Family tragedy inspires Charlotte designer to take on causes
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Last fall, when a customer asked Bella Tunno owner Michelle Buelow if she would provide favors for a birthday party for 8-year-old Ellie Potvin, who was struggling with a rare form of cancer, she couldn’t say no.

Buelow’s company designs and makes fashionable and functional accessories for babies and young children that are sold through retailers. She did more than donate a few items. She put her heart and soul into the project. “Ellie wanted to be known as an artist — not just as a kid with cancer,” she says.

So Buelow helped her be one. She worked with Ellie and her twin sister, Grace, to design a reversible headband with the two sides representing the girls’ distinct personal styles. The pink camouflage side personified Ellie’s wild, experimental and adventurous nature. The colorfully striped side was indicative of Grace’s more conservative bent. The headbands became part of the Lift Up Ellie project.

The girls at the party loved the headbands. When Buelow learned of the Potvins’ financial need, she mass-produced and sold them, with all proceeds — some $9,500 — going to a fund to help with medical bills. The headbands were featured in area businesses such as Pigtails & Crewcuts and Salon 42. There were a number of media reports, including coverage by WCNC-TV.

For that effort, Buelow and Bella Tunno have been honored with the Corporate Volunteerism Award for best small-company project.

“Your heart hurts for other people. This was a visual way of showing support for Ellie and her family,” Buelow says. When Ellie was too sick to attend school in February, her classmates sent her a virtual valentine, transmitting a video when they all wore the headbands.

The project is just one part of Buelow’s philanthropic efforts. She founded Bella Tunno five years ago as a way to help her deal with the substance abuse-related death of her brother, Matt Tunno. She just wanted to raise enough money so his research in environmental science could be published. But her products were a big hit, the company has grown by leaps and bounds, and the Bella Tunno line is available in more than 3,500 retail outlets.

“My greater goal and desire is not just to create a product and sell it, but to change a life somewhere,” she says.

Buelow lives that philosophy in a number of ways. A share of Bella Tunno’s revenue is donated to drug- and alcohol-abuse education, prevention and rehabilitation programs through the Matt Tunno Make A Difference Memorial Fund.

Buelow donates time as well as money, mentoring girls in the Charlotte Rescue Mission’s Safe Journey program and recently helping to renovate a halfway house in an effort called Extreme Mission Makeover. “The Charlotte Rescue Mission will always stay close to my heart,” she says

Unfortunately, Ellie lost her fight with cancer June 23. “It was very hard to lose her,” Buelow says, her voice shaking. “I’m grateful for the health my daughters have today.”
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