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Dave Graham
V16 boulderer, 5.15b route climber, 
former East Coast prodigy. FAs of 
~700 boulders V11 and up, including 
a dozen V15s. Age 39, lives in Spain, 
Switzerland, and Colorado.

W E WERE LUCKY ENOUGH to be in the right place at the right time at 
Rumney [New Hampshire, in the late 1990s when a young Graham, Joe 
Kinder, and Luke Parady freed many of the area’s 5.14s]. The old guard 

had just bolted a ton of really nice routes. As we climbed the existing routes, they 
told us to try the open projects. Rumney has a powerful, modern style; it gave me my 
rock-climbing base for life.

WHAT I’VE LEARNED FROM DEVELOPING BOULDERS is the timeless nature of 
climbing. It feels like a long time ago that I put up The Story of Two Worlds and From 

Dirt Grows the Flowers [both V15s in Switzerland], in 2004 
and 2005, and that a lot should have changed in 15 years. Off 
the Wagon Sit, Ephyra, Poison the Well—those are famous new 
V16s that were all projects of mine back then, too. And I never 
would have thought to grade them V16. I learned that our 
vision of what’s possible can be very advanced …. The concept 
of “futuristic” is malleable, and really belongs in the eye of 
the beholder.  

I’VE LOST SO MUCH ENERGY OVER someone downgrading 
my boulder because I knew it was personal. I would get so 
worked up. They’re trying to get me! I’d think. But in reality, 
it’s like, big deal: people try to get you sometimes. You 
can’t let yourself hurt your own feelings: you can do a lot of 
damage. My art is my art. And my perception of grades is my 
perception. Other people can have theirs, but I’m pretty sure 
mine makes some kind of sense. 

I TRIED LA RAMBLA [5.15a; SIURANA, SPAIN] back in the day. 
I belayed Chris Sharma when he sent it. I failed miserably.  
I felt like a disgraced samurai …. I created a lot of things in my 
head around that. Then I realized, What am I trying to prove? 
And to whom? Some 14-year-old kid will do it next week. Your 
motivation needs to be for you. 

[ON CLIMBING HIS SEVEN-YEAR PROJECT Hypnotized Minds 
(V16; Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado) in 2019] 
I had one chance a year to try it [because of limited time in 
Colorado and changing conditions], and it felt like surfing a 
really hard wave, because of the way it breaks. It felt so elusive: 
I swore I could do it if I had reasonable, functional conditions. 
I wanted to give up and say, Oh, I know I can do this thing. But I 
knew that inside I didn’t know if I actually could. 

[AFTER SENDING HIS FIRST 5.15b/9b—ALI HULK SIT 

EXTENSION, RODELLAR, SPAIN—LAST YEAR] Now I want 
to try 9b+ and 9c! … These days I say, ‘You don’t know until 
you go.’ After spending ten years working on my weaknesses, 
I’m rethinking what I can do. Maybe I can do better than I 
think. Your perspective of where you’re at is just that—a 
perspective.

A FEW YEARS AGO, my father asked, ‘How do you find the 
motivation and psych, after twenty years, to do the same thing 
every day?’

My answer was making music, The Island [a website and 
media company Graham founded], making films—things that 
aren’t climbing. Recently, I discovered crystal hunting. There’s 
an essential balance for the soul, for the spirit. To do one thing 
repeatedly a muerte will diminish your motivation. So strive 
for something [else] to put the same amount of energy into. 
That’s hard for a lot of people. My problem now is that I’m 
really passionate about crystals, and sometimes I just want to 
look for crystals instead of climb! … I like to participate in this 
moment on Earth with these things that Earth created. It’s 
the same as rock climbing, the same as music, but a different 
kind of eternal. 
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2 0   C LI M BI N G

D a v e G r a h a m
V1 6 b o ul d er er, 5.1 5 b r o ut e cli m b er, 
f or m er E ast C o ast pr o di g y. F As of 
~7 0 0 b o ul d ers V11 a n d u p, i n cl u di n g 
a d o z e n V 1 5s. A g e 3 9, li v es i n S p ai n, 
S wit z erl a n d, a n d C ol or a d o.

W E W E R E L U C K Y E N O U G H  t o b e i n t h e ri g ht pl a c e at t h e ri g ht ti m e at 

R u m n e y [ N e w H a m p s hi r e, i n t h e l at e 1 9 9 0 s w h e n a y o u n g Gr a h a m, J o e 

Ki n d er, a n d L u k e P a r a d y f r e e d m a n y of t h e a r e a’s 5.1 4 s]. T h e ol d g u a r d 

h a d j u st b olt e d a t o n of r e all y ni c e r o ut e s. A s w e cli m b e d t h e e xi sti n g r o ut e s, t h e y 

t ol d u s t o tr y t h e o p e n pr oj e ct s. R u m n e y h a s a p o w erf ul, m o d er n st yl e; it g a v e m e m y 

r o c k- cli m bi n g b a s e f or lif e.

W H A T I’ V E L E A R N E D F R O M D E V E L O PI N G B O U L D E R S  i s t h e ti m el e s s n at u r e of 

cli m bi n g. It f e el s li k e a l o n g ti m e a g o t h at I p ut u p T he St o r y of T w o W o rl ds  a n d  F r o m 

Di rt G r o ws t h e Fl o we rs  [ b ot h V1 5 s i n S wit z e rl a n d], i n 2 0 0 4 

a n d 2 0 0 5, a n d t h at a l ot s h o ul d h a v e c h a n g e d i n 1 5 y e a r s. Off 

t he W a g o n Sit, E p h y r a , P ois o n t he Well —t h o s e a r e f a m o u s n e w 

V1 6 s t h at w er e all pr oj e ct s of mi n e b a c k t h e n, t o o. A n d I n e v er 

w o ul d h a v e t h o u g ht t o g r a d e t h e m V1 6. I l e a r n e d t h at o u r 

vi si o n of w h at’s p o s si bl e c a n b e v er y a d v a n c e d  ….  T h e c o n c e pt 

of “f ut u ri sti c ” i s m all e a bl e, a n d r e all y b el o n g s i n t h e e y e of 

t h e b e h ol d er.  

I’ V E L O S T S O M U C H E N E R G Y O V E R s o m e o n e d o w n g r a di n g 

m y b o ul d e r b e c a u s e I k n e w it w a s p e r s o n al. I w o ul d g et s o 

w or k e d u p. T he y’ re t r yi n g t o get m e!  I’ d t hi n k. B ut i n r e alit y, 

it’ s li k e, bi g d e al: p e o pl e t r y t o g e t y o u s o m e ti m e s. Y o u 

c a n’t l et y o u r s elf h u rt y o u r o w n f e eli n g s: y o u c a n d o a l ot of 

d a m a g e. M y a rt i s m y a rt. A n d m y p er c e pti o n of g r a d e s i s m y 

p er c e pti o n. Ot h er p e o pl e c a n h a v e t h ei r s, b ut I’ m pr ett y s u r e 

mi n e m a k e s s o m e ki n d of s e n s e. 

I T RI E D L A R A M B L A [ 5. 1 5 a ; SI U R A N A, S P AI N ] b a c k i n t h e d a y. 

I b el a y e d C h ri s S h a r m a w h e n h e s e nt it. I f ail e d mi s e r a bl y.  

I f elt li k e a di s g r a c e d s a m u r ai  …. I cr e at e d a l ot of t hi n g s i n m y 

h e a d a r o u n d t h at. T h e n I r e ali z e d, W h at a m I t r yi n g t o p r o ve? 

A n d t o w h o m? S o m e 1 4- y e a r- ol d ki d will d o it n e xt w e e k. Y o u r 

m oti v ati o n n e e d s t o b e f or y o u. 

[ O N C LI M BI N G HI S S E V E N - Y E A R P R O J E C T  H y p n oti ze d Mi n ds  

( V1 6; R o c k y M o u nt ai n N ati o n al P a r k, C ol o r a d o) i n 2 01 9] 

I h a d o n e c h a n c e a y e a r t o t r y it [ b e c a u s e of li mit e d ti m e i n 

C ol or a d o a n d c h a n gi n g c o n diti o n s], a n d it f elt li k e s u rfi n g a 

r e all y h a r d w a v e, b e c a u s e of t h e w a y it br e a k s. It f elt s o el u si v e: 

I s w or e I c o ul d d o it if I h a d r e a s o n a bl e, f u n cti o n al c o n diti o n s. 

I w a nt e d t o gi v e u p a n d s a y, O h, I k n o w I c a n d o t his t hi n g . B ut I 

k n e w t h at i n si d e I di d n’t  k n o w if I a ct u all y c o ul d. 

[ A F T E R  S E N D I N G  H I S  F I R S T  5. 1 5 b / 9 b  — A L I  H U L K  S I T  

E X T E N SI O N , R O D E L L A R, S P AI N — L A S T Y E A R ] N o w I w a nt 

t o t r y 9 b + a n d 9 c!  …  T h e s e d a y s I s a y, ‘ Y o u d o n’t k n o w u ntil 

y o u g o.’ Aft er s p e n di n g t e n y e a r s w or ki n g o n m y w e a k n e s s e s, 

I’ m r et hi n ki n g w h at I c a n d o. M a y b e I c a n d o b ett e r t h a n I 

t hi n k. Y o u r p e r s p e c ti v e of w h e r e y o u’ r e at i s j u st t h at — a 

p er s p e cti v e.

A F E W Y E A R S A G O, m y f at h e r a s k e d, ‘ H o w d o y o u fi n d t h e 

m oti v ati o n a n d p s y c h, aft er t w e nt y y e a r s, t o d o t h e s a m e t hi n g 

e v er y d a y?’

M y a n s w er w a s m a ki n g m u si c, T h e I sl a n d [a w e b sit e a n d 

m e di a c o m p a n y Gr a h a m f o u n d e d], m a ki n g fil m s —t hi n g s t h at 

a r e n’t cli m bi n g. R e c e ntl y, I di s c o v er e d cr y st al h u nti n g. T h er e’s 

a n e s s e nti al b al a n c e f or t h e s o ul, f or t h e s pirit. T o d o o n e t hi n g 

r e p e at e dl y a m ue rte  will di mi ni s h y o u r m oti v ati o n. S o stri v e 

f or s o m et hi n g [ el s e] t o p ut t h e s a m e a m o u nt of e n er g y i nt o. 

T h at’s h a r d f or a l ot of p e o pl e. M y pr o bl e m n o w i s t h at I’ m 

r e all y p a s si o n at e a b o ut cr y st al s, a n d s o m eti m e s I j u st w a nt t o 

l o o k f or cr y st al s i n st e a d of cli m b!  … I li k e t o p a rti ci p at e i n t hi s 

m o m e nt o n E a rt h wit h t h e s e t hi n g s t h at E a rt h cr e at e d. It’s 

t h e s a m e a s r o c k cli m bi n g, t h e s a m e a s m u si c, b ut a di ff er e nt 

ki n d of et er n al. 
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