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Introduction to Deep Water

"Deep Water" is a personal narrative by William O. Douglas, taken from his book Of Men
and Mountains. The story recounts Douglas's childhood experience of nearly drowning and
his subsequent struggle to overcome his fear of water. Born in 1898 in Maine, Minnesota,
Douglas was a prominent figure who served as a justice for thirty-six years and was an
advocate for individual rights. This extract highlights the theme of fear and the human
capacity to conquer it through determination and willpower.

Key Elements

Author Background: William O. Douglas, a respected justice and advocate for rights.
Theme: Fear as an obstacle and the power of overcoming it.
Title Significance: "Deep Water" symbolizes the fear of drowning and the challenge of
facing one's fears.

Textual Evidence

The author reflects on his childhood terror when a wave knocked him down at the beach
and his later efforts to learn swimming despite his fear.

Practice Set

Level 1 – Easy

Who is the author of "Deep Water"?
What is the main theme of the story?

Level 2 – Moderate



Explain why the title "Deep Water" is appropriate for this story.
Describe William Douglas's initial experience with water that caused his fear.

Level 3 – Challenging

Discuss how the author’s personal experience shapes the narrative and its message
about fear.

Answer Key

Author: William O. Douglas.
Main Theme: Fear and overcoming it through determination.
Title Significance: It highlights the central experience of fear related to water and
drowning.
Initial Experience: A wave knocked Douglas down at the beach, causing terror and
fear of water.
Personal Experience: The narrative is autobiographical, emphasizing the real struggle
with fear and the triumph over it.

Quick Reference

Author: William O. Douglas
Theme: Fear and courage
Setting: Beach, YMCA pool, lakes

Glossary

Advocate: A person who supports a cause.
Determination: Firmness of purpose.
Willpower: Control exerted to do something despite difficulties.

Summary of Deep Water



At about four years old, William Douglas was swept by a powerful wave at the beach,
which instilled a deep fear of water in him. Years later, at eleven, he decided to learn
swimming at a YMCA pool despite his fear. Using water wings, he practiced paddling but
was once thrown into the deep end by a young man, causing him to sink and nearly
drown. During this terrifying experience, Douglas lost consciousness but was rescued. The
trauma haunted him for years, affecting his ability to enjoy activities involving water.

Determined to overcome his fear, Douglas hired an instructor who gradually taught him
swimming skills over six months, including putting his face underwater and kicking.
Although he could swim the pool length, the fear lingered. Eventually, Douglas tested
himself by swimming across lakes, conquering his terror completely. This experience gave
him insight into life and death, leading him to appreciate life more deeply.

Key Elements

Events: Childhood accident, learning to swim, overcoming fear.
Character Development: From terror to triumph.
Theme: Courage, persistence, and self-conquest.

Textual Evidence

"He was terrified, but he could think of a plan to save himself... He was unconscious... He
had nearly died."

Practice Set

Level 1 – Easy

What caused Douglas's fear of water?
Where did Douglas learn to swim?



Level 2 – Moderate

Describe the role of the swimming instructor in Douglas's journey.
How did Douglas feel after his near-drowning experience?

Level 3 – Challenging

Analyze how Douglas’s experience with fear and swimming reflects broader life
lessons.

Answer Key

Cause of Fear: Being swept by a wave and nearly drowning as a child.
Swimming Location: YMCA pool.
Instructor's Role: Provided gradual training and support to overcome fear.
Post-Experience Feelings: Weakness, trembling, and recurring terror.
Life Lessons: Fear can be overcome with persistence; facing fears leads to growth.

Quick Reference

Near-drowning incident at age four
Learning swimming at YMCA pool
Gradual overcoming of fear

Glossary

Treacherous: Dangerous or hazardous.
Instructor: A person who teaches a skill.
Conquest: Overcoming a challenge.

Themes in Deep Water



The central theme of "Deep Water" is the power of fear and the human ability to overcome
it. Fear is portrayed as a paralyzing force that can hinder happiness and progress.
However, through persistent effort, hope, and determination, one can conquer fear. The
story also explores themes of courage, survival, and the appreciation of life after facing
death.

Key Elements

Fear: A natural but negative emotion that can be overcome.
Courage: The strength to face and conquer fear.
Persistence: Continuous effort despite difficulties.
Life and Death: Understanding mortality leads to a fuller appreciation of life.

Textual Evidence

Roosevelt’s quote, “All we have to fear is fear itself,” encapsulates the lesson that fear is the
greatest obstacle.

Practice Set

Level 1 – Easy

What is the main theme of "Deep Water"?

Level 2 – Moderate

How does the story illustrate the theme of courage?

Level 3 – Challenging



Discuss how the experience of fear and overcoming it in the story relates to real-life
challenges.

Answer Key

Main Theme: Fear and overcoming it.
Courage Illustration: Douglas’s determination to learn swimming despite his terror.
Real-life Relation: Fear is common but can be conquered through willpower and
persistence.

Quick Reference

Fear as an obstacle
Importance of courage and persistence
Life appreciation after facing death

Glossary

Obstacle: Something that blocks progress.
Optimism: Hopefulness and confidence about the future.
Persistence: Continued effort despite difficulties.

Literary Devices in Deep Water

William Douglas uses several literary devices to convey his experience and the story’s
themes effectively.

Key Elements

Imagery: Vivid descriptions of water, waves, and the sensation of sinking create a
strong mental picture.



Symbolism: Water symbolizes fear and the unknown.
First-person Narrative: Provides a personal and emotional connection to the
experience.
Metaphor: The struggle with water represents the struggle with fear.

Textual Evidence

"He felt as if he were floating in space" uses imagery and metaphor to describe the
peacefulness amid fear.

Practice Set

Level 1 – Easy

Identify one literary device used in the story.

Level 2 – Moderate

Explain how imagery is used to describe Douglas’s experience.

Level 3 – Challenging

Analyze the symbolism of water in the story.

Answer Key

Literary Device: Imagery, symbolism, metaphor.
Imagery Explanation: Descriptions of sinking and floating create vivid mental pictures.
Symbolism: Water represents fear and the challenge to be overcome.



Quick Reference

Imagery: Descriptive language
Symbolism: Water as fear
First-person narrative: Personal experience

Glossary

Imagery: Language that appeals to the senses.
Symbolism: Use of symbols to represent ideas.
Metaphor: A figure of speech comparing two unlike things.


