see 
growth – and lots of  fishermen.  

• 1927  Ritters open a bait stand on the causeway. 

• 1927  H.H. Friar, local realtor, builds Remington 
Lodge at Flour Bluff  Point.

• 1929 Great Depression hits, but Flour Bluff  
survives.  Subdivisions are built.  Hunting and 
fishing draw people in and help locals make a living.

• 1933  The worst of  the 1933 storms on Sept. 5 
smashed the Don Patricio Causeway. The salt water 
settled over the farm land making it too salty to 
grow crops.



• 1935 Oil is discovered in the central area of Flour
Bluff. Oil camps bring more people and more
businesses to the peninsula.

• 1938 Flour Bluff School No. 22 built.

• 1940 NAS is built. Flour Bluff population grows,
bringing more businesses. Water line built by private
company for NAS. Tex-Mex RR laid through FB
and across the Oso.

• 1945 War ends and Flour Bluff growth continues.

• 1946 Flour Bluff Schools become independent
school district under Sup’t. E. J. Wranosky.

• 1947 FB property owners form a Water and
Sanitation District.

• 1950 Nueces County Water Control and
Improvement District No. 2 is created. John Orville
Nicholson, owner of Nicholson grocery, is elected
president. $700,000 water bond passes. County
constable’s office opens because of all the “speeding
and carousing out there,” according to Sheriff John
Harney.

• 1951 Water lines laid and meters installed by June.
Residents pay out-of-city rates for a reliable water
source moves to top of Flour Bluff ’s list of
priorities.



Bernie Buys in the Bluff  in 1950 

2017 Google Map

1940 Plat Map

Like all Flour Bluff property of the time, it had a well and a septic tank, something that
created great worry in many FB citizens because of the extreme drought that would run
from 1951 to 1956, briefly interrupted by 2 floods in 1952 and 1954.



Bernie Prepares for Causeway Opening 1950

Each car was charged $1.00 to cross the causeway.  
They had to wait on the swing bridge if  a barge 
came down the Intracoastal Canal.  Bernie’s 
business was at the mouth of  the causeway, just 
across from the toll booth.



Bernie’s Bluff  Business Opens 
July 4, 1951



Gateway to Padre Island

•1951 Store opens
•1952  Added plugs, ice, and gas (Robbery occurs.)
•1953  Added beach and camping gear
•1954  Offered free repair service and Coleman lanterns
•1955  Jeep rentals, plumbing, electrical and general household goods 
added; boat barns built
•1956 Provided outboard service, built an ice house, sold beachwear 
and Levi’s



Bernie Builds a “Town”

• Helped organize and promote first little 
league team

A & H Sporting Good Aces



• Help start FB-PI Business Association 
and served as treasurer for five years in 
the 1950s

• Served as secretary-treasurer for the 
Nueces County Rural Fire Prevention 
District No. 2 (Flour Bluff  Volunteer 
Fire Department started unofficially in 
1952, officially in 1958.)

• Helped with the 110 miles Padre Island 
Walkathon in 1954

• Sponsored a boxing club and had her 
own arena in 1955

• Sponsored the “Tall Tales of  Texas 
Fishing” story contest

• Published first newspaper and first 
phone book in 1960s



Flour Bluff, the Little Town That Almost Was

• Flour Bluff  experienced steady growth from 1940 to 1956. (100 persons per year)

• Talks of  incorporation begin in 1950.

• Goes to the Flour Bluff  voters in 1953 and fails 209-120.  (City of  CC said they had no 
plans to annex FB, according to William Anderson, City Planning Engineer.)

• 288 of  the 407 voters go to the polls again in 1956; and incorporation fails 156-124.  
This proposal was for a four-square-mile area bounded by Graham Road, Tex-Mex RR 
on Flour Bluff  Drive, NAS, and Laguna Madre.

• In 1958, Flour Bluff  tries again, this time for the area between NAS, the Oso, Waldron 
Field (including Tropic Isles), and the Laguna Madre.  Many opposing the idea did not 
like municipal control of  any kind.  Some feared that Mayor Farrell Smith would make 
good on his threat to cut off  the water.  Others thought that Corpus Christi would do 
a better job.  The move to incorporate failed again with a vote of  334 to 231. The 
mayor also said flatly that annexation of  Flour Bluff  was not being considered.

• 1961 the big war begins over a questionable election and an election judge.  The votes 
were never canvassed.



Bernie Takes on a Battle She Can’t Win

• August 5, 1961

• Two elections, one for 
incorporation, the other for 
annexation, questionable 
outcomes

• “No taxation without 
representation” (1963-1966) 
Bernie refuses to pay taxes on 
land that could not legally be 
appraised by the City of  Corpus 
Christi since the question of  
annexation was still in court.



Big Sam Comes to Flour Bluff

Sam, Sr. is hit and killed while crossing 
Waldron Road in 1969.



Bernie Retires and Moves to the Island
“I’ve been everywhere and 
done everything.  If  I lay 
down and died right now, I 
could say I had lived my 
life.”

~Bernie Arnold



Barnstorming Bernie, Dead at 89
“Oh, what a woman!  I knew her in her older years as the owner 
of  A-H Sporting Goods and a commissioner for the Fire 
Department.  She was a no-frills kind of  lady.  I had to fight 
with her to get every dollar for the volunteers, and she made 
sure we raised as much money as possible before she turned 
loose of  one dollar that was tax money.”  

~Joe Dees on Bernie Arnold

“She always smoked cigars and had animals in the
store. She told me, ‘Eddie, if you tell everybody
your business, you won’t have any business.’ ”

~Eddie Savoy





“My grandmother has more warmth, character, and wisdom than anyone else I know. I
am fascinated at her depth, charisma, and down-to-earth view of life. I love to see her
smile; it’s so sincere, and when you look deep into her eyes, you can’t help but notice
them gleam, and that gleam comes from deep within her heart. I am 22 years old, and I
have never met anyone else with a smile as devastating as hers. It destroys all my
defenses and makes me feel warm and vulnerable.”

~David W. Michael, Bernie’s grandson


