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For fishmonger, hard work pays offin fins
Newman’s Fish company

owner Dwight Collins
relies on the work ethic

he learned as a child

B Tn”iA OREM
For The Register-Guard

The story of Dwight Coflins,
owner of Newman’s Fish Com
pany, is in some ways a lesson
in the value of cutting grass.

As a child, Collins had chores
— mostly weeding and mowing
the lawn — but instead of dread
ing the work, he turned it into
a small business.

“I didn’t enjoy it initially, but
through high school I would
do half a dozen lawn jobs in
the neighborhood:’ Collins, now
53, said. He also had a paper
route.

Collins became part of the
Newman’s story at such a young
age that he essentially went
right from cutting grass to cut
ting fish.

In addition to being a bright,
enterprising young man, it was a
form of networking that helped
him land his first job at New
man’s around 1974.

“I was dating the owner’s
daughter:’ Collins chuckled,
remembering the day Ben Bay
hired him. “He said, ‘Here, why
don’t (you) come down to work
since you’re around so much?”

The girlfriend ended up
going away to college, but Col
lins kept the part-time job and
stayed close to home, attend
ing the University of Oregon.
Becoming a professional fish
monger was nowhere on his
radar screen at the time.

“I kind of was on the track
to go to law school or go into
that direction. I certainly wasn’t
into business,” the Eugene native
said.

But business is exactly where
Collins ended up.

In 1979, the Bays wanted to
sell the business, which had been
founded in 1890 by 13-year-old
John Henry Newman, so they
could fish full-time in Alaska.

Casting aside a potential
legal career, Collins and fellow
employee Leo Odegard, a former
Navy aviator who is about 10
years older than Collins, bought
the company by combining their
money and their know-how, and

agreeing to pay off the Bays over
the next 25 years.

Collins was just 24 at the
time, but he said he didn’t find
the prospect of owning a busi
ness intimidating.

“I look back at that, and I am
simply amazed that (Bay) had
that much trust in me to pass
the business on,” Collins said.
“I did have experience man
aging it during the summer
time when he had been going
to Alaska, but certainly I didn’t
go through business school or
anything. It was what I learned
from him that kept me going in
the business.”

He hatched the popular fish-
and-chips sideline — which now
brings in about 40 percent of
the company’s sales — in the
early 1990s after Newman’s
expanded into Portland.

By 2006-2007, Collins said,
the foot traffic at the store on
Willamette Street was so high
that “we were maxing out our

location.” Newman’s Grotto, with
its light-green tiles and floating
octopus sculpture, was the solu
tion.

Expansion — and success in
general — hasn’t always come
easily for Collins. He has opened
and closed at least four retail
locations over the years. There
were also times when, for var
ious reasons, the business was
only breaking even. And the
recession hasn’t done Collins
any favors, either.

But having a diversified
retail, wholesale and restaurant
operation has been an advan
tage, he said, securing the
company a niche in an indus
try — independent fishmonger
ing — where many competitors
have fallen away.

Fewer fishing boats, fewer
fish in the ocean and business
consolidations all contribute
to the decline of the industry
in places such as Newport, he
said.

But the dedication Collins
learned from mowing lawns
many years ago is still there. He
credits his parents’ encourage
ment for his entrepreneurship,
his work ethic and his attention
to detail. They never pushed him
to find those lawn jobs as a kid,
he said, but “they made it so
that it was easy to happen and
made time once it did.”

When it came to work, he
said, “you didn’t slack off on
it.”

Thirty years after buying
Newman’s, Collins is up at 6 a.m.
every day talking to suppliers
about prices, what fish are avail
able and what boats are at work.
The rest of his day involves pre
paring fish, helping customers
and managing employees.

“Administrative work does
take up more of my time than I
would like:’ Collins added, noting
that he recently received about
50 resumes within 24 hours of
posting two job openings.

NEWMAN’S FISH
COMPANY
Address: 1545 Willamette
St. and 485 Coburg Road,
Eugene
Employees: 36
Founded: 1890
Secret of success:
Attention to detail. “You
have to make sure that
you’re on top of your
financials daily”
Annual revenue:
Not disclosed

And time is one thing Collins
is keenly aware of when it comes
to running a business.

“A lot of people go into it
with the idea that they’re going
to start the next Starbucks or
they’re going to have the next
McDonald’s or whatever it is,” he
said. “But for 99 percent of the
small businesses out here, it’s
going to work every day, work
ing 10 or 12 hours a day and
keeping really close track of all
the aspects of the business:’

Those long hours have, how
ever, also given him some rare
gifts.

“What I’ve probably enjoyed
the most out of the business,”
Collins said, “is being able to
work with my kids — give
them a job, see them learn
how to work the responsibil
ities, employing some of their
friends. Just being able to have
them around and see them grow
up. I would have initially never
thought that that would bring
such satisfaction.”

Collins, who describes the
taste of fish the way others
describe wine, once decided to
count how many days in a row
he could eat salmon before he
tired of the challenge.

“I got up to about 40 or 50
days and said, ‘Oh, you know,
maybe I’ll try something differ
ent:” he laughed. “But I never
tired of eating the salmon!”

He approaches his career
with a somewhat similar atti
tude.

“You know, it would be a fun
goal to say you were in the same
job and did the same thing for
50 years of your life:’ Collins
said. “I think that would be an
accomplishment:’

32 years of supporting
LOCAL families

The Twin Rivers family is proud to have been a part of your small and

large projects the past 32 years. We have had the privilege of working

with some of the greatest local contractors and business owners, and we

thank them for their support. Recently, we have been fortunate to work

on the Sacred Heart Riverbend and The Ten Coburg projects; and furnish

the plumbing for the LEED-certified Kendall Toyota, Slocum Center for

Orthopedics, Crescent Village, and Hawes projects.

We realize that we are only as good as our employees, and we have

the best. Our staff and crew are an extension of our family and some of

them have never worked anywhere else. These employees are not only

professional but are talented craftsmen who are involved in the community

as parents, coaches, mentors and volunteer leaders through several

generations. They — like us — live here, pay taxes here, buy homes here,

shop here, eat at local restaurants and support the local non-profits. They

also support the U of 0 and can be seen at most Duck events. Right now,

we are struggling to keep them working and are in danger of losing them.

And you are, too.

Twin Rivers has been frustrated to see ten major certified-wage projects

the past six months be awarded — some by a very small margin — to

John Newman, who started Newman’s Fish Co. in the 1800s, is shown sellingfish from the back of a
horse-drawn wagon in downtown Eugene in 1910. Dwight Collins has owned the business since 1979.

plumbing contractors outside of Lane County. This is also happening to


