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What is the Camino de Santiago? 
An ancient pilgrimage route, extending 500 miles, from St. Jean Pierre in France to Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain. In July and August -peak months when people are on vacation-at least ten thousand people per month complete this hike. In other months the numbers are lower. 
Who goes on the Camino? 
Lots of interesting folks! On my recent 200-mile Camino hike I met people from 19 different countries, and an interesting cross-section of humanity. Although some are devout church-goers who are on a true pilgrimage, most are non-religious tourists who enjoy the physical challenge and are perhaps interested in some kind of spiritual growth.. Half of all hikers are between 30 and 60 years old. Many people bike the Camino instead, and supposedly it can be done on horseback as well. It can be done very cheaply-$15.00 per day for a hostal, and $15.00 a day for food, airfare is the biggest expense. 
 
During the 16 days of hiking, I met schoolteachers and other professionals on vacation, retired folks, children from age 8 and up hiking with their parents, high school and college students, hippies, priests from different Catholic orders hiking in full-length monk habits, a number of elderly people who had walked all the way from Holland or France. One Korean man was walking the full 500-mile hike barefoot for a 3rd time, to emulate Jesus barefoot walking. (This man allowed me to examine his feet, and I found that although his soles were tough as shoe leather, otherwise his feet seemed remarkably trouble-free: supple, with no cuts or large scars anywhere and with leg and foot bones in excellent alignment. When he returns home after these hikes he simply puts on his regular athletic shoes and goes back to work as a veterinarian) One blind man from Croatia was hiking with the assistance of four friends, keeping a hand on someone’s shoulder at all times. I also met a few European hikers who were walking all the way back to their homes in France, Holland or other nearby countries. There are even a few homeless people living on the Camino most of the time and begging or selling items by donation to support themselves. (I personally am not religious, but am fascinated by the language, history and culture of Spain)
 
Most travelers leave early in the day, so they can arrive at their destination before it gets too hot, even leaving before sun-up in many cases. They hike an average of 10-15 miles a day, in varied terrain: some parts of the trail are steep and mountainous, while others are flat. Often hikers are walking on some paved roads as well as on rocky paths which go up and down although nothing like the elevation changes of hiking in our own Cascade Mountains.
 
Camino hiking creates a need for bodywork!
Every day that I was hiking, I observed many people with muscle cramps, muscle soreness, twisted knees, neck and shoulder tension from carrying packs, knee strains from going downhill, shin splints, ankle sprains, etcetera. You should see these athletic, fit people practically staggering when they get off their bikes or down off the mountain, their bodies hurt so much! On one steep downhill which lasted for miles, I saw a few people actually having to walk downhill backwards, because their knees hurt so much going forwards. For most hikers or bikers, their distress appears to be a combination of being poorly conditioned for so much exercise, and carrying a pack which is heavier than the recommended 10% of body weight. John Bierley, author of A Pilgrims Guide to the Camino de Santiago, states that only one out of ten pilgrims conditions their bodies before setting out, and many have to end their Camino hikes prematurely for that reason. (Conditioning can take the form of walking around town with a heavy pack, walking on a treadmill with a heavy pack, working out in a weight room, or wearing a weighted vest to accustom oneself to the weight of a pack) Poorly fitting shoes are another factor, and in addition shoes must be well-broken in before beginning the walk. Blisters are a common cause of pain and while they are healing, many people may walk in all kinds of strange ways which can aggravate any pre-existing issues like poorly healed injuries or structural problem.

Many people appear to do OK the few days or so, but then by the second week, unless they are taking extra-good care of their bodies, and dont have any particular problems, their bodies can become terribly sore. One of the gals I hiked with had to get a knee brace after a long downhill hike, and the pharmacists in the town that the Camino passes through, told us she sells a great many knee and ankle braces. (The astute massage therapist uses self-massage and active-isolated stretching to avoid injury- and surely has gotten conditioned before starting the Camino! After walking, I also recommend a handy small device called YogaToes which can be slipped on while resting, which stretches the tissue between the toes and opens up the front of the foot.) Hydrotherapy can be a help too-in the town of Molinaseca, I had a crew of footsore hikers wading in the cold waters of the local river, and this helped them a lot. One hostal in Astorga offered a cold footbath to hikers, which was essentially a tiled trench with chairs placed in it. 3 wall spouts continually circulated cold water through the trench, and after a few minutes it was amazing how much less tired the feet felt, since cold water stimulates local bloodflow.

I also gave at least one emergency massage every day, incorporating a lot of active-isolated stretching, which worked very well, even considering we might be using a slab of stone or a part of an old horse-drawn cart for a massage table. (I always carry a small heavy-duty plastic sheet just in case I need to work with someone on the ground, or to lay on the ground so I can stretch). I worked with a woman with a severe muscle contraction headache, a hiker with a cramp in her foot so severe she literally could not go on, a hiker with a very painful hip spasm, another with a torn quadriceps after a very steep walk downhill, another with shin splints, and still another with a back spasm so severe she could not get out of bed, which had occurred after a 20 mile hike. Questioning of most of these folks revealed a pre-existing problem, such as a poorly healed ankle sprain or a previous fracture of feet or leg bones .. In the case of the woman with the back spasm, she explained that she was born with one of her hips dislocated and her psoas on the same side had been super-tight all of her life. 2 people who spoke no English-so I was never able to figure out who told them to come looking for me-came to my hostel one night, both desperately sore. Massage strokes, as always, helped to reduce muscle soreness and fatigue and release tightness. The active-isolated stretching also allowed me to not only help the person reduce their chronic tightness, it also helped demonstrate to them that their poor tight muscles were trying to work for them, but this chronic tightness was making everything related to motion just that much harder... (I did not charge hikers for these spontaneous sessions.)  

With the high volume of people with musculoskeletal pain, astute therapists have jumped in to promote bodywork. There are tons of ads promoting massage, osteopathic and physiotherapy treatments for pilgrims-ads are placed on trees that are on the trail, on sandwich boards just off the trail, and on buildings the trail passes by, and there are always piles of massage brochures and business cards at all hostels, claiming massage will relax and quickly relieve muscle and joint pain, tendinitis, joint sprains, cramps and other problems, as well as reduce fatigue and provide energy. Some hostals have foot massage machines, offering 3 minutes of vibration to the feet for $2.50 worth of coins. (I consider this a complete waste of money.) One large hostal had 2 therapists offering massage in the kitchen/dining area, using the dining tables covered with massage sheets. The therapists were very busy! 

Types of bodywork on offer include chiromassage, osteopathic treatments, Swedish massage, cranial massage, lymphatic drainage, sports massage, reflexology,and for the adventurous who have finally arrived in Sanitago de Compostela, a special garra rufa fish massage.( Unfortunately, I did not anywhere see advertisements for active-isolated stretching, or for teaching hikers and bikers preventative methods such as AIS) Like innovative -or wacky, take your pick- therapists all over the world, creative new approaches to bodywork appear all the time. Offered in Santiago de Compostela, the brave client sits in a chair and puts both feet in a small aquarium, where small fish nibble at the feet. (www.aquafish-santiago.es). At Aquafish, you can have this massage with or without a regular foot massage.or pedicure. This might rival the gorilla massage I received in Jakarta, but would probably even more of a waste of money if I had pain! 

Prices vary from place to place, perhaps depending upon location-sessions in Santiago de Compostela appear higher than in less settled areas. 
 
Some interesting sites:
1. www.masajescaminodesantiago.com-pilgrims and tourist aid in Leon-
2. www.fisiopostural.com 
3. http://www.mariaduran.net/
4. http://masajes-spiral.es/ The only advertisement I saw for room service, where the therapist, Alejandro Lodeiro, would come to your hostal, hotel,
bed and breakfast, or other location.
5. www.fisiospateiro.com, offers both physical therapy and massage, including a 25 minute sports massage (of the back only) session for $26.00 US, and a one hour sports massage session for 
$45.00 US 
6. www.espagat.com, offers a full spa menu, including full-body treatments for about $80 dollars US.
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