From Africa to the East Village
by Anna Sanders
Tribal masks line the walls and drums clutter the floor beneath a glass case of
handmade African and ethnic jewelry in Ouenisongda Sawadogo’s shop, Waga
at 22 St. Mark’s Place. A rainbow of wooden-beaded necklaces hangs from the
ceiling, which chimes with the afternoon breeze.
Sawadogo immigrated from Africa 14 years ago, but his store reflects all the
things about his homeland that he loves
“African culture, this is me, this is something I don’t see myself without,”
Sawadogo said.
Sawadogo, who would not give his age, has shoulder-length black dreads and
an enthusiastic grin when he greats customers in his small store. But it wasn’t an
easy journey from Burkina Faso, a small country in West Africa, to his life today.
His family struggled after his father
became ill and could no longer
work. At the time, Sawadogo was a
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university student in Burkina Faso and decided to
drop out to help his family. He came to New York
City to continue his education and to also try and
earn money to support them.

Ever since his 1997 immigration, Sawadogo said
that he constantly sends money back home. If he didn’t need to
provide for his family, he wouldn’t have stayed in America for more
than a year or so.
“There’s nothing like home, basically,” Sawadogo said.
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He said his parents were “okay” with the move. While he calls his parents “all the time”
and visits at least once a year, like most moms, his still isn’t happy about the distance between them when he first
moved.
“My mom didn’t want me to go,” he said, shrugging. “But I was a big boy.”
After arriving in New York, Sawadogo considered going to school to study engineering or political science. Once
he saw the price of American higher education, Sawadogo changed his mind and focused on work for a few years
before enrolling in New York City College of Technology in Brooklyn. After a few years of various odd jobs at shops

on St. Mark’s Place, Sawadogo opened his own “little
stand” on the sidewalk across the street from his
current store selling jewelry.
He grew up working hard, but saving enough to open
his own shop wasn’t easy. “If you’re not someone
who spends money, you save some,” he said.

Sawadogo put the store together after six years of
working, saving and living in the East Village, where
he and his American wife of seven years still live.
Though Sawadogo noted that “rent’s crazy” on St.
Mark’s Place, the shop has survived. And he thinks
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it’s because it is unique. There is only one other
African gift shop in the city, he said.

“I’m doing something different,” Sawadogo said.

