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FROM BOMBS TO BOOKS

The Narrabeen, northern NSW based 
designer works with the local artisans 
of Xieng Khuang Province in Laos who 

make her designs from aluminium which 
has been recycled from dismantled bombs. 
She then assembles pieces in Australia 
using sterling silver ear wires and chains. 
A percentage of LOVEbomb jewellery sales 
are donated to various projects in Laos that 
benefit the community. 

After leaving 
corporate life, 
Ms Mason 
re-educated 
herself as a 
therapist – 
incorporating 
holistic 
counselling, 
coaching 
and teaching 
meditation 
specialising in 
mindfulness – 
then opened a 
private practice 

At 40 years of age, Sue Mason left the corporate world to pursue projects that gave her 
more meaning and purpose in life. A decade later, she found her purpose - designing 
jewellery from bomb material. Her LOVEbomb range is a seasonal collection of earrings, 
bangles and pendants made from components which are poured in Laos.

Sue filing components in Laos

in 2012. Two 
years later, she 
started an online 
store called 
Sacred by Design 
that sold ethical, 
fair trade, Eco-
friendly products. 
Sacred By Design 
represents 
her own label 
LOVEbomb 
and other 
products from 
organisations that 
encourage earth friendly, socially responsible 
and fair trade practices.

She first became aware of bomb jewellery 
in 2015 through Article 21. After selling a 
few pieces on line, she began to investigate 
opportunities to develop her own 
personalised local product range which would 
mean a broader range and more affordable 
pieces to increase local market appeal.

When a friend gave her a piece of jewellery 
made from one of the bombs dropped in 

Laos, Ms Mason remembers feeling an instant 
connection with the region and the issues its 
people face. 

“Until LOVEbomb found me through this 
piece, I was unaware of what is known as 
the ‘Secret War,’ which was a result of the 
Vietnam War,” she said. She was shocked to 
learn that Laos, which had remained neutral 
during the Vietnam War, had been used as 
a dumping ground for munitions and was 
determined to raise awareness.

LOVEbomb bangles and bomb

By Cheryl D. Harty
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my own range of fair trade bomb jewellery. 
I could also become a social business and 
look at ways to give back to the local Laos 
community,” she said.

Sacred By Design projects are identified by 
Shui-Meng and all donations are supervised.

“In 2016, we visited our makers in Laos 
and delivered our first donation of books, 
educational material and sporting equipment 
to schools identified by Shui-Meng in the 
villages where our makers live,” Ms Mason 
said. The trip has been documented and can 
be viewed on YouTube

In 2017, Shui-
Meng identified 
a project by 
Laos Phonsinuan 
Volunteer Group 
(PVG) that needed 
additional funds to 
build and fit-out a 
school library for 
Dong Dan primary 
school in Xieng 
Khoaung Province. 
The library was 
opened on June 1, 
2017, which is also 
Lao National Children’s Day.

In the same year, Sacred By Design/LOVEbomb 
jewellery sponsored a Tukata Foundation 
project to build a new kindergarten in Ban 
Naka, Xam Nuea.

A portion of LOVEbomb sales have also been 
donated to Soap4Life. This is being used to 
build and install several handwashing stations 
at primary schools in Laos. Soap4Life is a 
small humanitarian, non profit organisation 
dedicated to the development and support 
of economic opportunities for critically 
impoverished families living in remote  
rural Laos.

From 1964 to 1973, US warplanes dropped 
more than 270 million cluster munitions on 
Laos, one third of which did not explode, 
according to the Lao National 
Regulatory Authority for 
unexplored ordnance (UXO).
The bombings were part of 
a CIA-run, secret operation 
aimed at destroying the 
North Vietnamese supply 
routes along the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail and wiping out its 
communist allies. 

“They left a trail of 
destruction in Laos, with US 
planes also using the country 
as a dumping ground for 
bombs when their original 
target was unavailable and 
planes couldn’t land with 
explosives,” she explained.

Land-locked Laos today remains largely 
agricultural with around 80 per cent of the 
population reliant on agriculture. Some land is 
simply too dangerous to farm.

Ms Mason arranged to meet the owner of 
the store from which the bomb jewellery she 
had been given was purchased. The owner, 
Shui-Meng Ng, is the founder of TaiBaan Crafts 
in Laos, a fair trade social business that works 
with traditional handicraft artisans to preserve 
and promote Lao village crafts. It creates 
employment opportunities for villages, mostly 
women, with the aim of reducing poverty.

In 2015, Ms Mason started working through 
Shui-Meng, collaborating 
with her bomb jewellery 
makers in Laos to understand 
the process of how the 
bombs were melted down 
and poured into wood and 
ash moulds.

“It was at this point I 
realised I could pull on my 
design experience and start 
designing components 
myself. The brand LOVEbomb 
was created. LOVEbomb 
components are poured in 
Xieng Khuang Province. This 
is when my sense of purpose 
kicked in. I could actually do 
more than design and sell 

LOVEbomb bangle over bombies 

Until LOVEbomb found me 
through this piece, I was 

unaware of what is known as 
the ‘Secret War,’ which was a 

result of the Vietnam War



jewellery world - April 202034

“From 2017 to date, we have donated eight 
hand washing stations. This year, a water 
filtration project is our new focus going 
forward, Ms Mason said.

The LOVEbomb jewellery founder pointed 
out that the makers work only with safely 
sourced airplane parts and bombs. “I do not 
provide this material. The community that 
produces LOVEbombs’ components have all 
been trained by Helvetas, a Swiss NGO on how 
to handle the metals safely, including smelting 
and cleaning the aluminium before use.

“The greatest challenge comes from the 
limited ability of the makers and their wood 
and ash moulds. This limits the style and 
in particular, thickness of the components. 
However, it is also part of the charm and adds 
simplicity and originality to the range and back 
story,” she said.

Ms Mason started selling the LOVEbomb 
range online through her store, Sacred By 
Design in 2015 and over the past three years, 
has been developing the brand through fair 
trade markets. She participated in her first 
trade fair, the AGHA in February this year, 
where her jewellery brand generated a lot of 
interest.

“New retailers came on board 
after being enthralled by the 
unique style and nature of the 
products and the story behind 
the pieces,” she said. Stores in 
NSW, WA, Qld and Vic are now 
stocking the LOVEbomb label.

The designer acknowledged a 
growing movement in many 
industries for ethically produced 
and socially aware brands today. 
“This was reinforced at the 
AGHA where we met and began 
relationships with like-minded 
businesses and people,”  
she said.

Currently the LOVEbomb bangle 
remains the best selling item 
and is the title of the Youtube 

clip, Bombs to Bangles to Books: “Our large 
heart and bomb pendant is also popular, as 
well as our bomb and peace key rings for men, 
Ms Mason said.

Her interest in jewellery started at a young 
age, inspired by her uncle, an opal cutter and 
polisher who regularly drove to Lightning 
Ridge to source black opals and Andamooka 
for white “milk” opals. She remembers sitting 
next to Uncle John and learning about the 
qualities of opals and gemstones as he cut and 

polished the stones 
and created settings 
to incorporate 
them. Later she 
developed an 
interest in American 
Indian jewellery 
after visiting and 
experiencing 
Navajo and Zuni 
communities in 
America.

Ms Mason feels 
she is privileged 
to be able to draw 
on her design 
skills while finding 
purpose in assisting 
communities in Laos that had experienced so 
much tragedy as a result of the Vietnam War.

“We have helped artisans with income 
opportunities; delivered school and sporting 
supplies to children of the province; built 
handwashing stations and a mud brick library. 
Currently, we are sponsoring the building of a 
new kindergarten and primary school in a very 
remote area of Laos that has seen virtually no 
NGO activity,” she explained.

Visiting Laos and seeing first-hand the 
positive impact that LOVEbomb has made has 
been both an overwhelming and humbling 
experience for the Sacred By Design director.. 

“It has given me a true realisation and 
understanding of the life these people lead. So 
far removed from what we take for granted in 
our daily life,” she said.

“I will never forget the experience of meeting 
these wonderful people. An experience that 
inspires and motivates me constantly to 
continue this work with them. It’s a win-win: I 
am now living with genuine passion for what I 
do, and receive satisfaction from being able to 
make a meaningful difference in the world. In 
other words, I am living my truth.”

LOVEbombs on YouTube 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nz6HRqInGtE

Giving back in Laos 
https://sacredbydesign.com.au/category/
the-give-back/

Soap4Life visiting schools

Soap4Life Hand washing stations

Sue with makers in Laos


