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Fragile, crumbling and pinned 
to the side of a cliff face 
hundreds of feet above a 
gorge, the walkway known as 
El Camino del Rey is thought 
to be the most dangerous on 
Earth. Martyn Tolcher was 
terrified – but determined 
to walk it... 

BRYAN and Martyn Tolcher booked their tour through 
The Rock Climbing Company 
(www.rockclimbingcompany.co.uk) but there are 

other accredited climbing companies that operate in the 
El Chorro region and they are easy to find using the 
internet. Cost is by group rate and as a pair you can 

expect to pay in the region of 180 euros for a day on the 
Camino del Rey, including the loan of specialist climbing 
equipment. Bryan and Martyn insured themselves through 
extreme sports insurance specialists Snowcard. Other 
companies provide similar insurance but standard travel 
insurance will not cover you for this sort of trip. 

TRY IT YOURSELF... 

Life on the 

Bryan Tolcher with guide 
Silvia Fitzpatrick, one of 

the best female rock 
climbers in the business. 

Martyn Tolcher edges his 
way along the treacherous 

Camino del Rey. 
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ledgeledge

Easy does it: the 
walkway is in such bad 

repair every step is a 
leap of faith. 

Attached to the rock 
face like a rickety 

bookcase, the Death 
Walk is aptly named. 

Don’t look down... 
Bryan balances on a 
steel support in a 
section where the 
walkway has crumbled. 

M
OST people head to the south of Spain for 
sun, sand and sangria. But when my 
brother Bryan and I flew there this 
autumn it was not to lounge on the Costa 
del Sol but to walk what is reckoned by 
some to be the most dangerous man-made 

walkway on the planet. 
El Camino del Rey – literally translating as ‘the King’s 
path’ – is hidden away in the stunning limestone gorge 
of El Chorro, about 30 miles inland from Malaga. 
It is not just the fact that El Camino is pinned to the 
side of the cliff face, hundreds of feet above the base of 
the gorge, just one metre wide and with no handrails or 
safety features to speak of. It is also that this path was 
built more than 100 years ago, is in a terrible state of 
disrepair and at some points has disappeared completely. 
On first inspection you would think you would need to 
be mad or an ace mountain climber to venture there, but 
every year hundreds of intrepid ordinary people with 
minimal climbing skills manage to get onto it and 
walk it. 
Bryan and I were determined to be among them. 

My own fascination, perhaps even obsession, with 
El Camino began more than five years ago while 
on holiday in Malaga. 

My Rough Guide to Andalucia told me how the walkway 
was built between 1901 and 1905 for the workers at the 
nearby hydro-electric plant to transfer materials from 
one side of the gorge to the other. 
I learned how the path got its name in 1921 when the 
then King of Spain, Alfonso XIII, strode along it for the 
inauguration of the dam that lies upstream, and how 
the Frank Sinatra film Von Ryan’s Express was filmed in 
the railway tunnels that run through the gorge. 
The guide also explained why the walkway was closed 
off to the public in 2001 after a spate of deaths 
among tourists. 

Making it illegal to get onto El Camino didn’t 

simple climb 
up to the
actual
walkway. 
For me, 
the act of
stepping
onto the 

deter people from going there, and three years 
ago I went to check it out for myself while on 

a cycling trip. 
I found the area around El Chorro breathtakingly 
beautiful and will always remember the sense of 
excitement when I first set eyes on the concrete catwalk 
in 2007 from the other side of the river. 
My desire to tread it was matched only by my dread, 
and both were compounded in 2008 by the arrival on 
YouTube of an amazing video. 
Now with more than three million hits, this 
frightening film was shot on the most spectacular 
and hazardous section of the walkway by a 
seemingly fearless young man with the balance 
of a trapeze artist and nerves of steel. 
My brother and I were never going to repeat 
this individual’s almost insane feat but Bryan 
found a relatively safe way to traverse El 
Camino del Rey when he made contact with 
Silvia Fitzpatrick, who is regarded as one of 
the best female rock climbers in the business. 
Even in her emails, Silvia made the Camino seem ‘do-
able’ for a pair of 50-something brothers with a decent 
fitness base but little or no actual climbing experience. 

‘The Camino del Rey is 
fantastic, but I will try my best 
to avoid it being terrifying’ 

Rock climber Silvia Fitzpatrick 

‘The Camino del Rey is fantastic, but I will try my best 
to avoid it being terrifying,’ she told us, and that was all 
we needed to know to book her services. 

We based ourselves at a suitably perched B&B, the 
Casa Magel, set just underneath an imposing crag 
and with a wonderful panoramic view of the 

valley region below. The day of our walk was perfect – 
warm, sunny and almost windless – and after a hearty 
breakfast we drove down to our meeting point, where 
Silvia kitted us out with climbers’ harnesses, lanyards 
and safety helmets. 
I was incredibly nervous as we drove towards the start 
point for our adventure, which we were shocked to see 
was not a walk but a ‘via ferrata’ climb across steel foot-
and handholds pinned against a vertical section of 
cliff face. 
My heart was pounding as we set off just behind the 
mixed group ahead of us who had made it look so easy. 
Silvia went first, followed by Bryan, and I took up the 
rear. We were all roped together and our expert’s 
calming words and professional guidance eased us along 
that first challenging section, all the while making sure 
that we were clipped onto at least one of the metal 
handholds along the way. 
After the ‘via ferrata’ it was a pretty 

Camino del Rey was a triumph in itself. I had seen it 
from nearby, on YouTube and in numerous pictures, but 
to be there, actually on it, was something else. Oh, and 
the views all around us were stupendous and 
magnificent. Even better than I had imagined. 

The real moment of truth, however, was when we 
encountered our first ‘missing’ section of pathway. 
Again with Silvia’s guidance and encouragement, 

we took it one step at a time, edging across the steel 
beam ever so gingerly and trying not to focus too hard 
on the rocks and the waters of the Guadalhorce river 
some 500ft or 600ft below. 
We spent more than an hour on that first, infamous 
canyon, traversing the various pathless sections in a 
state of fear that put us well beyond our comfort zones, 
but never in a state of panic. The sheer scariness 
produced a huge rush of adrenalin and the feeling of 
euphoria that went with that fear was indescribably 
wonderful. 
Having negotiated the hairiest bits, we earned the 
congratulations of Silvia, a slight but sinewy strong 
woman who has spent all her life climbing. She got the 
bug as a little girl growing up in Patagonia, and we were 
duly flattered when she declared she had enough 
confidence in us to escort us along the second, less well-
known part of the Camino further up the gorge. 

Silvia uses the word ‘exposure’ all the time and 
although the drops on the second section are not so 
great (still a few hundred feet in places) there are 

safety wires only where the path has collapsed. The 
awareness of exposure here is extremely sobering, 
knowing that you are just a step away from death or 
horrendous injury, while the cracks and holes in the 
Camino serve only to enhance that sensation. 
Our tour ended with a walk across a 100-year-old 
concrete bridge (a final burst of exposure) and a two-
kilometre trek alongside the railway and through the 
tunnels back to the starting point. 
The sense of achievement was made palpable by the 
brilliant views from the other side of the crumbling, 
fragile, man-made structure that we had trodden a few 
hours earlier. 
The Camino is not for everyone. You need a very good 

head for heights, a decent sense of balance and, shall 
we say, a degree of surefootedness. 
Also, you need to know that it is not at all something 
you can go for unprepared – Maggie, the landlady at 
our B&B, told us two unguided walkers had fallen 
to their deaths from the Camino last year. 
For me, though, walking the Camino del Rey was 
the fulfilment of an ambition of five years’ 
standing and I can safely say that the day I 

finally did it was one of the best, most rewarding 
days of my life. 

Watch it on YouTube – go to 
www.Youtube.com/watch?v=ZmDhRvvs5Xw 

Martyn Tocher (left) and brother Bryan. 


