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The following excerpt is taken from Of Men and Mountains by William O. 
Douglas. 

 

THEME 

 In the essay, William Douglas talks about how he overcomes his fear of 
water with courage, hard work, determination, strong will power, 
perseverance and intense desire to learn swimming. The most important point 
of this chapter is ‘fear’ and its ‘victory’ over it. The writer’s experience further 
confirms the proverbial truth “Where there is a will, there is a way.” 

CHARACTER-SKETCH 

WILLIAM O. DOUGLAS 

He is the protagonist of the story who undergoes two misadventures in his life. 
First, on the beach in California with his father and the other, at the YMCA pool 
where a big bruiser boy threw him into the pool. But with the help of the 
instructor and his strong willpower, he was able to overcome his fear. 

A BULLY 

He was probably 18 years old and had thick hair on his chest. 

He was beautiful physical specimen with his hands and legs showing rippling 
muscles. He was the one who threw Douglas into the pool. 

THE INSTRUCTOR 

When Douglas failed to learn swimming on his own, he hired an instructor in 
the month of October. The instructor was the one who built a swimmer out of 
Douglas piece by piece. For three months he held him high on a rope attached 



to his belt. Douglas went back and forth across the pool. Panic seized the 
protagonist every time. The instructor taught Douglas to put his face under 
water and exhale and to raise his nose and inhale. Then Douglas had to kick 
with his legs for many weeks till these relaxed. After seven months the 
instructor was over with his work. 

 

Answer the following questions: 

Q1. How does Douglas make clear to the reader the sense of panic that 
gripped him as he almost drowned? Describe the details that have made the 
description vivid. 

Ans. William describes his experience where he had a close brush with death at 
the Y.M.C.A. Swimming pool. As it a first-person account, he has described it 
deeply. The emotional, mental and physical struggle and the paralyzing fear of 
drowning have been discussed in detail. 

William retained his intelligence and had a plan to come to the surface. He 
tried it but it did not work and after a few trials to save his life, death dawned 
upon him. All these 

details make the description vivid. 

 

Q2. “I had an aversion to the water when I was in it?” says Douglas. When did 
he start having this aversion and how? 

Ans. The aversion started when Douglas was three or four years old. His father 
had taken him to the beach in California. They were standing together in the 
surf. He had held his father tightly, even then the waves knocked him down 
and swept over him. He was buried in water. His breath was gone. He was 
frightened. There was terror in his heart about the overpowering force of the 
waves. 

 

Q3. Why does Douglas as an adult recount a childhood experience of terror 
and his conquering of it? What larger meaning does he draw from this 
experience? 

 



Ans.  William Douglas gives a detailed description of his childhood experience 
so that the reader gets familiar with the kind of fear that he had as a child. 

When he quotes Roosevelt “All we have to fear is fear itself”, he tries to draw a 
larger meaning from this experience. He wants to highlight the fact that life 
became meaningful and the desire to live grew intense once he had conquered 
his fear. 

 

Q4. Describe the efforts made by Douglas to overcome his fear of water. 

Ans: Douglas was in the tight grip of a fear of swimming in water bodies and 
finally decided to get rid of it. He hired an instructor who taught him swimming 
piece by piece and when he had learnt it all, he combined all the pieces 
together and made Douglas a swimmer. Still, he was not confident, and the 
terror would seize him time and again. Douglas wanted to get rid of all the 
fear, he wanted to conquer it. So, he went to various lakes, dived and swam 
across them. He reverted sarcastically to the tiny vestiges of fear that would 
grip him time and again until all of it vanished away. Douglas realized that fear 
was merely a crop of the mind and once he had conquered it, he felt released, 
free to walk arduous terrains, climb peaks and brush aside fear. Douglas had 
faced stark terror and then by conquering it his desire to live life grew 
intensely. 

 

Value Based Question: 

Question:  

Question : Desire, determination and diligence lead to success. Explain 
the value of these qualities in the light of Douglas’ experience in “Deep 
Water”.  
Answer: 
Determination and perseverance is a combination of attributes and 
abilities that drive people to set goals for themselves and then to take 
the initiative to achieve these goals. Douglas was able to overcome his 
fear of water by the values of positive attitude and courage. Initially he 
was afraid of water but his grit and determination made him get an 
instructor and overcome his fear. Determination today leads to our 
success tomorrow. It is that innate quality in our soul, which comes to 



surface when an incident irks it. It is a reflection of our values taught to 
us by society and circumstances and enables us to overcome all 
obstacles. 

There is always admiration for heroes like William Douglas who face 
challenges courageously and finally emerge successful. For years the 
fear of water haunted him. It deprived him of the joy of canoeing, 
swimming, fishing and boating. However, it was deliberate, planned and 
continuous efforts that enabled Douglas to get over his fear. He was 
absolutely determined to get rid of his fear and it was due to his 
perseverance and resoluteness that he emerged victorious. 

 

 

 


