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IN AT THE   DEEP END

Athlete  
It took all  
my mental 
strength to 
get in a pool

 DEFIANT DAREDEVIL ON OVERCOMING HER FEAR OF WATER TO TAKE ON 1800-MILE SWIM ROUND BRITAIN

tea in a cafe on my own felt like a big 
achievement.”

Then came her idea for what she 
has billed as the “big, mad swim around 
Britain”.

She sa id : “ Water was st i l l  not  
something I enjoyed but I wanted to face 
up to this anxiety.

“It took all my mental strength and 
energy even to get into a pool and I 
couldn’t take in any information 
about how to swim.

“But I decided my next challenge would 
be to do the swim around Britain even 
before I could swim properly.”

With the help of swim teachers, Paula 
reports she officially learned to swim in 
early August this year. After only two 

Paula managed to take her first dip in a 
swimming pool.

She said: “It was utterly terrifying. 
“I had never been able to go near  

bodies of open water because I was 
terrified I would drown. 

“I don’t think I can say I enjoyed being 
in the water that first time but I was very 
pleased I had faced one of my biggest 
fears.”

After the Games, Paula, who has been 
married to Gerry for eight years, kept 
setting herself more challenges.

She stripped naked to be a life model 
for an art class, went rally-driving and 
even f lew with an acrobatic display 
team.

Paula added: “Even going for a cup of 

if I could make myself feel better 
mentally.”

When Glasgow was announced as the 
city for the Commonwealth Games in 
2014, she created a campaign, Paula 
Must Try Harder.

She had a go at all 17 sports featured 
in the Games, including judo, badminton, 
rugby, weightlifting and cycling.

Paula added: “I had never done PE or 
sport as a child as I was too anxious.

“So all of the sports were new to me. 
It took me three months to learn to 
ride a bike and there were bruises and 
fears along the way.

“But doing these challenges started 
to give me my life back.”

Despite suffering from aquaphobia, 

Until very recently, Paula 
McGuire couldn’t even walk 
through a puddle because of 
a severe fear of water.

Now she is preparing to swim the 
entire length of the British coastline – all 
1800 miles of it.

Paula will begin the unprecedented 
challenge in April, despite only learning 
to swim in August.

She said: “I have suffered chronic 
anxiety all my life and I was very afraid 
of water, even puddles, until recently.

“I used to be so terrified of failing that 
I never tried anything.

“But I am determined I will succeed 
in my challenge to swim the entire  
coastline of mainland Britain.”

The recluse-turned-adventurer 
realised her life needed to change at the 
age of 30.

She said: “I had been on medication 
and receiving support for severe anxiety 
and depression since I was a child.

“It started when I five, when I first felt 
the symptoms of anxiety.

“Reaching 30, I knew I was in a terrible 
place and I kept thinking I didn’t want 
my life to be like it was.

“I had tried everything to get better 
but I was still hardly existing and didn’t 
even like leaving the house.

“There was this dawning realisation 
that there was no one left to help me. I 
knew it was only me that could help 
myself.”

Paula, 36, of Riddrie, Glasgow, decided 
to take her anxieties and terrors into 
her own hands, so she set herself 
challenges.

She said: “It was l ike terrif y ing 
myself to do things – and seeing 

 ■ Fiona Russell

DETERMINED  Paula managed to turn her life around CHALLENGE  Learning to ride a bike at velodrome No FEAR  Paula is now comfortable in swimming pool


