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FWBW STAFF REPORT
During one of the most trying times in this coun-

try’s history, Sweetwater, the No. 1 online retailer of 
music instruments and audio gear in the U. S., based in 
Fort Wayne, for the first time saw its revenue surpass 
$1 billion.

Not bad for a guy who started his business in 1979 
selling music equipment out of the back of his VW 
Microbus.

Chuck Surack, founder and CEO of Sweetwater, 
established the company with the simple goal of 
helping his friends make music. In the 42 years it’s 
been in business, Sweetwater grew from its humble 
beginnings to the largest online retailer of musical 
instruments and pro audio equipment in the United 
States, with nearly 2,000 employees.

In addition to reaching that $1 billion milestone, 
on Jan. 28 the company announced other achieve-
ments accomplished throughout 2020. Amid a year 
rife with challenges caused by the pandemic, music 
prevailed as a form of therapy and a means of bringing 
people together, according to an announcement from 
Sweetwater.

In 2020 the company sold products to over 1.5 
million unique customers, up from just under 1 million 
in 2019. The influx of customers and the process in 
which Sweetwater serves them is the catalyst that 
helped propel the company to cross $1 billion in 
revenue in 2020.

“While we are proud of these company mile-
stones, what we are really celebrating is the resilience, 
determination, and success of independent musi-
cians, churches, and podcast producers everywhere, 
many of whom went out on a limb to invest in a new 
reality, rather than fold their tents,” Surack said in the 
announcement. “During such a difficult year, knowing 
that our customers, manufacturers and employees 
trust us and can continue to rely on us as a stable and 
growing influence in the music and audio retail space is 
something for which we are incredibly grateful.”

Along with its strong customer growth, Sweetwater 
added over 400 new jobs, increasing employee head-
count by nearly 30%. They also opened a brand-new 

480,000-square-foot distribution center a few weeks 
before the COVID-19 lockdown caused a massive 
spike in demand for audio equipment and instruments. 
That facility, which is nearly four times the size of the 
previous one, was expanded further over the summer 
with the addition of 50,000 square feet to house even 
more inventory.

Throughout the year, Sweetwater saw an increase 
in sales of small-ticket accessories (guitar picks, strings, 
etc.), that previously would have been purchased 
in-person, in addition to video streaming equipment to 
benefit houses of worship and institutions that moved 
online. Guitar purchases also grew 50% year-over-year, 
while sales for other stringed instruments increased 
70%.

Its annual GearFest event, which in 2019 drew more 
than 18,000 people to the Fort Wayne campus was held 
virtually in 2020. Over 125,000 gear fans from around 
the world tuned in for more than 16 hours of content in 
the two-day live stream that featured well-known artists 
and producers, live music, educational content, exclu-
sive deals and exciting giveaways.

The company credits its growth in part due to its 
unique approach to customer service. Championed 
by its more than 500 sales engineers, the company’s 
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The Bowen Center isn’t new to Fort Wayne. 
However, it’s now expanding to offering physical 
health care in addition to the mental health services 
that it’s known for in a one-stop-shop health clinic on 
Fort Wayne’s south side. It’s the start of more such 
clinics planned.

Many in Fort Wayne may know Bowen from its 
Goshen Avenue location, which provides emotional 
health care on an outpatient basis and Bowen 
Recovery Center, an opioid use treatment facility.

Its new clinic in Rudisill Plaza, 201 E. Rudisill 
Blvd., in Suite No. 106, will offer a full range of 
services. Staff showed off the new clinic and its exam-
ination rooms Jan. 26. The clinic will be led by Dr. 
Jerry Greer with nurse practitioner Ashley Boettcher.

“This has certainly been tried other places,” Dr. 
Rob Ryan, Bowen Center senior vice president of 
operations said. “But Bowen Center has a unique 
approach to that. You heard earlier us talk about 
social determinants of health. Those are things like 
transportation, jobs, parenting, relationship help, 
physical health, mental health. This building is going 
to become a hub for those things. People will think of 
this building on Rudisill as a place to go to get help.”

Bowen plans five or six more such clinics, and will 
work with a variety of partners, including Systems 
of Care, a network of community-based services and 
support for children, youth, and their families with or 
at risk for mental health or other challenges, that will 
be relocating to Rudisill Plaza, Ryan said. The Indiana 
Department of Child Services and WorkOne are 
already located there.

“See, we’re not new to Fort Wayne,” Ryan said. 
“We’ve been here for over 20 years. We’re not new to 
46806, but we’re changing from ‘You come to us on 
Goshen Road’ to ‘We’re going to go where our people 
are.’”

The 61-year-old community mental health center 
opened its first health clinic in Warsaw last year.

The 46806 ZIP code was targeted by Bowen 
Center for its first Fort Wayne health clinic.

“People with mental health conditions are less 
likely to receive the health care they’re entitled to,” 
Greer said. “We will incorporate social determinants 
of health in their care. We want to make a change in 
this area and in overall health. By this initiative, we 
want to improve the mental health, physical health 
and work to improve life expectancy starting in this 
ZIP code with plans to expand.”

Medicare insurance and Medicaid insurance are 
accepted. Indiana insurance navigators are available 
to help uninsured patients with health insurance eligi-
bility. Walk-ins are welcome and same day appoint-
ments are available. Call 260-443-7543 for more 
information.

BY ANGELA UNDERWOOD
of Stacker

Career choices are often based on future financial 
gain, with many college grads picking occupations that 
promise job growth and increased wages. Of course, 
loving what you do matters — and seeking out a job 
with meaning beats out the amount of money to be 
made for many. But for those who want to make the 
big bucks, choosing certain college majors over others 
can bring in bigger paychecks faster.

Stacker compiled a list of the majors that have the 
highest increase in pay from early to midcareer using 
data from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. 
Majors are ranked by the highest dollar growth in 
wages, with ties broken by mid-career wages. But even 
after one runs the numbers, the income for some of the 
reported careers with the most significant jump from 
early to mid-career earnings is still not enough.

Salary goals, family size, and lifestyle are all major 
factors in choosing a college major and future employ-
ment. Sometimes a loved one’s position is dictated 
by family members, including significant others or 
children. Some careers are easier to succeed in without 
having kids, while other professions are more fami-
ly-friendly. When it comes to lifestyle, some choose 
careers that can sustain a desired way of living. Only a 
high-paying job will help pay for bigger homes, more 
expensive cars, and annual vacations.

The litany of college majors with the highest early 
to mid-career earnings is diverse, beginning with 
medical technicians, who draw, study, and record blood 
samples, and ending with pharmacy graduates, who 
must be well-versed in organic and general chemistry 
to dispense prescription medications. In-between, 
other college majors that offer the opportunity to climb 

Sweetwater surpasses  
$1 billion in revenue in 2020
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Rows of product wait to be shipped from 
Sweetwater’s warehouse.

n See SWEETWATER on PAGE 20

Find the college majors with 
the biggest jump in earnings
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Bowen Center opens 
first whole-care clinic

LISA ESQUIVEL LONG 

Dr. Rob Ryan, senior vice president of opera-
tions at the Bowen Center, says another half-
dozen such whole health clinics are planned.


