
 

Fiji Centurion Story 
Joe Harle (Idaho 1942) 

By Don Shelton 

He just turned 100, making him older than the Mu Iota Chapter that pledged him in 1938. But Joe P. Harle (Idaho 
1942) is still going strong and vividly remembers what it was like being a Fiji at the University of Idaho more than 80 
years ago.  

Call him living history. And though he won’t be able to travel to our Centennial Celebration in March, the countdown 
to our 100th Pig Dinner seems like the perfect time to find out more about one of Mu Iota’s oldest living brothers and 
ask him what Phi Gamma Delta means to him.  

Joe, who turned 100 on Nov. 12 and lives in Abilene, Texas, remains remarkably active, working out four or five times a 
week and reading the Wall Street Journal daily. His hearing has faded, but his memory remains clear about almost 
everything, including the chapter house that was built only 13 years old before he arrived.  

The Texas native who traces his family’s roots back to Stephen F. Austin was drawn to the University of Idaho in the fall 
of 1938 because of its forestry program. Though he only lived at 600 University Avenue one year - transferring to 
Missouri because his parents wanted him closer to home after he switched majors to journalism - being in the house 
changed his life.  

He was the first of five Harle men who became Fijis. Joe’s younger brother Neil (Missouri 1947), now 95, followed him 
to Missouri after Joe graduated and enlisted in the Army. Joe’s late son Robert (Texas Tech 1970) was a Fiji at Texas 
Tech, the same chapter as two of Joe’s grandsons, J.W. (1999) and Lee (2004).  

And it all started with a kid from Port Arthur, Texas, who arrived in Moscow, Idaho, at the end of the Great Depression.  
 
Money was tight but Mu Iota was thriving and had just earned its first Cheney Cup as the top chapter in all of Phi 
Gamma Delta. Though house bills were only $60 a semester, many Fijis had to cook and serve meals at U of I sororities 
to make ends meet. None of his pledge brothers could afford a car. Life was far from easy, but the kid they nicknamed 
Alamo Joe for his southern drawl and Texas stories felt comfortable immediately.  
 
“Living at Mu Iota as pledges, we both endured and enjoyed a life that bonded us together forever,” said Joe, who 
responded to questions for this story by painstakingly writing out answers on paper and reading them to his 
daughter-in-law.   
 
Moscow’s bone-chilling winter was a shock, but Joe and his brothers made the best of it. He shivered under a red and 
gray wool blanket that he still has on the unheated third-floor sleeping porches and recalls a “fun snowball fight” with 
Kappa Kappa Gamma pledges in the space between the neighboring houses.  
 
“The heavy snows and low temperatures were new to me,” he said. “I learned skiing and ice skating.” 
 
Some things are timeless, regardless of your era at 600U, and most of us can relate to Joe’s experiences. Social life in 
1938-39 was highlighted by exchanges with sororities every few weeks and occasional chapter dances. Joe dated a 
Kappa pledge, though he insists she was “not a steady.” 
 
Joe and his brothers were already “Big Men on Campus.” Fijis and Phi Delts were the top two fraternities at Idaho, in 
Joe’s opinion.  
 
One of Mu Iota’s hallmarks, its secrecy policy, was already locked into place. Joe found out the hard way that breaking 
it had severe repercussions.  



 
“I learned about the secrecy policy when I unknowingly praised the chapter president (which was supposed to be a 
secret),” he recalled. “I rue to this day the consequences. We pledges paid for it.” 
 
Joe still won’t reveal the details. It’s a secret.  
 
He remembers the symbol of one of our chapter’s proudest accomplishments. “The Cheney Cup was in the chapter 
trophy room already when I pledged,” he said. “My duty was to keep it polished and on view.” 
 
Joe found that our fraternity’s bonds transcend chapters when he transferred to Missouri.  
 
“As soon as I showed up at the Fiji house in Columbia, I was welcomed and I just melded in with the rest of 
them with no problem,” Joe said.  
 
He won’t be able to return for Mu Iota’s Centennial in March, but recalls his last visit in 1996, when he toured our 
chapter house and contributed money to restore the iconic painting of sailing ships above our living room fireplace 
and update other areas. He has returned to Missouri for three Fiji reunions, and remembered being the first person to 
give out a kiss at a Norris Pig Dinner he attended with one of his grandsons at Texas Tech.  
 
After being discharged from the Army, where he was a Lieutenant who served in Normandy with the 157th Engineer 
Combat Battalion, Joe moved back to Texas, married Mary Liz in 1946 and started their new life. He worked as a 
newspaper reporter covering border commerce in Del Rio, then used that knowledge and his entrepreneurial spirit to 
found Harle Forwarding Company, which grew into a global corporation handling export and import logistics.  
 
Joe and Mary Liz were married 60 years before her death in 2006. 
 
Nicki Harle, his daughter-in-law, visits Joe weekly in a retirement center and remains amazed by how spry he is.  
 
“He is delightful to spend time with,” said Nicki. “His memories of his youth, school days and early adulthood are 
amazing.” 
 
Lee agreed. “He’s really sharp,” he said. “He’s a cool old guy.” 
 
Joe, who still greets his grandsons with the Fiji handshake, recently received his Diamond Owl Certificate for being 
initiated more than 75 years ago.  
 
J.W. said of his family’s Fiji legacy, “It’s something I’m grateful for.”  
 
What does being a Fiji mean to Joe?   “A lifetime of fellowship and service in Phi Gamma Delta.”  
 
How did being a Fiji shape who he became? “It taught me perseverance.” 
 
Asked for any final words to relay leading up our 100th Pig Dinner, Joe replied with a phrase familiar to brothers of any 
era: “I am mighty glad to be a Fiji.” 
  


