


Ashiatsu specialist Ruthie Hardee performs
Three-Way Scapula, a stroke designed to
loosen adhered scar tissue and broaden
subscapularis, supraspinatus and infraspinatus.

This shows lumbosacral myofascial release. The
therapist stabilizes sacrum, pushing caudad
while lead foot stays in the belly of erector spinae,
pushing cephalad for a good lumbar cross-stretch.

few years ago, Ruthie
Hardee, a Denver-based
massage therapist, decid-
ed to give her thumbs a
rest by putting her best
feet forward. Now, her
unique technique is
winning converts across
the country, and pleasing

clients who say they're

getting the best massages
of their lives, courtesy of therapists who
literally stand above the rest.

While it's not for everyone, Hardee's
Ashiatsu Oriental Bar Therapy® is
releasing massage therapists from the
burden of always using their hands and
wrists. Through a combination of
ancient foot pressure techniques, mod-
ern medical knowledge and a major
emphasis on safety, Hardee has added a
new element to the art of massage.
Some therapists have called her tech-
nique a form of “body surfing,” a plea-
surable experience for both client and
massage provider.

“You just see a total 180-degree
turnaround on people. They get off the
table and say, ‘T have no pain. It just
floors me,” says Amy Cummins, an
independent massage therapist in
Steamboat Springs, Colorado. “At the
same time, I'm not hurting myself, and
that’s really important to me.”

While Hardee’s approach is dis-
tinctly Western, its roots lie in her own
childhood and a visit to Thailand with
her father, a tropical medicine physi-
cian. “While in Bangkok, I had seen a
woman standing on a man holding
onto bamboo rods suspended from
the ceiling in a health club near the
lobby of our hotel,” Hardee recalls.
“At the age of 12, I didn’t even know
what a massage was, but I was imme-
diately fascinated.”

Later in her travels, Hardee saw a simi-
lar technique at work in the Philippines.
“In a public gathering place, there were
many padded cots and an assembly line of
small Asian women massaging as many as
five men at the same time. All would hold
onto a long, wooden bar spanning the
whole ceiling, sometimes engaged in very
loud conversation with each other as they
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pummeled and rocked through the men’s
clothing. It was an amazing sight to see.”
Years later, Hardee

started her’ own
career as a Imassage
therapist, and remem-
bered what she saw
thousands of miles

Hardee wanted to develop a system based more on
osteopathic and myofascial systems and less on energy.

away. She decided to
try using her feet to
massage her clients.

During her first years of practice,
Hardee took hundreds of hours in var-
ious massage methods, including struc-
tural integration and neuromuscular
techniques. She took shiatsu classes,
hoping to discover barefoot techniques
like the ones she had seen in motion in
Asia. However, the programs spent very
little time on foot compression, and
focused more on Traditional Chinese
Medicine (TCM).

Hardee wanted to develop a system
based more on osteopathic and myofas-
cial systems and less on energy, with an
emphasis on the posterior muscles of
the body. “Although T have the utmost
respect for those therapists who special-
ize in TCM, I never had the good for-
tune of having a client base that appre-
ciated somatic or energy work. I just
wanted someone to educate me on how
to use my feet, and give my aching
hands a break from years of doing deep
tissue work on tough, working-class
types who seem to all suffer from
chronic low-back pain.”

She also thought foot massage tech-
niques could be simpler and safer with
some modifications. “For me personal-
ly, I felt in my heart there was a more
effective way of doing ashiatsu rather
than holding onto a chair or a bamboeo
rod wedged into a corner and using a
floor mat as I was trained,” she says. “T
did not like having my client’s head
turned sideways. I would constantly
hyperextend my wrists when holding
the chair for balance, and I felt that the
client needed more absorption from
the ashiatsu than a padded floor mat.”

She could not find one approved
continuing education course in
North America that taught ashiatsu
~ (ashi means foot, and atsu means

HOW ASHIATSU ORIENTAL BAR THERAPY WORKS

Using the different strokes with the
pressure of the feet on strategic
points along the spine, therapists
create a push-pull-pumping effect on
the soft fissue that surrounds the inter-
vertebral disc space.

Mobilization above and below the
joints naturally takes place due to the
deep compression to surrounding
muscle, which also allows the nucleus
pulposus (the gel that gives discs their
support) a chance to return to its
proper place. Symptoms and pain

can diminish in as little as fwo sessions.
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