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P A R T  I

Flirting 
with Disaster

“Do you think he slipped?”

“No, on a climb the week before, 
Shawn said he did the same and 
ended up flipping down the slope, 

but he was OK then.”
—FRO M I N T E RV I EW W I T H CA RO L I N E MO O R E
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The Beginning

On Sunday evening, May 6, 2007, a man living in the mountains west of

Denver saw a short news story on television. The story prompted him to

turn on his computer and log on to the 14ers.com forum using the screen

name colopilot2002. He started a new thread titled, “Climber injured and

stranded on Humboldt Peak.” The body of his terse missive repeated:

Climber is stranded above 12k on Humboldt Peak…

Nineteen minutes later, a user with the screen name SDKeil posted a

second message to the thread:

Hmmmm I hope this isn’t what I think it is about. USAKeller
and TalusMonkey went to climb Humbolt [sic] this weekend…
neither are answering their cell phones. Let us all hope for
the best.

SDKeil was Shawn Keil, a 14ers.com forum member and friend of 

USAKeller, screen name for Caroline Moore, and TalusMonkey, the

moniker used by David Worthington. Shawn was aware of his friends’

plans to climb Humboldt that weekend. Not many people would choose

to climb 14,064-foot Humboldt Peak, located in remote south-central

Colorado, in early May. The weather would be unstable, changing from

sunny and windless to gray and overcast with blizzards in a matter of

hours. Deep snow remained from the long mountain winter and would

make the access road impassible by car. The waist-deep snow on the
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mountain would require any climbers attempting the peak to use skis or

snowshoes. These conditions rendered the climb more difficult than it

would be in summer, one short month away.

Shawn worried that the accident involved his friends. And he was right.

But what neither Shawn nor anyone else expected were the unprece-

dented events that would transpire over the next few days. The Internet

was about to lay bare to the world the real-time drama of a remote 14er

accident and rescue, eliciting a rollercoaster of emotions ranging from sad

empathy to maddening ignorance, from thrilling hope to heart-wrench-

ing letdown. It would reveal the difficulty of a remote mountain rescue

where rescuers were delayed and endangered by lack of training, resources,

and leadership, none of which had ever been witnessed in an unfiltered,

spontaneous manner before.

16 Colorado 14er Disasters

14ers text:Layout 1  4/1/09  11:48 AM  Page 16



Introducing TalusMonkey

The mountains now exist in cyberspace. There are numerous websites

centered on everything from news about specific mountains, such as Ever-

est, to the activity of climbing itself. These sites contain news, photos, trip

reports, maps, videos, and everything else that can be pushed through a

digital pipe. They often include an interactive forum, where registered

users, signing up under screen names that many times represent their alter

egos, can post their thoughts and ideas. In 2007, 14ers.com was the most

heavily trafficked website dedicated to Colorado 14ers.

David Worthington entered the 14ers.com environment an inexperi-

enced yet enthusiastic hiker, and in less than two years ascended to the po-

sition of guru. He was strong, motivated, and hell-bent on climbing the

14ers. He was an extrovert and was energized by the younger climbers he

met through the website, and mentored many of them.

David was a fanatic. He did not tend to moderate his climbing style

or his sense of humor. He climbed mountains nearly every weekend. He

pushed his fast, lightweight style to the limits, testing and trying new tech-

niques often. He named himself TalusMonkey to indicate his speedy deft-

ness on talus, the loose rocky slopes so common in the mountains.

He had no patience for non-committal wishy-washy partners who

planned trips and then bailed at the last minute. If you said you wanted

to go on a trip with him, you went “or else.” Anyone whom he felt was

frivolously canceling out on a trip would be verbally raked over the coals

for wasting his time. He was strong, focused, and motivated to climb moun-

tains, especially 14ers. The hundreds of postings he wrote on 14ers.com

played witness to his enthusiasm.
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At the age of thirty-nine, his personality overwhelmed and infatuated

many of his younger 14ers.com friends. He was seven to fifteen years older

than most of his partners. They looked up to him as an expert and a coach—

and an irreverent clown. He was an entertainer, whether you were a male

friend with whom he shared his most “inappropriate” raucous humor, or a

female friend whom he flirted with endlessly. He was someone you just

wanted to hang out with.

“I’d never met anyone like him,”

Dave Gaffield, his good fri end and

climbing partner, related to me. “He

was motivated and would not devi-

ate from his plans. His experience

spoke for itself; he’d climbed all the

14ers in less than one year. He was

astonishingly fast on a climb.”

Another partner, Scott Kelley, re-

membered meeting him for the first

time on a climbing trip to Culebra

Peak, which they had set up over a

14ers.com email exchange. “About

ten minutes into the drive of our first trip together he says something com-

pletely inappropriate,” Scott laughs. “He always had a thing for girls in high

heels. I knew then we were going to get along just fine. Then he told me

about all his climbing plans. He was old enough to be my father [Scott was

twenty-three] but people would think we were brothers when they saw us

together. Aside from climbing, he didn’t take life too seriously.”

He was famous for two attention-grabbing costumes. The “pimp” outfit

was a knee-length purple jacket and matching wide-brimmed hat, accented

with a hand-sized gold “$” pendant hanging around his neck. He turned

more than a few heads as he sauntered up 14er trails, and meticulously

posed for summit photos, taking as many as necessary to propagate his

carefully crafted image as an intense, fun, and sometimes shocking char-

acter to the world.

18 Colorado 14er Disasters

Self portrait of TalusMonkey on Mount El-
bert. (photo courtesy of Gary Rohr)
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The second costume was his “14er Jihad” t-shirt, flaunted during the peak

years of the Iraq war. “He wore it for shock value,” Dave said. It was 

intended to draw attention, but mostly it represented his fanatical drive to con-

quer the peaks. Local television news stations, broadcasting images of David in

the aftermath of his accident, airbrushed the writing out of the photos. They

thought the shock value of the word “jihad” would detract from David’s per-

sonality and predicament, when in fact it was a powerful part of him.

“He was always the gung-ho instigator of trips and had no patience

with people who would not commit to climbs. He would come down on

you with a fury if you canceled.” Dave added, “he was also extremely 

obsessed with ultra-lighting.” This is a style of travel focusing on carrying

as little weight as possible. It is achieved by selecting lightweight food and

equipment and only taking what is absolutely necessary. By shaving off

ounces, the practitioner also shaves off time and energy expended on a

climb. A few ounces may not gain much in energy expenditure, but if

every piece of equipment is scrutinized, pounds may be saved and that

does make a difference. Reinhold Messner, considered by many to be the

greatest Himalayan mountaineer ever, was an ultra-light practitioner.

Messner would go to the extreme of even cutting manufacturing labels

from his clothing to save weight.

But this style can be rather tricky when it comes to going with a lighter

version of gear or leaving it behind altogether. It should temper a hiker’s

decisions over the course of a climb. For example, when considering a

three-hour climb up Mount Sherman on a cloudless summer morning, a

hiker may reasonably leave behind his headlamp and choose a rain shell

instead of his heavier parka. But if the hiker is then tempted to continue

on a seven mile, 4,000 foot vertical gain high-altitude ridge traverse to

Horseshoe Mountain and back, the hiker should consider the possibilities

of becoming stuck out overnight in a rainstorm, a time where his parka

and headlamp would be critical.

David was experimenting with his ultra-lighting technique. He was

able to climb faster, but he also began displaying an unnervingly casual 

attitude toward the increased risks he was taking.

19Introducing TalusMonkey
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New Friends

Not long after USAKeller (Caroline Moore) joined the 14ers.com forum

in 2005, she noticed the postings of TalusMonkey and sought his advice.

“My dad wanted to climb Snowmass but dreaded the twenty-two-mile

hike from Snowmass creek,” Caroline recalled as to how she first met Talus-

Monkey. “David had posted a trip report on that climb. I sent him a mes-

sage asking about it. He said ‘let me know if you ever want to hike.’ There

was something that was very intriguing about him so I had to meet him.”

Soon they were hiking together. And predictably, David quickly 

became infatuated with Caroline, who was sixteen years younger. “He

would have said we were dating,” Caroline said, avoiding a direct answer

about their relationship. She was twenty-three and had just graduated from

the University of Colorado. She said, “I would say we were dating, too.

There was a big age difference so there were issues, but we were dating.”

Shawn Keil, who had been Caroline’s friend for many years, said,

“[David] had been chasing her for months and she did not reciprocate

until March. He wanted to spend the night with her on that 14er. He

loved her a lot more than she thought she loved him.”

On April 13, three weeks before David and Caroline’s climb of Hum-

boldt, ray06 started a new 14ers.com forum thread titled “3 mile high

club”:

I was wondering if anyone has (or will admit to) making love
at the top of one of these bad boys [14ers]. :P
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As the thread progressed, USAKeller, playing along with the bawdy

humor, proclaimed it was on her “top 3 list of things to do on a 14er”

and followed with:

I also really want to: 
1) Do a night ascent to watch the sunrise from a summit,*
and 
2) Camp overnight on a summit* 
*Both may not be as exciting as the subject of this thread
though! But, I think that combining all 3 into one trip would
be the ultimate experience!

TalusMonkey responded on April 17:

USAKeller! 
I’m looking forward to that overnight camp on the summit

of Humbolt [sic] next month that we’ve been planning all
spring ... We can watch the sunrise the next morning ... and
mark all three goals off of your list and mine ... ;) 

We’ll be in the 2.65 mi high club, or, as I like to say, the
“4,267 meter club!” 
Your Monkey

Flirting along in the public forum, USAKeller replied:

You would say something like that! Is that a pick-up line?
You’ve never told me your goals on 14ers! I’d bet you’d post-
hole* for that goal, wouldn’t you...?! 

What am I going to do with you boy?!

[* “Postholing” is what happens when a hiker walks through snow several feet deep,

punching through the layers to create deep “post holes.” It is highly energy-consuming

and an undesirable form of travel. Flotation in the form of snowshoes or skis is used

to mitigate this while traveling over snow.]

21New Friends
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