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Manager of Helix Water District set to retire 
Friedgen made $110 a week when he was hired 44 years ago  
David Harpster STAFF WRITER   
Published: December 29, 1998 
He started out in 1955 as a hydraulic engineer, making $110 a week in a crowded building where 
creature comforts were rare.  
Air conditioning meant opening a window. A nearby coffee shop substituted for the employees' lounge, 
where workers would duck in for a quick cup o' joe during breaks.  
Bob Friedgen fondly looks back at those early days, the beginning of what turned out to be a 44-year 
career with the Helix Water District.  
"It worked out marvelously," said Friedgen, who worked his way up the ranks to general manager, making 
$120,000 a year.  
Tomorrow, the 71-year-old will call it quits.  
"We're really going to miss him," said Lillian Childs, a member of the Helix board of directors, which 
declared tomorrow "Bob Friedgen Day."  
Employees will wear stickers commemorating the occasion, and teal- and cranberry-colored banners will 
hang from district headquarters in La Mesa.  
As he clears off his desk, Friedgen expresses mixed feelings about leaving the East County water 
agency, where he forged a reputation as a chief executive who stressed teamwork and consensus-
building.  
"I'm not counting the hours. It's the other way around," he said during a recent interview in his third-floor 
office.  
"I'm retiring because it's the time," he said. "I don't want to be carried out of here. I want to leave in good 
health."  
Born in Omaha to a railroad family, Friedgen had worked for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and 
Standard Oil before coming to Helix on Ground Hog Day in 1955.  
Back then, the agency was called the La Mesa, Lemon Grove, Spring Valley Irrigation District, and it 
served 66,000 people.  
Fittingly, the district office was on Spring Street, and Friedgen's boss had the last name of Watters.  
The fast-growing district was renamed the Helix Water District in 1973 as the area became more urban.  
Today, the 140-employee district has an annual budget of $39 million and 700 miles of pipe. It supplies 
water to nearly 250,000 people in La Mesa, El Cajon, Lemon Grove and Spring Valley.  
Friedgen participated in a long list of projects over the decades, including the 1962 construction of the 
Chet Harritt Dam to form Lake Jennings near Lakeside. Three years later, the R.M. Levy Water Treatment 
Plant was completed at the reservoir.  
The plant is now undergoing a $14 million expansion that will boost capacity to 106 million gallons a day 
from 67 million gallons daily.  
Meanwhile, a new operations center opened in El Cajon last year. And last January, the district moved its 
administration offices to a gleaming edifice once owned by the Southland Corp.  
"There really have been a lot of major accomplishments," said Childs, who came to the board one year 
before Friedgen was appointed general manager in 1980.  
Childs praised Friedgen for his collaborative approach to running the district.  
"He works as a team. He gets all his people involved," she said.  
Friedgen will be replaced by Don Kuhl, Helix's assistant general manager-treasurer and a 27-year district 
employee.  
Friedgen, the father of three grown children, doesn't intend to slow down. He plans to set up an office in 
his La Mesa home, and fly to Hawaii early next year "to unwind and get away."  



Friedgen said he will also devote more time to community service groups, including the La Mesa Kiwanis 
Club, and will continue his volunteer work at Chaparral High School.  
A bicycle trip across Europe may also be in the cards. He believes he's up to the task.  
"I run up and down three flights of stairs a dozen times a day," he said.  
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