Poet and Humanitarian Andrew Oerke

             Wins William Meredith Award for Poetry 



Andrew Oerke lived many lives before his untimely death in 2014.  By “living his poetry” throughout the globe in kaleidoscopic natural and human environments, he intensely enriched his poetic substance and quality. For decades he worked with the poorest of the poor to lift them from their disadvantaged condition beginning in 1966 in Kenya in the village of Kakamega and continuing through the work of “Partnership for Productivity” which he founded. His poetic realities reflect these deeply-rooted global experiences. Andrew’s final projects, setting up medical help after the Haiti earthquake included helping the poorest of the poor. Africa ( African Stilt Dancer) was the first focus living his poetry, while Latin America ( San Miguel de Allende) had a different rhythm and sound. “Diary of Death” tells of the Middle East bombings.  

Andrew’s early life had been in farm country from Western Wisconsin to South Dakota during the “dust bowl” years. “Boyhood in Bayfield” and his Lake Superior poetic sequences were parts of this early experience.  After one semester at St. Olaf’s College, he studied Wellerisms with Charles Smith at Baylor, was drafted into the Korean War, had Fulbright scholarships’s at Frei Universitat in Berlin, and UNAM in Mexico City in linguistics, and finally worked on a Ph.D under Mark Strand along with Charles Wright during Strand’s first year of teaching at the Iowa Writer’s Workshop. Oereke left his academic post as poet-in-residence at St. Andrews University ( a great books University founded in 1896), after years of teaching Native Americans in Northern Minnesota, because  he was seduced with the prospect of living a non-Ivory-tower existence in Africa. He had told Wisconsin Senator Proxmire in early summer 1960, while visiting Rev. Hjalmar Oerke, his father, (the Pastor of the First Lutheran Church in Milwaukee, Wisconsin)  his concept of a helping solve the Cold War with groups of youth who would befriend and help developing nations’ medical needs, including areas such as hygiene, food production, and education. When the offer came to participate in The Peace Corps  in Africa, Oerke  jumped at the chance and left academia forever. 

His experiences as Peace Corps Director in Malawi, also working in Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya, and many other nations were enriched in 1973 after the Peace Corps when he became  President of Partnership for Productivity (PfP) with a  series of projects helping the African people lift out of poverty one small step at a time. This early PfP work blossomed into programs in 68 nations in West Africa, the Middle East, Southeast Asia and the Oceania, Latin America and the Caribbean and they became Oerke’s seminal   work.  His “muse was the airplane” writing between projects and making large strides toward models for lifting farmers and small production out of poverty. His projects around the globe to lift poor out of poverty,  particularly women and their families,  became a global model for a new paradigm called “micro-finance”. His not-for profit enterprise “Partnership for Productivity” was subsumed in 1987  by CARE with many of his trained personnel in microfinance working around the world from Burkino-Faso to Bolivia on helping to eliminate poverty and bring about a to a better life.

As CEO of the Greater Caribbean and Asian Energy and Environment Foundation he focused on environmental problems in the Caribbean and Latin America. But Andrew also believed that,  “The problem of the sustainability of the human spirit is as important as any other humanity now faces.” He believed  poetry to be an important key in sustaining and energizing the human spirit: “It is poetry that has given voice to the great ideals that we all live by and will save us from this prosaic, linear world we live in.”

For the first time in three decades Andrew Oerke had the time and solitude to devote to his poetry, publishing 7 books of poetry, which were rich with imagery, sound, and kinesthetic of the globe-hurdling life he lead. In 2005, Oerke was awarded the United Nations Award for Literature by the UN Society for Writers and Artists for the double set of books African Stilt Dancer and San Miguel de Allende. One of his recent books,  The Collected Andrew Oerke, was translated into Bulgarian by Valentin Krustev as part of the East-West Exchange initiated by US Poet Laureate, William Meredith during the cold war. It prompted a reading tour in 6 Bulgarian cities in the fall 2012 during the Bulgarian Poetry week. During his career as a poet, Oerke  wrote fourteen books of poetry including more than 450 poems published in journals such as The New Yorker, and Poetry Magazine. These poems were meant to save and nourish the human spirit from the depression and mechanical mode of present world.  

During the period of 1988-2013, working with United Nations agencies and helping with development in East and West Africa, he participated in the investigation of two of the largest oil spills in world history in the Arabian Gulf and Gulf of Mexico, sighting ports, and power plants for the World Bank. His concern for the mass exodus of impoverished peoples to developing nations was demonstrated by rebuilding 100 homes in Florida for the stream of Caribbean people entering  the gateway of South Florida. At this period in his life, he maintained 4 homes in various parts of the world. Retirement led him from his Viking roots on Lake Superior to the Central highlands of colonial Mexico to the Texas plains and Florida reefs, writing about of all these experiences and spending autumns at Yale University. He won a lifetime Achievement Award from the USA Club of Rome for his wok on the environment, his poetry, and development work with the poorest of the poor. A web-page with his published poems, Song Cycles with Gideon Waldrup,  and books can be found at Andrew Oerke Poet.  
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