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On an early November day, while enjoying a couple of wonderful dives in at Possession Point in Puget Sound, a dive 

buddy mentioned that she had heard about a female Giant Pacific Octopus (GPO) on eggs at Three Tree Point in Burien.  

I was immediately intrigued. Photographing a female GPO guarding eggs in her den has been a goal of mine for a long 

time.  After discussing the possiblity of a female GPO on eggs with Jeff Christiansen (the “best local Three Tree Point 

expert in the northwest”), I made plans to head down there and find her. Within days, my good friend and dive buddy, 

Myra Wisotzky and I were in search of her and her eggs.   

Why am I so intrigued by this? The GPO is the largest Octopus in the world, growing in the space of just a couple of years 

to well over 80 pounds and more than 16 feet in length. Their suckers can appear as large as a small grapefruit. To get to 

this size so quickly the average GPO eats a lot. A typical GPO eats enough to sustain an almost 1% per day growth rate.   

The life span of a GPO is short. They reach sexual maturity by about two years of age and usually live less than four 

years. GPOs are terminal breeders. This means once they mate, within a short time the male dies. The female will die 

after the brooding period, which can be more than seven months. After the female mates she finds a suitable den, lays 

and fertilizes her eggs and begins the brooding period. Laying her eggs can take up to a month. She carefully attaches 

them to the ceiling of the den, allowing them to hang down like grapes on a vine. Placing them in this way she is able to 

aerate, and keep the eggs clean, by using her siphon to blow water over them.    

The image below was shot on South Whidbey Island at Possession Point, November 2013. 

 

With her eggs safely in the den she is unlikely to leave the den again, not even to eat, as she cannot risk infection of the 

eggs from her waste or allow the water to stagnate. Jim Cosgrove, M.Sc. (Marine Biology) co-author with Neil McDaniel of 



the book “Super Suckers: The Giant Pacific Octopus and Other Cephalopods of the Pacific Coast” states in his book “they 

need a steady supply of clean, oxygenated water. Octopuses are very sensitive to low oxygen levels.” She will also 

continually use her arms to work through the eggs to clean the casings and limit the growth of hydroids, barnacles and 

other creatures that can suffocate the eggs.   

The shot below shows some eggs with hydroid growth.  This is typical for eggs on the outer part of the den.  These eggs will not hatch. 

 

 

On November 16, 2013 Myra and I dropped into the 46 degree water at Three Tree Point. There are a number of tire 

reefs at this site. We swam past several of them and were fortunate to find the right one on this first dive to find her.  

Her den was at 90+ feet amongst a collection of roped-together tires next to an old toilet lying on its side.  

I was intent on documenting the development of these eggs. I did not know what to expect and was very nervous that 

the eggs would hatch in only a few nights and I’d miss being able to record the event. Between November 16 and 

December 28th, I logged 28 dives at Three Tree Point. Some of these were solo dives, most were with Myra, and we were 

occasionally joined by a few others.   

Myra and I recorded the progression of the female GPO and her eggs in both stills and video over a six week period.   

(During this time we began to affectionately refer to her as “the REAL Octo-Mom”.) The primary opening through which 

we observed “Octo-Mom” and the eggs was directly above her on the top of the tire reef. This gave us a good view of 

her eye, siphon, body, arms and egg casings.  The den also had a second opening along the side of the tires close to the 

bottom. Although smaller and more difficult to view “Octo-Mom”, we had a better and closer view of multiple clusters 

of eggs.   

During our early visits we saw that while her skin had color it was somewhat tinged with grey. Her breathing and 

movements were regular and strong. This changed over time. We observed her skin becoming greyer and her 

movements less energetic over the coming weeks.   

Through the course of this project I traveled a steep learning curve about the GPO’s, egg development and the brooding 

period. I learned that the development stage of these eggs was at 150 to 180 days. Early on two red dots will appear in 

the egg casings, but this is typically before 150 days. Also, hatching is greatly influenced by water temperature. In colder 



waters their development period can take longer.  In the Puget Sound eggs can begin hatching at around 210 to 220 

days.  Eggs become more translucent the closer they are to hatching.   

The shot below was taken on November 16
th

.  Note the orangey skin color.  The egg casings are still somewhat opaque and it’s hard to see 
 the little eye spots of the paralarvae inside.  The object in the foreground is a large rock that was blocking much of the opening to the den. 

 

The eggs need both a good flow of water as and a den that is well-protected from predators through a small opening 

and physical barriers. In this case we noticed evidence of octopus’s typical behavior to use a number of large rocks, 

shells, bottles or other objects to close up the entrance further. This behavior is described in “Octopus: The Ocean’s 

Intelligent Invertebrate” by Jennifer Mather, Roland Anderson and James Wood. I had also witnessed and photographed 

this behavior with a female octopus on eggs at Possession Point Fingers.   

We noticed scavengers and predators lurking about constantly. As the weeks passed we witnessed increasing numbers 

closing in. On one dive in mid December, I counted over 25 very large Sea Cucumbers near the den on the sea floor, on 

the tires, and some were almost inside the den. We also noticed hundreds of shrimp, numerous crabs, Rockfish and 

Sculpins amassing around the openings in hopes of getting a meal of those first few thousand hatchlings. I discussed 

predators on a few occasions with Jim Cosgrove. He assured me this was normal. Predators sense the impending end. 

By mid-December some eggs were beginning to become much more translucent. The eyes of the paralarvae were 

getting much more pronounced. On December 19, Myra and I witnessed our very first paralarvae swimming out of the 

den into the water column. We had no idea what we were viewing at first, but as it jetted past us it became clear it was 

a baby octopus. The next morning, with snow on the ground, Myra and I braved our way to Three Tree Point in hopes of 

seeing another hatchling.   



 

The image above shows paralarvae that have flipped inside the egg casings. 

As the time of hatching approaches the paralarvae will flip inside the egg casing. The yolk moves from the wide end to 

the narrow end and the body moves to the wide end of the casing. On December 23rd we witnessed a few more 

paralarvae swimming out of the den. On subsequent dives we were fortunate to view many, many more. 

By December 24 and 26, we saw many eggs had transformed. They were much more translucent and the eyes much 

more visible. In this shot above you can clearly make out eyes. Additionally, according to Jim Cosgrove, at this time the 

chromatophores (the cells on the octopus’s skin that allow them to change color) will begin to “blink” - a sure sign that 

the eggs are ready to hatch. We were fortunate enough to capture some still shots and a video with one doing just that!    

There were clear changes going on with “Octo-Mom” as well.  In comparing our videos of “Octo-Mom’s” breathing and 

movements over time we saw a definite slowing down. This is explained in “Super Suckers: The Giant Pacific Octopus 

and Other Cephalopods of the Pacific Coast”. “At the end of their lives, nesting females have a slow respiration rate of 

one breath every 12 to 14 seconds. Respiration becomes very labored.” By late December, ”Octo-Mom’s” breathing was 

usually extremely low and her movements were very lethargic. We also noticed her skin becoming greyer, an increasing 

number of lesions as well as wrinkling. We assume the wrinkling is an artifact of losing a huge amount of mass in the last 

few weeks of life. We estimate that “Octo-Mom” lost over 50% of her body weight and mass.   



 

The shot above was taken on December 26, 2013 and shows the change in skin color to mostly gray to almost white. 

What had once been vigorous breathing and aeration from her siphon was now weak. This is unfortunate, as one of the 

other functions of blowing water over the eggs is to stimulate the eggs to hatch and disperse the paralarvae into the 

water column. As the female weakens, she can become senescent, disoriented, and eventually dies. It is not uncommon 

for her to die before all the eggs have fully hatched.  

This is what happened to “Octo-Mom”. Over the six weeks of observing this octopus I had consulted regularly with three 

of the top GPO experts in the world. Their collective opinions were that all seemed to be progressing as normally would 

be expected in the natural environment. On the morning of December 27, I received a text from Jeff Christiansen stating 

“Octo-Mom has died”. He noted that, during his dive that day, he found her body outside the den on the sea floor. He 

assured me that this was a normal occurrence and has been seen among other females.  

Given our observation of open egg casings, we estimate that during Christmas week, 2013, upwards of 20,000 to 30,000 

paralarvae were probably released. According to Jim Cosgrove in “Super Suckers”, he believes when eggs are hatching 

they release chemicals that help to stimulate other surrounding eggs to hatch. This explains why thousands of eggs may 

hatch en masse in one evening. We missed seeing a mass release, but I was fortunate to witness to a few hundred on 

the evening of December 26th. 

James Wood, Ph.D., Webmaster of The Cephalopod Page and co-author of “Octopus: The Ocean’s Intelligent Invertebrate”, 

explained to me regarding the remaining eggs after “Octo-Mom” had died, ”If they don’t hatch and start to die this will 

cause a domino effect as it will foul the water .” Jim Cosgrove also told me “The little guys perish because they cannot 

get clean water over their gills as they are stuck in the eggs but partly hatched. Sad but normal.” 

 The shot below was taken on December 28, at 6:45 PM, approximately 36 to 42 hours after “Octo-Mom” had died. You 

can see many of the casings are empty. You can also see two, orange-ish paralarvae hatchings (upper right and upper 

left).   

http://www.thecephalopodpage.org/


 

 

The next shot below, also taken on December 28, after Octo-Mom had died shows a predator (Oregon Triton – Fusitriton  

oregonensis) closing in to consume some of the remaining eggs. Most of the eggs towards the outer area of the den had 

successfully hatched, while a few were attempting to hatch.    

 

This next shot from December 28, a close up Macro shot, shows some interesting things.  Note the paralarvae emerging 

from the casing at the center of the image.  Next, there are four hatchlings together, center right. The one on the left is 



white while the others are darker. These octopuses are probably blinking in their casing, testing and working their 

chromatophores mentioned earlier. The eyes are also very visible in all four.    

 

A significant part of my original goal was to see and record a mass hatching. I was dissapointed that this did not happen.  

However, I was witness to a truly amazing event. It was a fascinating priviledge to be witness to the two most dramatic 

life cycle stages for one female GPO within one condensed period of time in one very small portion of one tire reef 90 

feet underwater. The knowledge gained, contacts made, skills developed will prove useful and better prepare me for the 

next opportunity, which I am searching for right now!  

To return to my website, go to PhotographyUnderwater.net  Thank you! 

http://www.photographyunderwater.net/

