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Weekender regular Lisa Minner continues to highlight some of the faces, places and hidden gemsalong our own
beautiful stretch of the Macquarie and into the outback.

WHAT A GEM

Australia’s opal industry hasa global reputation of whichwe shouldallbowoud.lmtm should be doing more

topromoteit, according to Texan-based

caught upwithF.

jewellery designer and opalimporter, John W.Ford. Dubbo Weekender
oadamlhlsunChrBtophormnﬂnningmdgoucenﬂy where hieaddressed the who's-who of

theindustry about the importance of applying “country of origin” labelling to our national gemstone. WORDS and

PHOTOCRAPHY Lisa Minner

OW does a jewellery designer from Texas be-

come obsessed with Australian black opal? t's a

question John W. Ford is often asked during his
travels and the answer 1s simple — he fell in love with
the stone 30 years ago, and he says it was love at firse
nmz.mmmmmunsmmmdwhm
the gem is being marketed and
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in town to catch up with friends f
and purchase black opal for next
year's line of jewellery. 2
John's speech was impassioned /=
- he wants gem labs around cthe
world to use “country of ongin”
on lian opal aficati

senced around the world. Hemdothenmd\emdmuy
are keen to see “country of origin® labelling on opals so
gem lovers know exactly what qualiry they'ye getning
and from where,

Australia boasts some of the finest opal gicbally.

Pord it’s the “gold standard”, especially when i
comes - i@m?rgm;e,whxhuhwnr&nxg
unique and high-
=3 Iy coveted black
Make no mistake, It should also
these privateersare be noted that
the
doing this around od,m Do
the worldand :-h“ nation-
cumulatively itwill ~ 5,55".3%
affectdemand and by then Gower
field prices here.” Ao Gunacal, W
Pord and his
son Christopher were recently in Australia for the
Ligh ional Jewellery Design

He and many others believe it’s es-
sennal to the integnty of the Austral-
1an opal indusery. There is a grear deal
of misinformation when it comes to opal
quality, where the average buyer may be
paying top dollar to what Pord calls “gem pn-
vareers” or “pirates” for a stone they believe to
be worth a substantial amount of money when in fact
it's an inferior stone (or synthetic) masquerading as a
solid Australian opal.

A large part of the problem is the increasing amount
of Erhiopian Opal (or hydrophane) that's flooding the
markee, which Pord notes is also often unechically
mined with “abuse of labour”, w&hworhnmtwop—

erly and the mining practices unsale.
It's a worrying , given Echiopian opal is in much
greuermpplymmmmsuah.\ngemmdm«!seo
be cleasly d , in his opinion, &%
inferior,

Avustralian opal is created via a sedimentary process
where water seeps through layers of sandstone and
clay over thousands of years whereas Ethiopian opal
5 created via 3 volcanic process.

It's sometimes similar in appearance to the untrained
eye, but altogether different ly. Australian
opalumorembkandxsmnporws whereas the

opal, from miners, to exporcers to &
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Eth is prone to g and colour
lmsd\nwb«nzpwws W\lﬂsu’umﬁcunycuud
“1f you put Echiopian opal in jewellery cleaner and it

o

,} hasn't been treated it will lose ies colour and
um’lllookwfuuandpasqmdp.ophwﬂ!
*  feel npped-off, as they should ™
He says unechical sellers are often push-
ing their stones as Australian opal and gee-
ung much more than it's worth,
‘u The misrepresentation does the whole
\“" industry a disservice, to Ford
% who says people feel duped; it ruins
the integrity of those who are selling
genuine quality stones and it creates
distrust in the market.
“Make no mistake these
uemmmmm
cumuladvely it will affect demand and Seld
prices here,” he says.

“I’s our responsibility to set an example in our busi-
ness pracaices. Ethiopian opal has a place in the market
as long as you know it's noc reaced and even if it is it
should be disclosed upfrone "

Pordsaysnmandazzm
Ethiopian, synthetic opal or opal backed with iron-
stone (doublets or tniplets) — without realising it - seek
him out when the flaws begin to reveal themselves and
he says while its sad for that person, it gives him an

tunity to educate them for their next purchase.

“personally feel black opal is currently underpniced;
1 chink it will increase significantly over ome only as
demand in the United States, Europe, China and india
increases because i's a 100 per cent natural gemstone.

“People want to invest their money in what they
know is a qrue gem - that t's not been doctored:
to make it look good. We don't talk about it as
in the indusery as we should bue even diamonds now
are being clanty enhanced; they're taking yellow dia-
monds and making them pink.”
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Ridge by John Ford, he
yroud)ycaushunsdraﬂnhgemrmmcal
d in inter trade and i
mmawnunhxmmumnadmrymd
was offered a commission in the Us Navy when he
graduated, but instead chose a very different path.
“When I was in school I started selling gold chains
from Izaly by weight- 1 was an entrepreneur even then,
it was in my blood, so I decided I would give it one
year and open up a brick and mortar storefront, where
I could operate my business.”
He says it was at this ame he was first exposed to
black opal and eventually ended up in the diamond
business where he started manufacturing his own

designs. )

Entrenched in the world of precious gems, he be-
came a diamond broker selling 10 to 20 carar dia-
monds for many years before eventually specialising in
opal. Ford says he's now probably the largest importer
of black opal in the US.

Asked why Lighming Ridge opal over other Austral-
ian opal like *doulder” - found only in Quilpie and
‘Winton in = Ford says it's not only because
he loves it but it’s also easy for people to look up and
research, as the region is so hughly regarded in the
opal world. That said, other Auseralian opal ke whire,
erystal, “Yowah nuts” ar boulder are also of incredidbly
high quality and well sought after.

“All opal Australian is the world-wide “gold stand-
ard” and should be promoted much more by the Aus-
tralian government,” he explains,

“The government invests 10 much into tourism and

MILE Ford's jewellery business is called The
Lightning Collection

incredible opal 1
the world; even the likes of Columbia 100 per cent val-
ve and p lds ~ the gow here
should be p 1g what is their national g ,
with far more vigour.”

RD and his son have both dug for opal in the
Ridge, and this trip Christopher was given a les.
$0n in cutting it from a rough “nobby” through to

a finushed opal. It's given them a greater appreciaton
and knowledge of the gem from the ground up, hit-
erally, which they then share with their customers in

America and also via video on their website,

“I'm very lhucky with the miners 1 work with; T have
known them as friends from when I was working in
the diamond business. They would often come over o
Galveston and spend time here, have a few drinks and
lock their goods in my vault
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All opal Australianis the
world-wide ‘gold standard’
and should be promoted
much moreby the Australian
government.

JohnW. mmmmmmm:m

“They're grear people - Aussies and Texans have a
ot in common. These miners know I am workingona
mmmwmmxmmmm
of how the industry should be conducred.™

He believes it should be conducted ethically and
Lightning Ridge should stand behind the opal they sell
mmmmmmmm

to hydrophane opal.
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ers to the government and work to ensure the righss
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their g I nuning

'ATHER and son both agree opal is a magic stone,
“People’s eyes just light up when they see it for

the first time.
“It's a very niche markee, but if you see someching
you like buy it becausse you will never see thar same
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stone again, it's like a fingerpring, it awes people,” Pord
explains.

Major stores in the New York and Europe have al-
ways sold black but these are stores that only ca-
ter o a fraction of the jewellery market in the world.

The designer says his goal is to markee his black opal
to the American Gem Trade Association stores (AGTA)
along with the American Gem Society stores (AGS),
which are bodies that have a sound code of ethics.

Pord's jewellery line is carnied in about seven differ-
ent stazes in the US. He says it teok him aboue three
years to collect enough black opal to begin the Line,

“we did really well at the Oscars this year and we
will also have up to three pieces being worn at the Em-
mys in November - we don't know who's wearing the
msyu,dlxuhnysmhgmm

Ho’s confident that there is plenty more great
M mm&omdwushnwmdnopal
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