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MY STORY / ANNETTE GABBEDEY

JUDGE ME ON MY DESIGNS, 
NOT WHAT YOU THINK I CAN’T DO

I
t’s early morning on a 
Saturday and in the quaint 
Somerset town of Frome, 
jewellery designer Annette 
Gabbedey is setting up her 

shop for a busy day of selling. Her 
husband Nigel Bowers carefully lays 
out diamond- and opal-set rings, 
delicate silver charm jewellery and 
striking strings of pearls in the 
window of the shop, situated on a 
cobbled hillside in this market town. 

Professional Jeweller is here because 
Gabbedey has a few interesting stories 
to tell, not only about her 21-year 
career as a jewellery designer to date 
but also the adventures she has been 
on, travelling the world in search of 
the ! nest gemstones.

 “I specialise in opal, and have done 
for about 12 years now,” she explains. 
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ANNETTE GABBEDEY IS THE SMALL TOWN JEWELLER WITH A BIG STORY. BORN 
WITHOUT FINGERS BUT WITH A PASSION FOR JEWELLERY DESIGN AND OPAL 
GEMSTONES SHE’S OVERCOME PREJUDICE TO BECOME A RESPECTED JEWELLER.
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Annette Gabbedey 
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Nigel Bowers. 
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Tanzanite and 

diamond drop 

earrings by 

Annette Gabbedey.

After a friend put her in touch with 
some dealers in Australia, Gabbedey 
was soon on a plane to the other side 
of the world, where she spent three-
and-a-half weeks living with the locals 
of the Coober Pedy mine. 

“I went down into mines, I 
immersed myself with locals. I was 
there during an opal symposium so it 
meant I met lots of bigwigs, as well as 
seeing some pieces of opal I’d never 
ever see at any other time, because 
they belonged to family collections. 
Some pieces were generations old, 100 
years maybe.”

Unable to resist the charms of the 
stone, Gabbedey bought back some 
boulder opals to start designing 
around. Gabbedey insists she never 
gets bored of the stone, even though 
she feels it’s becoming harder and 

harder to ! nd good quality opals. 
“" e main issue is that the top end 
pieces sell the day they’re found,” she 
explains. “Buyers will be on the ! eld 
where the miners are and snap the 
best quality opal up right away. Sadly 
designers like me never get to see 
some of the ! nest pieces.”

But Gabbedey’s story is not one 
of being defeated by the industry. In 
fact, her success as a designer has 
been due to the can-do attitude that 
she adopted from a very young age, 
because Gabbedey was in fact born 
without ! ngers.

Many may wonder how Gabbedey 
has achieved what she has as a 
jewellery designer but she doesn’t 
see it that way. “People say to me ‘it’s 
amazing how you manage’. To me 
that’s just odd, that’s like me saying 
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Opal and diamond 

bangle by Annette 

Gabbedey.
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A selection of 

engagement 

rings by Annette 

Gabbedey.
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Gabbedey’s Frome 

shopfront.
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Gabbedey working 

at the bench.

it to them. I never use the 
word disabled to describe 
the fact I have no ! ngers. I look 
at people with ! ngers and think they 
must just get in the way. I’m asked 
‘how do you hold tools, how do you 
work?’ but I’ve learnt in my own way.” 

 Raised in Sandringham, Gabbedey 
describes how woodwork and 
metalwork were her preferred subjects 
at school and that her enthusiasm for 
jewellery design was ignited by her 
then school teacher, who encouraged 
and mentored her through her 
metalwork studies. 

Gabbedey is still in touch with this 
earliest of mentors and they recently 
reunited at a party to celebrate her 
21st year working as a jeweller. “I 
realised it was the ! rst time I had 
seen him in 22 years. I think he felt 
humbled because I don’t think he 
realised that his belief in me at school 
made such an impact on my future.”

" e designer also says her parents 
played a large part in encouraging her 
to live life like anyone else. As a child 
she was not mollycoddled or fussed 
over because she had no ! ngers. “I 
come from a family of doers,” she 
explains. “My parents were helpful 
and supportive but they let me do 
my own thing. When I was about a 
year old my mother was sewing and I 
picked up a pin. I think she knew from 
there that I would manage.”

Of course, in an industry that 
harbours some old-fashioned 
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attitudes, 
Gabbedey 
has had to 
deal with some 
frustrating situations. 
“When I ! rst wanted to get involved 
in jewellery design there were some 
people who said I wouldn’t be fast 
enough for commercial work or said 
I should get physical aids from the 
hospital to help me to work. " at was 
like a red rag to a bull; the attitudes 
angered me.” 

On another occasion a jeweller 
refused to o# er her a job as a Saturday 
sales assistant because she wouldn’t 
be able to model rings to customers. 

Instead Gabbedey focused on the 
enthusiasm of others. “Hope comes 
from the support network around 
you, and I’ve been lucky to have lots 
of encouragement and support from 
friends and family.”

For Gabbedey, her success has also 
been thanks to understanding, and it 
took just one jeweller taking a chance 
on her as a 16-year-old looking for 
work experience to help her get to 
where she is today. 

Gabbedey has just redesigned her 
studio and, looking forward, she has 
lots lined up for the coming year. She 

hopes to develop the e-commerce side 
of her website, owing to the fact that 
some of her customers travel from 
afar, some even from outside of the 
UK. “I have one gent in London who 
calls me once or twice a year, and says 
‘can I have two of those earrings, four 
pairs of those cu$  inks, one of those 
necklaces’. It’s great,” she enthuses.

 As she talks about her career as 
a designer, her trip to Australia and 
the goings on of the local art centre, 
several customers pop into the shop, 
chatting like old friends. " ere’s an 
undeniable air of the homely and 

pleasant and there’s no doubt that it’s 
a combination of Gabbedey’s warmth 
and her stunning, ! nely-crafted 
jewellery that brings her customers 
back again and again.

In fact, Gabbedey sums up 
everything she has achieved, 
everything her business is about 
and all that she believes in one ! nal 
comment: “I know I can accomplish 
anything in the world.” 


