
“I learned to swim at age 70 and lost 30 pounds!” -  Diane 

Diane Cantrell is a cancer survivor, a retired teacher, and an active YMCA member. She joined the Y to stay healthy in 

her retirement, and the Y is so much more than she expected. Not only has she formed lasting friendships in the  

Active Older Adults group, but she also was able to lose 30 pounds and overcome her life-long fear of the water, 

learning to swim at the age of 70! Diane and her husband give to the YMCA Annual Campaign because they want to 

help children whose families have financial challenges to have the opportunity to learn to swim. Here is Diane’s story: 

“I had been terrified of the water since I was a child. Nobody in my family could swim, and my grandmother had     

always told me, ‘Diane, don’t ever go in the water - you’ll drown!’ Those words imprinted themselves onto my brain 

like a recording. 

As an adult, I made sure that my children learned to swim. They had so much fun in the pool; I secretly wanted to 

join them, but my terror kept me away. I tried to overcome my fear by taking private lessons - on four different    

occasions - all of them unsuccessful. I was so terrified that I would be physically sick before each lesson. 

After joining the Pine Street Y about ten years ago, I took some water aerobics classes and even got up the nerve to 

try a Deep Flex class. I panicked so badly that I clutched the rope dividing the shallow end from the deep end so 

frantically that I pulled it completely out of its anchor! On another occasion, I   almost drowned in the shallow end 

because I panicked, became disoriented, and necessitated the lifeguard’s help. 

At the Hannah Y, Dru West learned of my lifelong desire to swim and offered to teach me. She said, ‘I think I can 

teach you to swim.’ I replied, ‘No, you can’t; nobody can!’ However, my 70th birthday was coming up, and I decided 

to try one more time. 

During the first two weeks, I was so scared that I would not take my feet off the bottom of the pool without Dru 

holding onto me! Slowly, and with great patience and understanding, Dru began to peel away the layers of my fear. 

When I learned the backstroke, my attitude gradually changed, and I started to enjoy being in the water. My fear 

lessened, and I became more confident. However, freestyle absolutely terrified me because when I put my face into 

the water, I felt like I was smothering. 

Gradually, with practice and perseverance, I learned to breathe correctly, and freestyle became do-able. I began 

swimming laps regularly and hae now developed enough stamina to swim 1/2 mile during each workout. As a result, I 

have lost thirty pounds and gained powerful lungs. Evidence of that was surgery last June to remove a carcinoid   

tumor from my right lung. Because I was in such good shape, I bounced back extremely quickly and was swimming 

laps within four weeks of surgery.  

Dru West deserves all of my gratitude and love. She believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself, and I trusted her 

completely. It was only because of her patience and skill that I finally overcame my greatest fear and became     

healthier than I have ever been. God helped me, as well, because I did a lot of praying while overcoming my fear. My 

last lap now is always a ‘gratitude lap.’” 
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