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FROM THE GROUND UP

by Chris Miller

The history of Spencer Butte Park in the south hills of 
Eugene, Ore., starts in the late 1930s, when the park was 

purchased from area landowners. Through the 1940s up to 
the 1970s, the park underwent many changes, including the 
addition of equestrian and hiking trails which run through 
mazes of poison oak and the occasional rattlesnake den. 

It’s not a place where you would find the ancient 
technique of dry-stone masonry — at least not until this 
year. 

In 2007, the Eugene Department of Parks and Open 
Space hired local stone mason Alan Ash to replace an aging 
wooden bridge that spans two creek beds on the Ridgeline 
Trail. This trail takes hikers and trail runners from a 
parking lot at the base of the Butte to picturesque vistas at 
the top. 

Ash brought with him 25 years of experience as a 
stone mason. He has worked on historical projects as well 
as new home construction, and he learned his craft in the 
hills of Virginia, as well as receiving a Level 1 Instructor 
certification from the Dry Stone Walling Association of 
Great Britain.

Ridgeline Trail Bridge, Eugene, Ore.
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Stone mason Alan Ash in front of the Eugene, Ore., Ridgeline Trail bridge he built using dry-stone masonry techniques

Location: Spencer Butte Park, Eugene, Ore.

Park Manager: Eugene, Ore., Department of 
Parks and Open Space

Completed: 2007

Mason: Alan Ash, Eugene, Ore. 
www.thestonemason.com
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“I was fortunate to meet Neil 
Rippingale and Nick Aitken, who are 
both Master Craftsmen in the Dry Stone 
Walling Association of Great Britain,” 
Ash says. “I had a workshop with them 
eight years ago.”

Construction for the project started 
at the end of December 2007, which Ash 
says lasted three months. To complete the 
bridge, Ash and his building partner had 
to move 65 tons of rock up the trail with 
a gas-powered, hydraulic wheelbarrow. 
They also had to improve the existing 
trail with another 40 tons of rock so they 
could reach the area where the bridge was 
to be built. 

Ash decided to build the bridge 
all with local rocks: Columbia River 
basalt and andecite. Ash got the basalt 
from a rock quarry near Coburg, Ore. 
and hunted down the andecite in the 
Columbia River Gorge. 

After moving the rocks near the 
bridge site, Ash had to dig out the existing 
rock down to the bedrock. At the bedrock 
level, Ash says the specifications for the 
bridge called for him to cut the bedrock 
back one inch for every foot the rock 
traveled down hill. 

Once this was completed, he set 
about laying the basalt for a 65-foot long 
by 5.5-foot wide bridge. The art of dry 
stone masonry is like being the world’s 
greatest Tetris player. You have to start 
with large stones and fit progressively 
smaller ones on top to form a tight fit 
that, if done right, is nearly impervious 
to water, earthquakes and darn near 
anything Mother Nature can throw at it. 

To ensure the bridge’s future in the 
park, Ash says for every foot of the bridge, 
he placed a 2.5-inch batter into the base 
of the bridge. He also used the crystalline 
structure of the rocks themselves to 
strengthen the span by placing the rocks 
lengthwise into the wall.

The Willamette Valley receives an 
average of 60 to 90 inches of rainfall 
every year. One of the most challenging 
and beautiful parts of Ash’s bridge is the 
two arches that allow the creeks fed by 
rain and snow to come down the steep 
slope above the bridge and spill out below 
without causing any damage. 

To build the arches, Ash says he 
formed wooden molds, then carefully 
placed andecite around the wood, packed 
smaller rocks on top and then removed 
the molds. Behind the arches, Ash built a 
custom pool for users of the park.

“I put in this larger pool for people 
with dogs that come up here to hike, so 
the animals would have a nice place to 
drink from,” he says. 

After all the rocks were put to bed, 
Ash topped his newly made bridge with 
gravel, part of the park department’s 
specifications to ensure runners and 
hikers keep their footing during the rainy 
season.

Ash’s bridge should last hundreds of 
years, in a stark contrast to the decade or 
so that wooden bridges typically last. 

“These structures are held together by 
gravity, friction and the skill of the person 
building them,” Ash says.  TM


