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For Mum and Dad,
the song and the sea.
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The existence of gigantic cephalopods is no longer 

an open question. I, now, more than ever, 

appreciate the value of the adage:

‘TRUTH IS STRANGER THAN FICTION.’

THE END

HENRY LEE
THE OCTOPUS: OR, THE ‘DEVIL-FISH’ OF FICTION 

AND OF FACT (1875)

A note on the word ‘tentacle’

In zoology (the study of animals), the octopus’ eight arms are not
 considered tentacles, as they have suckers all along their length and
 technically a tentacle only has suckers at the end. However, the word
‘tentacles’ is the common word used for octopus arms by scientists and
non-scientists, alike.
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prologue

a
lfonso gazed back at the shimmering island of 

Madeira longingly as it disappeared over the

 horizon. Soon the sun would join it.

‘We’ll start around here, my good man,’ said the

English gentleman, Senhor Bickerstaff. He dabbed his

forehead with a purple silk handkerchief, although the

evening was cooling.

Alfonso’s father released the sails and the boat 

rocked as it dropped speed, but Bickerstaff repeated 

his  instruction loudly.

‘Aqui, aqui. Compreendo? ’

Alfonso suppressed a smile at the man’s exaggerated
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Portuguese accent, and his older brother shot him a

glare. This estrangeiro had paid very well.

His father nodded at Bickerstaff. ‘Compreendo,

senhor.’ He unspooled the rope, and the net hit the water

and sank.

‘Deeper, man, I need something that hasn’t been seen

before. Profundo! ’ He circled his finger, eyes wide and

bulging, as if showing the fisherman how the pulley

worked.

With a nod from his father, Alfonso tugged the rope

so just a breath of breeze caught in the sail, edging them

forward, dragging the net behind them in the deep. If

the English gentleman wanted to waste his money

 cruising empty seas at night, it was his lookout.

The boat gave an almighty lurch to one side so the sea

surface was in touching distance for a few brief

moments, and they all grasped something to stop them-

selves toppling in. A cry of alarm from Bickerstaff. They

must have hit a wayward shoal after all. Alfonso leapt to

release the sails as his brother and father heaved on the

winch.

This really was a haul—

But Alfonso’s first glimpse was not of a mass of

writhing silver fish.

The net was swollen, but what filled it was darker and

denser than the ocean below it. Something huge.
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Not the shape of a deep-water fish big enough to feed

the whole village.

Not a shark, dolphin or young whale.

Alfonso heard his father gasp, ‘O meu Deus’, his

brother curse, and Bickerstaff bark a stream of

orders  .  .  . but all he could do was stare. He turned his

head this way and that to try to make sense of it.

As the net met the surface, something slipped

through. Something  .  .  .  long. An eel? The skin was

smooth like one, but too big. Far too big.

His father called for his brother to stop and hold, and

took over the winch alone, turning the handle more

slowly.

His brother gasped. ‘Polvo! Turn it back, it is—’

‘No!’ yelled Bickerstaff, bouncing up and down. ‘This

is it! A large Octopoda will do nicely.’

Alfonso’s brother shook his head, making the sign of

the cross. ‘Não. Polvo, senhor, this devil-fish. Too big, too

big.’

The boat rocked, sea slopping over, and Alfonso’s

father muttered to his brother.

It didn’t make sense. Devil-fish were small, soft crawl-

ing creatures, wrapping their ribbon legs around their

heads as they hid in crevices of the reef just offshore. 

This creature was a thousand times bigger. 

‘Looks to be a giant Pacific Enteroctopus dofleini, but
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we are thousands of miles from their usual—’

Alfonso helped Bickerstaff roll over a barrel, which

when righted was taller than the boy himself.

The boat creaked and shuddered as the devil-fish

shifted. More arms emerged from the bulging lattice of

rope, exploring the surface of its prison, as it hung

suspended above the open cask. Alfonso caught glimpses

of circular suckers pale in the moonlight, silken arms in

constant movement.

It was Alfonso’s turn to make the sign of the cross as

the animal was dropped unceremoniously into the barrel

and the boat rocked with the new weight. The devil-fish

retracted its arms in alarm and Bickerstaff and his father

slammed the lid. His brother bashed in the nails,

 swinging the hammer as if he were sealing the entrance

to hell.

But Bickerstaff rubbed his hands together. ‘This beast

will suit me very well indeed.’
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the first 

heart
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