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1 Introduction and Background
Deep Water is an autobiographical excerpt from Justice William O. Douglas’s book
Of Men and Mountains (1950). In this short, intensely personal piece, Douglas de-
scribes a near-drowning incident from his boyhood at the Y.M.C.A. pool in Yakima,
Washington, the long-lasting phobia of water that followed him into adulthood,
and the patient, step-by-step training under a swimming instructor throughwhich
he finally defeated that fear. The essay is not really about swimming. It is about
how the mind, once gripped by terror, refuses to release the body, and about how
reason and discipline can prise that grip loose. For Class 12 students, this chapter
is one of the most consistently scored on the CBSE Flamingo paper because ev-
ery part of it, the misadventure, the years of haunting fear, and the final triumph,
maps cleanly to the kinds of comprehension and value-based questions the board
sets.

https://collegedunia.com/articles/e-1731-ncert-solutions-class-12-english-core-chapter-3-deep-water?utm_source=ncert&utm_medium=cross-link&utm_campaign=ncert-2026-27
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1.1 About the Author

William Orville Douglas (1898 – 1980) is one of the most decorated figures in 20th-
century American public life. He was born in Maine, Minnesota, took a Bachelor’s
degree in English and Economics, taught school for two years in Yakima, and then
moved to Yale to read law. At Yale he met Franklin D. Roosevelt, who later, as
President, appointed him to the United States Supreme Court in 1939. Douglas
served on the Court for 36 years and 7 months, which remains the longest tenure
of any Justice in American history. Hewas known throughout that career as a fierce
defender of individual rights, civil liberties and the natural environment. Beyond
the law, he was a passionate hiker, mountaineer and outdoorsman, and many of
his books, including Of Men and Mountains, draw their material from his treks in
the Pacific Northwest.

Why this matters for the essay

A judge who shaped American constitutional law also confessed, in print, to
being unable to step into a lake for years because of a childhood scare. The
contrast between his public stature and the private fear is exactly what gives
the essay its emotional weight. Douglas is not writing about a child’s mistake;
he is writing about something that very nearly stopped a Supreme Court Jus-
tice from going fishing.

1.2 The Source Text: Of Men and Mountains

The chapter you read in Flamingo is an extract, not a stand-alone essay. The full
book, Of Men and Mountains, is a collection of reflective sketches about the Cas-
cade Range in Washington State, the rivers and lakes Douglas grew up near, and
the lessons in courage, humility and self-reliance that the wilderness taught him.
Douglas opens the book with a chapter titled ”Deep Water” so that the reader
understands, before anything else, why a man who spent so much of his life on
mountains and rivers needed to first conquer something as ordinary as a swim-
ming pool. The excerpt reproduced in the NCERT textbook covers the entire arc,
the misadventure, the years of avoidance, the instructor’s training, and the test at
Lake Wentworth and Warm Lake, in a single tight narrative.

1.3 Genre and Form

Knowing the formof a text helps you answer ”Thinking about language” questions.
Deep Water sits at the meeting point of three forms:

• Autobiography. The narrator is the author. Every ”I” is a real person, every
place name is real, and every emotion is recalled rather than invented.

• Personal essay. Douglas is not just telling a story; he is reflecting on it. The
closing paragraphs explicitly draw a moral, that fear of death is worse than
death itself, which turns the narrative into an argument.

• Confessional prose. The piece works because Douglas is unflinching about
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how weak, panicked and paralysed he was. A less honest writer would have
polished the embarrassment out. He keeps it in, and that honesty is what lets
the reader trust him.

Exam pointer

If the question asks about ”narrative style” or ”point of view”, the answer
always involves three words: first-person, retrospective, reflective. The
adult Douglas is looking back at the ten-year-old Douglas, which is why we
get both the raw panic and the calm analysis on the same page.

1.4 A Map of the Narrative

Before we dive into the plot, it helps to see the whole arc at a glance. The essay
moves through five clean stages, separated by years of real time.

Age 3–4
California beach

Age 10 –11
Y.M.C.A. pool

The big boy
misadventure

Years of
haunting fear

Instructor
October –April

Warm Lake
conquest

seed of fear decides to learn nearly drowns avoids all water piece by piece free at last

Read the timeline left to right. Notice that the misadventure (stage 3) occupies one
afternoon, but the haunting fear (stage 4) lasts for the better part of two decades, and
the cure (stage 5) takes six months of daily practice. The proportions matter when you
answer ”How long did Douglas suffer?”.

1.5 Title: Why ”Deep Water”?

The title works on two levels at once, and a ”Thinking about language” question
will often ask you to unpack both.

• Literal. The deep end of the Y.M.C.A. pool was nine feet, and the open water
of Lake Wentworth was, in Douglas’s own words, ”bottomless”. These are the
physical settings of the misadventure and the test.

• Figurative. ”Deep water” is also an English idiom meaning serious trouble or
a situation beyond one’s control. Douglas was emotionally in deep water for
years after the pool incident, even on dry land.

Key takeaway

A good title in literary non-fiction usually has a surfacemeaning and a hidden
one. Deep Water stands for the pool, the lake, and the inner state of fear all
at once.
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2 Plot Summary, Stage by Stage
This section walks through the narrative in the same order the author tells it, with
enough detail that you can answer any ”What happened?” or ”How did it hap-
pen?” question without re-reading the original. Each subsection corresponds to
one stage of the five-part timeline above and ends with a one-line takeaway you
can put in a short-answer.

2.1 Stage 1: The Seed at the California Beach

The fear of water did not begin at the Y.M.C.A. pool. It began years earlier when
Douglas, aged three or four, was taken by his father to a beach in California. Father
and son stood together in the surf. A wave knocked the small boy down and rolled
over him. He was buried in water, his breath was gone, and although the father
laughed and treated the moment as ordinary horseplay, the child experienced
what he later calls ”terror in my heart at the overpowering force of the waves”.
This memory was buried but not erased. When the older Douglas later stepped
into the pool, it ”revived unpleasant memories and stirred childish fears”.

Key Quotation
”Father laughed, but there was terror in my heart at the overpowering force of the
waves.”
The line is doing a lot of work. It contrasts the adult’s casual response with
the child’s private dread, and it plants the idea that fear can sit unnoticed
inside a person for years.

One-line takeaway: Douglas’s hydrophobia was not caused by the big-boy attack
alone; the seed was planted at the California beach, and the Y.M.C.A. only watered
it.

2.2 Stage 2: The Decision to Learn at the Y.M.C.A.

When Douglas was ten or eleven, he decided to learn to swim. He chose the
Y.M.C.A. pool in Yakima because his mother had filled his head with grim warn-
ings about the Yakima River, where drownings were a regular occurrence. The
pool, by contrast, was treated as the safe option: it was two or three feet deep
at the shallow end, nine feet at the other, with a gradual slope. Douglas bought
a pair of water wings, got over his embarrassment about his thin legs, and went
in. He paddled with the wings, watched the other boys, and copied them, ”try-
ing to learn by aping them”. After two or three sessions he was beginning to feel
comfortable. It was at that moment that the misadventure happened.

Common short-answer

If a question asks why he chose the Y.M.C.A. pool over the river, the two-part
answer is: (a) the mother forbade the river because it was treacherous, and
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(b) the pool’s gradual slope made it look safe to a beginner.

One-line takeaway: He was a cautious child learning carefully, not a careless boy
taking risks. The misadventure was therefore not his fault.

2.3 Stage 3: The Misadventure

Douglas went to the pool on a day when no other swimmers had yet arrived. The
water was still, the tiles were clean, and he sat at the edge waiting for company.
Then a ”big bruiser of a boy”, about eighteen years old, walked in. He had thick
chest hair and ripplingmuscles; the contrastwith the skinny ten-year-old could not
have been sharper. The big boy yelled, ”Hi, Skinny! How’d you like to be ducked?”,
picked the smaller boy up and tossed him into the deep end. Douglas landed
sitting down, swallowed water and sank to the bottom.
The next part of the narrative is themost famous in the chapter. Douglas describes
three separate descents to the bottom of the pool, each followed by a weaker
attempt to ”spring like a cork” to the surface. On the first descent his lungs were
”ready to burst” but hemanaged a planned jump and got his eyes and nose above
the water, not his mouth. On the second descent his legs hung like dead weights
and a ”great force” pulled him under. On the third descent he stopped struggling.
A blackness swept over his brain, the panic fell silent, and he felt himself being
carried gently as if by his mother’s arms. ”I crossed to oblivion,” he writes, ”and
the curtain of life fell.” He was pulled out by other swimmers and the chap who
had thrown him in said, embarrassingly, ”But I was only fooling.”

Common misreading

Many students write that Douglas ”drowned” in the pool. He did not. He
nearly drowned. He lost consciousness, was rescued, and woke up vomiting
beside the pool. The misadventure is a near-death experience, not a death.
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The Three Descents at a Glance

surface

9 ft

Descent 1

”Plan: jump
& paddle”

Descent 2

”Legs froze
pure terror”

Descent 3

”All effort
ceased”

After the third descent, blackness and rescue.

One-line takeaway: The misadventure is presented as a structured, three-stage
descent, not a single chaotic blur. That structure is what makes the description so
vivid for the reader.

2.4 Stage 4: Years of Haunting Fear

When Douglas walked home several hours later, he was ”weak and trembling”. He
shook, cried, and could not eat that night. For days he was wobbly in the knees
and sick to his stomach at the slightest exertion. The deeper damage, though, was
psychological. He never went back to the Y.M.C.A. pool. Whenever, in later years,
he tried to enjoy water, wading the Tieton or Bumping River, bathing inWarm Lake
of the Goat Rocks, canoeing on Maine lakes for landlocked salmon, bass-fishing
in New Hampshire, trout-fishing on the Deschutes and the Metolius, fishing for
salmon on the Columbia, the same icy paralysis returned. His legs would freeze,
”icy horror would grab my heart”, and the joy of the sport would drain out of the
day.

Psychology in plain language

Modern psychologists would call what Douglas describes a specific phobia
with vivid intrusive memory: a single traumatic event creates a conditioned
fear response that activates in any situation resembling the original. The
body acts as if the danger is still present, even when reason knows it is not.
Therapists today often treat such phobias with graded exposure, which is,
broadly, the very method Douglas’s instructor will use.
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The Fear Cycle Douglas Was Trapped In

For nearly two decades Douglas was caught in a self-reinforcing loop. Each new
attempt at water revived the memory, the memory triggered the panic, the panic
froze the body, and the frozen body confirmed to the mind that water was indeed
dangerous. The cycle could only be broken from outside.

Step into any water

Memory of pool returns

Panic floods the mindLegs and arms freeze

Avoid water for years

Self-reinforcing
fear loop

One-line takeaway: The fear did not just survive the original misadventure; it
spread, attaching itself to every kind of water he later encountered.

Common misreading

The fear is not purely physical. Many students write that ”Douglas’s body
could not swim”, but his body was perfectly capable; it was the mind that
froze the body. The chapter’s whole psychological argument depends on this
distinction. Treat the phobia as a learned response, not a muscular defect.

2.5 Stage 5: The Instructor and the Six-Month Rebuild

One October, Douglas decided he had had enough and engaged a professional
swimming instructor. He committed to onehour a day, five days aweek, for several
months. The instructor used a clever low-tech rig to keep his student safe and to
let his student feel safe: a belt around the waist, a rope attached to the belt, the
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rope running through a pulley on an overhead cable, with the instructor holding
the other end. With this arrangement Douglas could be lowered into and lifted
out of the water on demand, and he could practise without ever genuinely losing
control. The instructor worked in small steps:

1. Back and forth across the pool, hour after hour, until the tension began to slack
(three months).

2. Face under water, exhale; raise the nose, inhale; repeated hundreds of times
to detach panic from submersion.

3. Holding the side of the pool, kicking with the legs, for weeks, until the legs
were no longer rigid.

4. Combining each piece into a full crawl stroke.

By April the instructor declared him finished, asked him to dive and swim the
length of the pool in crawl, and Douglas did it.

The Four-Step Build-a-Swimmer Pipeline

Step 1
Rope & pulley
crossings

Step 2
Breath: exhale
under, inhale up

Step 3
Leg-kick at
side of pool

Step 4
Combine into
full crawl

April:
“Now you
can swim.”

≈ 3 months hundreds of reps many weeks assemble final test

Key Quotation
”Thus, piece by piece, he built a swimmer. And when he had perfected each piece,
he put them together into an integrated whole.”
This single sentence is the structural argument of the essay: a complex fear
is dismantled by isolating its parts and rehearsing each in safety before re-
assembling them.

One-line takeaway: The cure was technical and slow, not motivational or dra-
matic. Patience and method, not bravery alone, beat the phobia.

2.6 Stage 6: The Self-Tests at LakeWentworth andWarm Lake

The instructor’s certificatewas not enough for Douglas. He still wonderedwhether
the terror would return when he was alone, away from the safety belt. So he set
his own three tests, in increasing difficulty:

• Pool, alone. He swam lengths up and down by himself; ”tiny vestiges” of terror
appeared, and he answered them aloud: ”Trying to scare me, eh? Well, here’s
to you! Look!”

• Lake Wentworth, New Hampshire. He dived off a dock at Triggs Island and
swam twomiles across to Stamp Act Island in four different strokes. The terror
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returned only once, when he looked down and saw ”nothing but bottomless
water”. He laughed at it and swam on.

• Warm Lake, Cascades. After climbing up the Tieton to Conrad Meadows and
onward to Meade Glacier, he camped beside Warm Lake, stripped, dived in,
and swam to the other shore and back. Gilbert Peak echoed his shout of joy. ”I
had conquered my fear of water.”

Memory aid: P – L –W

Three self-tests, three locations, in the order Pool, Lake (Wentworth), Warm
Lake. The difficulty rises (size, depth, isolation) at each step, which is the
classic shape of graded exposure.

One-line takeaway: Douglas does not trust his cure until he has tested it against
bigger and lonelier water than the pool. The conquest is complete only afterWarm
Lake.

Common misreading

A common student error is to write that ”the instructor cured Douglas of his
fear”. The instructor builds the swimming skill; Douglas himself confirms the
cure by walking, alone, into deeper and deeper water and refusing to back
out. Credit for the conquest belongs to both, and an answer that names only
one will lose marks.

3 Character Sketches
There are only three characters in Deep Water, but each one plays a clear role.
CBSE long-answer questions often ask for a sketch of Douglas or of the instructor;
the big-boy and the mother are usually limited to a one-line mention. This section
gives you the material for either kind of answer.

How the Four Figures Relate

Before the individual sketches, see how the four people in the essay stand around
Douglas. Two push him into fear, two pull him out.
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Douglas
(narrator)

Big boy
at the pool

California
surf wave

Swimming
instructor

Mother
(memory of)

triggers trauma

plants seed

builds skill

protective image

3.1 William O. Douglas (the Narrator)

Douglas is the protagonist, the narrator and, decades later, the analyst of his own
younger self. The chapter shows him in four registers at once:

• As a child he is cautious and self-aware. He is shy enough to be embarrassed
by his thin legs, careful enough to choose the safer pool over the river, and pa-
tient enough to learn by watching other boys. None of this fits the lazy stereo-
type of a ”scared kid”.

• As a victim of trauma, he is honest about his weakness. He admits to crying
in bed, to losing appetite, to legs freezing on the Tieton years later. He does
not romanticise the fear.

• As a determined adult, he refuses to accept the handicap. The decision in
October to hire an instructor and to practise an hour a day, five days a week,
for months on end, is what every CBSE answer about his ”perseverance” rests
on.

• As a reflective writer, he steps outside the experience to draw a general
moral, that ”the fear of death” is worse than death itself, and that the will to
live grows from having looked terror in the eye.

Character thesis sentence

Douglas is the boy who almost drowned, the adult who refused to stay
drowned, and the writer who turned the whole experience into a parable
about courage.

3.2 The Swimming Instructor

The instructor is unnamed, which is deliberate. He is less a person than amethod.
We learn about him almost entirely through what he does, not who he is. Even so,
the essay paints him with admiration:
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• Patient. Three months pass before the tension in Douglas’s body begins to
ease. The instructor does not push.

• Systematic. He breaks swimming into four isolated skills (crossings on the
rope, breath control, leg-kick, the crawl), and only combines them once each is
solid.

• Safety-conscious. The belt-rope-pulley rig is his invention for protecting a
phobic learner from another near-drowning.

• Confident in his pupil. When he says, in April, ”Now you can swim. Dive off
and swim the length of the pool, crawl stroke”, he treats Douglas as capable,
not as a perpetual patient.

Long-answer hint

If asked ”How did the instructor build a swimmer?”, structure your answer
around the four steps in order, then add one closing sentence on his patience
and trust. Five sentences make a complete six-mark answer.

3.3 The Big Bruiser of a Boy

The eighteen-year-old who throws Douglas into the deep end is the only fully neg-
ative figure in the essay. Douglas gives him no name, only a body, ”thick hair
on his chest”, ”legs and arms that showed rippling muscles”, ”a beautiful physical
specimen”. The contrast with the skinny ten-year-old is the point. Physical power
without empathy is dangerous, and the boy’s later excuse, ”But I was only fooling”,
is presented as inadequate. He triggers the trauma but he is not, ultimately, what
the essay is about. Douglas does not even bother to be angry at him.

3.4 The Mother (Mentioned Briefly)

Douglas’s mother appears only in two contexts, both protective: she repeatedly
warns the boy about drownings in the Yakima River, and her ”tender arms” ap-
pear in the dying boy’s hallucination during the third descent (”tender arms like
Mother’s...”). She is the figure of safety the child reaches for when reason fails.
Her presence in that final descent is one of the most quietly devastatingmoments
in the chapter.

4 Themes and Larger Meaning
A CBSE Class 12 long-answer almost always asks about themes. Deep Water is rich
enough to support four major ones; you should be able to write a paragraph on
each.
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4.1 Fear and its Conquest

This is the most obvious theme and the one that names the essay. Douglas’s ar-
gument is two-part: first, that fear can be irrational, persistent and physically dis-
abling, and second, that it can be defeated by patient, technical, repeated effort.
He explicitly rejects the idea that courage is the absence of fear. For him, courage
is the willingness to walk back into the thing that terrifies you, and to do so often
enough that the terror loses its grip. The conquest at Warm Lake is not because
Douglas became brave; it is because he became practised.

Thesis you can use in an essay

In Deep Water, courage is not innate but built, one skill at a time, against a
fear that is just as real for being irrational.

4.2 Mind Over Body, and Body Over Mind

The essay is fascinated by the relationship between mental state and physical ca-
pacity. When terror takes hold, the body refuses to obey: ”My armswouldn’tmove.
My legs wouldn’t move.” When the mind is steady, the same body can swim two
miles across Lake Wentworth in four strokes. The instructor’s method works be-
cause it changes the body’s reflexes first, breath, kick, glide, and only then asks
the mind to trust them. Body and mind train each other.

4.3 The Power of Method and Perseverance

Douglas is not cured by a thunderbolt of insight. He is cured by five hours a week,
for months on end, in a chlorinated pool, with a rope around his waist. The essay
is, in this sense, a quiet manifesto for disciplined practice. Any student preparing
for boards understands the lesson at once: hard problems yield not to inspiration
but to repetition. The instructor’s phrase ”piece by piece” is the chapter’s most
exam-friendly motto.

4.4 Water as Symbol

Water inDeepWater ismore than a setting. It is, by turns, threat (the surf at Califor-
nia, the deep end, the bottomless lake), prison (the years of avoidance), training
ground (the Y.M.C.A. pool with the rope) and finally a place of freedom (WarmLake,
where Gilbert Peak returns his shout). The same element that once ”buried” him is
the one in which he ends the essay swimming freely. The symbolism is not loaded
onto the prose; it grows out of the events themselves.

4.5 The Roosevelt Connection: ”Fear of Fear Itself”

Near the end, Douglas explicitly quotes Franklin D. Roosevelt: ”All we have to fear
is fear itself.” Roosevelt said this in his 1933 inaugural address, at the depth of
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the Great Depression, and Douglas, who was Roosevelt’s friend and was later ap-
pointed by him, applies the line to private life. The thing that nearly killed him in
the pool was not the nine feet of water; it was the terror that paralysed him. In
a calmer mind, even a panicked descent has time for ”a touch of reason” and a
planned jump. Fear, in other words, is the active danger; the situation is only the
trigger.

Where this idea lives outside the essay

The same logic runs throughmodern sports psychology (visualisation, breath
control, pre-shot routines), through exposure therapy in clinical practice, and
through almost every account of public-speaking nerves. Roosevelt’s line,
originally a political consolation, has become a near-universal motto for any-
one trying to act competently under pressure.

4.6 A Diagram of the Symbolism

The same element changes meaning across the chapter. Track it as a four-stage
spiral.

Threat Prison Training
ground Freedom

California surf,
Y.M.C.A. deep end

avoided lakes, ruined
fishing trips

Y.M.C.A. pool with
instructor and rope

Warm Lake,
Gilbert Peak echo

5 Literary Devices and Style
CBSE often slips a ”Thinking about language” question into the paper, and a one-
mark question may ask you to identify a specific device. This section catalogues
the techniques Douglas uses, with one or two examples for each.

5.1 First-Person Narration

The entire chapter is told by Douglas about himself. The choice has two conse-
quences. First, it gives the reader direct access to the emotions, ”I was suffocat-
ing”, ”my heart, and the pounding in my head, said that I was still alive”, that a
third-person narrator would have to infer or describe from the outside. Second, it
makes the moral argument at the end honest in a way a third-person voice could
not match: Douglas earns the right to lecture about fear because he is willing to
confess his own.

Collegedunia NCERT Revision Notes



Deep Water 14

If asked to compare first and third person

A third-person observer at the pool would see only a small boy thrown in,
briefly thrashing, and being pulled out by other swimmers. The internal
panic, the three descents, the visions of the mother’s arms, the inner mono-
logue, all of these vanish. First-person is essential to the chapter’s effect.

5.2 Imagery (Sensory Description)

Douglas’s most famous gift is concrete sensory writing. He pulls the reader into
the pool by appealing to several senses at once:

• Visual. ”dirty yellow tinge”, ”a mass of yellow water”, ”yellow glow”, ”yellowish
light was going out”. Yellow becomes the colour of dying.

• Tactile. ”legs hung as dead weights, paralysed and rigid”, ”tiles under me”,
”tender arms around me”.

• Auditory. ”only the water heard me”, ”the pounding in my head”.
• Kinaesthetic (the sense of bodily movement). ”I came up slowly”, ”I struck at
thewater as I went down”, ”expendingmy strength as one in a nightmare fights
an irresistible force”.

5.3 Simile and Metaphor

The figurative language in Deep Water is sparse but precise. Picking the right one
for a one-mark question is straightforward if you have a short list ready.

• Simile. ”I imagined I would bob to the surface like a cork.” ”Stark terror took
an even deeper hold onme, like a great charge of electricity.” ”tender arms like
Mother’s”.

• Metaphor. ”the curtain of life fell” (death/unconsciousness as a stage curtain).
”A great force was pulling me under” (terror personified as a force). ”piece by
piece, he built a swimmer” (the swimmer as a construction).

Key Quotation
”I crossed to oblivion, and the curtain of life fell.”
The sentence is a metaphor (life as a play with a curtain), an inversion (life
falls, not rises) and a closing cadence, all in eight words. It is the line you
should memorise verbatim.

5.4 Repetition and Rhythm

Douglas uses repetition to slow the prose downand tomimic the rhythmof drown-
ing. ”Terror that knows no understanding, terror that knows no control, terror that
no one can understand who has not experienced it” repeats ”terror” three times
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to capture how it floods the mind. ”Down, down, endlessly” stretches the descent.
”Back and forth, back and forth across the pool, hour after hour, day after day,
week after week” copies the monotony of the training. Both effects, sinking and
grinding practice, depend on the repetition.

5.5 Contrast (Juxtaposition)

The whole essay is built out of paired opposites:

• the skinny ten-year-old versus the muscular eighteen-year-old;
• the safe Y.M.C.A. pool versus the deep end;
• the chaos of the misadventure versus the orderly six-month training;
• the haunting fear versus the conquering shout at Warm Lake;
• the surface (life, light) versus the bottom (terror, darkness).

5.6 Personification of Fear

Once the cure is under way, Douglas begins to talk to his fear as if it were a per-
son. ”Trying to scare me, eh? Well, here’s to you! Look!” ”Well, Mr Terror, what do
you think you can do to me?” The trick is psychologically shrewd: by externalis-
ing the fear and giving it a name, he separates himself from it and shrinks it. The
same technique appears inmodern cognitive-behavioural therapy under the label
”externalisation”.

5.7 Climax and Anti-Climax

The chapter has two climaxes. The first is the ”curtain of life fell” moment in the
pool. The second is the dive into Warm Lake. The first climax looks like an ending
but is in fact only the start of the long fear. The second looks small (a privatemorn-
ing dive in a mountain lake) but is the real resolution. Douglas’s choice to put the
bigger drama early and the quieter triumph late is a deliberate refusal of melo-
drama; the cure does not deserve fireworks, only the satisfaction of ”I shouted
with joy, and Gilbert Peak returned the echo.”

5.8 Tone

The tone shifts cleanly across the essay. In the misadventure it is panicked and
rushed; in the years of haunting fear it is mournful and resigned; in the training
stretch it is calm and almost technical; in the final paragraphs it is reflective and
almost philosophical. Tracking the shifts is the easiest way to answer a ”describe
the change in tone” question.

Tone tracker, four words
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Panic, mourn, drill, reflect. One word per section. Spot which section a
question is asking about and pick the matching tone.

6 Key Quotations and How to Use Them
Long-answer responses score significantly higher when you embed a short, accu-
rate quotation. This section lists the ones worth memorising and tells you which
question they answer.

6.1 Quotations Worth Memorising Verbatim

The set of six
(Q1) ”All we have to fear is fear itself.” (Roosevelt, quoted by Douglas)
(Q2) ”I crossed to oblivion, and the curtain of life fell.”
(Q3) ”Terror that knows no understanding, terror that knows no control, terror
that no one can understand who has not experienced it.”
(Q4) ”Thus, piece by piece, he built a swimmer.”
(Q5) ”At last I felt released, free to walk the trails and climb the peaks and to brush
aside fear.”
(Q6) ”I had conquered my fear of water.”

6.2 Which Quotation Answers Which Question

• Q1 (Roosevelt) answers any question about the larger meaning of the essay
or ”what does Douglas finally believe about fear?”.

• Q2 (curtain of life) answers any question about the climax of the misadven-
ture or about Douglas’s powers of imagery.

• Q3 (terror that knows...) answers questions about how Douglas conveys
panic or about rhetorical repetition.

• Q4 (piece by piece) answers any question about the instructor’s method or
about perseverance.

• Q5 (released, free towalk) is the closing line of the essay; useful as a clinching
final sentence in a long answer.

• Q6 (I had conquered) answers any question about the resolution and the
Warm Lake test.

How to embed a quotation
Do not paste a quotation as a stand-alone sentence. Lead into it: ”As Douglas
puts it, ...”. Or fold it inside your own sentence: ”Douglas’s verdict that ’piece
by piece, he built a swimmer’ makes patience, not bravery, the centre of the
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essay.” Either pattern earns more marks than a bare quote.

6.3 Glossary of Tricky Expressions in the Original

TheNCERT chapter prints a ”Notice thesewords” sidebar. Here is what each phrase
actually means in context:

Expression Meaning in context

treacherous dangerously unpredictable; the Yakima River is
treacherous because its currents are stronger
than they look.

misadventure a near-disaster, an unlucky accident; here, the
big-boy’s prank.

subdued my pride overcame my self-consciousness; Douglas was
embarrassed about his thin legs but went into
the pool anyway.

bob to the surface like a
cork

rise quickly and easily; cork floats, so the simile
suggests light, effortless ascent (which is exactly
what does not happen).

flailed at the surface thrashed wildly with arms and legs without
proper control.

curtain of life fell loss of consciousness, near-death; theatrical
metaphor.

fishing for landlocked
salmon

fishing for salmon that live in lakes rather than
in the sea; a Maine pastime.

back and forth across
the pool

the repetitive shuttle that defined the instruc-
tor’s training.

Download the Full NCERT Solutions PDF �

7 Exam-Pattern Points and Likely Questions
This section is built directly from the kinds of questions CBSE has asked on this
chapter over the last several years. Practise the answers in this section and you
will cover roughly 80 percent of what the board can throw at you.

7.1 Short-Answer (30 – 40 words)

1. What is the ”misadventure” that William Douglas speaks about?
The misadventure is the moment a tall, muscular eighteen-year-old at the
Y.M.C.A. pool picked the ten-year-old Douglas up and threw him into the nine-
foot deep end as a joke, nearly causing him to drown.
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2. What were the series of emotions and fears that Douglas experienced
when he was thrown into the pool?
He felt confusion, then frightened planning, then panic when his cork-jump
failed, then sheer paralysing terror, then a strange peaceful resignation as
blackness swept over his brain.

3. How did this experience affect him?
For days he was weak, sleepless and could not eat. For years afterwards a
haunting fear returned whenever he entered any lake, river or pool, ruining
his fishing, canoeing and swimming.

4. Why was Douglas determined to get over his fear of water?
The fear had spread to every outdoor activity he loved and was costing him his
freedom. He decided that he would no longer let the handicap dictate his life
and hired an instructor.

5. How did the instructor ”build a swimmer” out of Douglas?
He worked piece by piece: rope-and-pulley crossings for months, then breath
control, then leg-kicks at the side of the pool, then the full crawl. Each skill was
perfected before the next was added.

6. How did Douglas make sure that he conquered the old terror?
He tested himself in three increasingly difficult settings: alone in the pool,
across two miles of Lake Wentworth, and finally across Warm Lake in the Cas-
cades. Only after Warm Lake did he declare victory.

7.2 Long-Answer (120 – 150 words)

Q.HowdoesDouglasmakeclear to the reader the senseof panic thatgripped
him as he almost drowned?
Douglas conveys panic through a careful build of sensory detail and rhythmic rep-
etition. He breaks themisadventure into three separate descents to the bottom of
the pool, each one weaker than the last, which lets the reader feel the cumulative
loss of strength. He uses repetition (”down, down, endlessly”, ”terror that knows
no understanding, terror that knows no control...”) to mimic the way panic floods
the mind. The water is given a colour, ”dirty yellow”, ”yellow glow”, that becomes
the visual signature of dying. He personifies fear as ”a great force” pulling him un-
der, and he records bodily failure precisely: legs hanging as ”dead weights”, arms
that ”wouldn’t move”, screams ”frozen” in the throat. Finally the metaphor ”the
curtain of life fell” closes the scene with the calm of approaching death.
Q. Why does Douglas as an adult recount a childhood experience of terror
and what larger meaning does he draw from it?
Douglas recounts the experience because the moral he draws from it is one that
applies to almost every reader. He has found, through the long ordeal of conquer-
ing his hydrophobia, that the situation itself, water, height, illness, public speak-
ing, is rarely the actual danger; the danger is the terror that the situation produces.
He aligns himself with Roosevelt’s famous line, ”All we have to fear is fear itself”,
and he goes one step further: because he has experienced both the sensation of
dying and the terror that the fear of it produces, ”the will to live somehow grew
in intensity”. The chapter is therefore not a swimming memoir; it is an argument
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that mastering one’s fears, however small the trigger, releases one to ”walk the
trails and climb the peaks”, to live without artificial limits.

7.3 Value-Based / Higher-Order Thinking

1. What qualities of Douglas would you find most useful as a Class 12 student
under exam pressure, and why?

2. Explain how the instructor’s ”piece by piece” method could be applied to over-
coming any other learned fear (for example, stage fright before a presenta-
tion).

3. ”All we have to fear is fear itself.” Argue for or against this idea using both
Roosevelt’s context and Douglas’s.

7.4 Likely One-Mark or MCQ Probes

• Where was the Y.M.C.A. pool? (Yakima)
• What book is the chapter excerpted from? (Of Men and Mountains)
• In what year did Douglas retire from the U.S. Supreme Court? (1975)
• Which lake did Douglas swim two miles across? (Lake Wentworth, New Hamp-
shire)

• What is the name of the peak that ”returned the echo” of his shout? (Gilbert
Peak)

• Which President did Douglas count among his friends and quote in the essay?
(Franklin D. Roosevelt)

7.5 A Question Map for Last-Minute Revision

The four colours below correspond to the fourmost common CBSE question types
on this chapter. Walk through them once before the exam.

Event recall
“misadventure”,

3 descents

Character sketch
Douglas /
Instructor

Theme/value
fear, perseverance,

Roosevelt link

Language/style
imagery, repetition,
1st-person voice

1 – 2 marks 3 – 4 marks 6 marks 2 – 3 marks

8 Background, Context and Extension Reading
Examiners reward answers that show the chapter has been read in context, not
just in isolation. This section gives you that context.
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8.1 The Yakima Setting

Yakima is a city in eastern Washington State in the United States, named after
the indigenous Yakama people. The Yakima River is a tributary of the Columbia
River, and the chapter’s NCERT printing carries a small sketch-map showing its
course past Kachess Lake, Cle Elum, Ellensburg and Yakima. The river’s danger
in the late 1800s and early 1900s, when Douglas was a boy, was real; drownings
were common, which is why his mother’s warnings were so insistent. The Y.M.C.A.
(”Young Men’s Christian Association”) pool in Yakima would have been one of the
fewmunicipal swimming facilities in the region at the time, which is why it was the
natural choice for a boy wanting to learn.

8.2 Roosevelt and the 1933 Inaugural

Franklin D. Roosevelt delivered his first inaugural address on March 4, 1933, with
the United States deep in the Great Depression. The line ”the only thing we have
to fear is fear itself” was an attempt to steady a panicked nation; the President
was arguing that economic recovery was being held back not by the underlying
conditions but by the population’s terror about them. Roosevelt later appointed
Douglas to the Supreme Court (1939), so when Douglas quotes the line in Deep
Water, it is also a small personal tribute.

8.3 Of Men and Mountains

The parent book, published in 1950, is part memoir and part nature writing. Other
chapters describe Douglas’s hikes in the Cascade Range, his early hardships after
his father’s death, and his lifelong defence of wilderness. Reading even one other
chapter alongside ”Deep Water” makes Douglas’s voice familiar and helps in any
”Compare two passages” question, although the CBSE board does not usually re-
quire this.

8.4 Companion Texts in the Flamingo Syllabus

The NCERT ”Talking about the text” prompts ask you to connect Deep Water with
two other accounts of fear and courage:

• Nelson Mandela’s Long Walk to Freedom. Mandela’s perseverance through
27 years of imprisonment, and his refusal to be embittered, is the same lesson
on a national scale that Douglas teaches on a personal one.

• We’re Not Afraid to Die... if We Can All Be Together (read in Class 11). The
Wavewalker family’s survival of a wave-strike in the Indian Ocean is, like Deep
Water, a story of method and morale under terror.

Conquering fear today

Many of the world’s leading athletes and performers describe their prepara-
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tion routines in terms strikingly close to Douglas’s: visualisation of the mo-
ment before it happens, breath drills to control panic, decomposition of a
complex task into trainable parts. A penalty kick in football, a tabla solo, a
board exam, all yield to the same ”piece by piece” rebuild.

8.5 Why the Essay Still Speaks to a 17-Year-Old

For a Class 12 student in 2026, the chapter’s value is not in the swimming. It is
in the model of how to deal with an internal handicap. Douglas does not pretend
the fear was small (it ruined his fishing trips for years), and he does not pretend it
dissolved in a single moment of courage (the cure took six months of daily, super-
vised practice). He simply shows the steps and reports the result. That honesty is
rare and is, by itself, the reason the essay has stayed in syllabi around the world
for more than fifty years.

9 Quick Revision Summary
A one-stop revision page. Skim this on the morning of the exam.

9.1 Plot in Five Lines

1. Aged 3 – 4, a wave at a California beach plants a seed of fear in Douglas.
2. Aged 10 – 11, he tries to learn at the Y.M.C.A. pool in Yakima; a big boy throws

him into the deep end, and he nearly drowns in three descents before being
rescued.

3. For years he avoids all water; fishing, canoeing and swimming are ruined.
4. One October he hires an instructor and trains an hour a day, five days a week,

in a rope-and-pulley rig until April.
5. He confirms the cure himself with three self-tests: pool alone, two miles of

Lake Wentworth, and finally Warm Lake in the Cascades, where he shouts his
triumph and Gilbert Peak returns the echo.

9.2 Characters in One Line Each

• Douglas: cautious child, traumatised adult, disciplined trainee, reflectivewriter.
• Instructor: unnamed, patient, systematic, builder of swimmers piece by piece.
• Big boy: eighteen years old, muscular, careless, the unintentional trigger.
• Mother: protective, source of the warning about the river, present in the dying
child’s hallucination.
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9.3 Themes in One Line Each

• Fear and its conquest by patient practice.
• The interlocking of mind and body under stress.
• The power of method, ”piece by piece”.
• Water as a shifting symbol: threat, prison, training ground, freedom.
• The Roosevelt insight that the terror is more dangerous than the situation.

9.4 Devices in One Line Each

• First-person retrospective narration, honest and reflective.
• Sensory imagery, especially the colour yellow for drowning.
• Repetition of ”terror”, ”down, down”, ”back and forth”.
• Simile (cork, electricity), metaphor (curtain of life, build a swimmer).
• Contrast between the skinny boy and the bruiser, between chaos and method,
between surface and bottom.

9.5 Six Quotations to Memorise

• ”All we have to fear is fear itself.”
• ”I crossed to oblivion, and the curtain of life fell.”
• ”Terror that knows no understanding, terror that knows no control...”
• ”Thus, piece by piece, he built a swimmer.”
• ”I had conquered my fear of water.”
• ”At last I felt released, free to walk the trails and climb the peaks and to brush
aside fear.”

9.6 One-Page Snapshot

Deep Water
(Class 12, Ch 3)

Plot
3 descents,

6 months training

Characters
Douglas, instructor,
big boy, mother

Themes
fear, method,
mind & body

Language
imagery, repetition,

1st-person

6 Quotations
curtain, piece by piece,
conquered, released

Exammap
recall, sketch,
theme, style
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