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La Mesa mayoral slugfest is rhetoric long, issue short  
CHET BARFIELD Staff Writer   
Published: October 14, 1994 
The mayoral grudge match is turning into the all-out slugfest many had predicted.  
Fred Nagel is seeking to become the first ousted mayor to win back his seat in La Mesa's history. Mayor 
Art Madrid, who narrowly beat Nagel in 1990, is casting his opponent as a sore loser who got what he 
deserved last time.  
All but overshadowed in the fray is Kevin Foley, a young newcomer running as an alternative. But it's the 
bitter rivalry between mayor and ex-mayor, former council colleagues, generating the sparks in what is 
shaping up as a race short on issues and long on finger-pointing.  
Unfortunately for Foley, 32, few voters seem undecided on who they want -- or don't want -- as mayor. 
Observers say most are strongly for or against Nagel or Madrid, based on perceptions about their 
performance in office.  
Essentially, the question is which La Mesa was better led -- that of the late '80s, or early '90s?  
Nagel, 59, was elected councilman in 1978 and was mayor from 1984 to 1990. Madrid, 60, was on the 
council since 1981 before edging out Nagel by less than 500 votes.  
"I don't think there's any doubt that they don't speak highly of each other," said Gordon Austin, longtime 
executive of the La Mesa Chamber of Commerce. "One of the difficulties with the race is in separating 
issues from personalities."  
Madrid has plenty of unflattering adjectives for Nagel.  
"He was confrontational; he was adversarial; he was a bully," says Madrid. "We offered the (1990) voters 
a significant difference in integrity, ethics, values and vision."  
Madrid said the two got along until Nagel moved up to mayor and "became enamored with the trappings 
of office."  
"It was a level of arrogance you could not believe," he said. "There was only one way of doing things, and 
that was his way."  
Nagel says it's Madrid who has the inflated ego.  
"I've never called him a disparaging name," he said. "I shake hands with him whenever I get a chance. I 
try to talk with him. Nothing seems to work."  
Nagel says he is running not as a vendetta but because he was urged to by constituents dissatisfied with 
Madrid.  
"This is not just for revenge, and it's not just because of sour grapes," he said. "There needs to be some 
change in direction in this city."  
Madrid contends La Mesa is in better shape now than under Nagel's "void of leadership."  
The rancor was evident this week in a tiff over campaign signs. Madrid left a message on Nagel's 
answering machine saying his staff had taken down some of Nagel's signs on a parcel Madrid considered 
his sole domain. Nagel distributed copies of the tape to the press, along with a news release announcing 
Madrid's admission of "illegally removing campaign signs."  
With crime as a topic in races at all levels, both candidates are trying to score on the issue -- Nagel by 
touting his endorsement by the La Mesa Police Officers Association, Madrid by taking credit for getting 
new officers, a community-policing program and volunteer senior patrols.  
"Everybody's trying to outdo the other as a crime fighter," said Austin of the chamber. "Realistically, other 
than hiring 105 more policemen, which the budget doesn't allow, nobody's going to be able to do much 
about that."  
Nagel believes complacence cost him the last election. This time he's outspending Madrid by a 2-1 
margin, $7,900 to $3,800 as of Sept. 30.  



Watching from the sideline is retired county Supervisor George Bailey of La Mesa. As a councilman and 
mayor from 1963 to 1984, Bailey served with Nagel and Madrid. He says he has been courted by both 
camps but is not taking sides.  
"I wish I could say that any of the candidates stood out above the others at the present time. I just can't as 
far as the mayor's job goes," he said. "They both are experienced, and they both are capable. It's going to 
be very interesting."  
Bailey said Nagel and Madrid have been "building that (animosity) up for years."  
"I think there's a lot of pride involved on both sides," he said. "It's good if it's not overdone. You can let it 
get in your way as far as working with the rest of the council.  
"This is what worries me right now," Bailey added. "There's been a lot of 4-1 votes regardless of which of 
those two were mayor. . . . To me, the art of good government has to be the art of compromise and 
negotiation."  
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