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Introduction

This book tells a story of movement and collision—of peoples, armies, merchants,
missionaries, maps, and ideas—across the watery expanse that bound Europe to the
Americas. From the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries, Spain, Portugal,
Britain, and France strove to convert oceanic discoveries into land-based dominion.
They did so not on an empty stage but within complex Indigenous worlds whose
diplomacy, warfare, and trade shaped every step of imperial advance. The Americas
that emerged from these contests were not inevitable; they were assembled
piecemeal through campaigns and treaties, settlements and surveys, improvisation
and design.

Our approach is comparative and geopolitical. Rather than narrating a single national
trajectory, we place four rival empires side by side to illuminate how strategy and
structure interacted: how Spain’s viceroyalties differed from Portugal’s captaincies and
from Britain’s self-governing colonies; how French alliance systems with Native nations
contrasted with Iberian mission frontiers and British land hunger. Military clashes
matter here, but so do the quotidian instruments of power—customhouses, cadastral
rolls, parish registers, and postal routes—that tethered distant peripheries to imperial
centers. In this sense, empires were infrastructures as much as armies.

At the heart of the narrative lies the making of borders. Early modern rulers imagined
sovereignty as a web of rights, not a line on a map. Yet over three centuries, fluid
“frontiers” hardened into fixed “boundaries.” Forts became boundary stones; rivers,
meridians, and mountain crests turned into legal delimiters; and surveyors,
cartographers, and naturalists rendered landscapes legible to distant ministries. The
Caribbean archipelago, the St. Lawrence and Great Lakes, the Mississippi and Amazon
basins, the Rio de la Plata, and the Pacific littoral each formed theaters where rival
claims were tested and trimmed until lines could be drawn—and policed.

Turning points punctuate this transformation. The War of the Spanish Succession
rebalanced Atlantic power and redistributed commercial privileges. Mid-eighteenth-
century conflicts, culminating in the Seven Years’ War, shattered French continental
ambitions while enlarging Britain’s and unsettling Spain’s. Revolutionary
upheavals—from the American and Haitian Revolutions to the Iberian crisis under
Napoleon—fractured imperial geographies and unleashed new sovereignties. In the
south, Brazil’s unique passage from colony to empire reshaped Luso-American
frontiers; across Spanish America, wars of liberation generated republican states that
inherited, disputed, and redefined colonial boundaries.

Throughout, Indigenous nations and African-descended peoples were not merely
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subjects of policy but agents of history. Native confederacies leveraged diplomacy and
mobility to redirect imperial designs, while maroon communities, militias, and rebel
armies forced negotiations and redrew local balances of power. Enslaved labor built
fortunes and financed wars, but enslaved resistance—most dramatically in Saint-
Domingue—toppled regimes and reconfigured the strategic chessboard of the Atlantic.
Attending to these actors restores contingency to a past too often flattened into
imperial teleology.

Finally, this book contends that today’s borders—juridical lines, customs zones,
resource claims, and migration corridors—bear the imprint of these centuries-long
rivalries. Treaties still cited in courtrooms, cadastral legacies that anchor land titles,
and memories that animate politics all reach back to colonial compromises and
conquests. By tracing how empires at war made, unmade, and remade spaces, we
gain a clearer view of why the Americas look as they do and why border questions
remain so potent. The chapters that follow move across theaters and decades to
reveal the interplay of force and negotiation, settlement and sovereignty, through
which modern states were born.
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CHAPTER ONE: Atlantic Beginnings: Iberian Voyages
and Indigenous Worlds

The Atlantic in the fifteenth century was less a highway than a rumor, a body of water
stitched together by expectation and dread. Mariners moved along edges they could
see—coasts that slipped away like wary animals—and trusted that beyond the horizon
lay more of the same: winds that returned, currents that looped, lands that might pay.
For Iberian crews, the ocean became a logistical problem masquerading as a
theological romance. They learned to read the sky for signals, to store water in barrels
that sweated in the heat and shivered in cold, and to coax speed out of hulls that
groaned when pressed. Their ambitions were plain: to find paths to spices and souls,
to turn knowledge into claims, and to make the sea yield what the land would not.
What they did not fully grasp was that the Americas were already arranged, governed
by polities as capable of calculation as any court in Lisbon or Seville.

Portugal’s methodical advance along Africa’s western rim taught it how to plant itself
on distant shores. The Crown backed voyages with privileges and penalties, turning
captains into vassals who knew that discovery without occupation would bring little
profit. On islands like Sao Jorge da Mina, they raised fortified storehouses to sort gold,
ivory, and captives, creating templates for littoral power that could be adapted across
an ocean. Sailors learned the harmattan’s bite and the tricks of equatorial calms;
pilots recorded distances not yet verified by landfall. These habits—bureaucracy fused
to buoyancy—carried them toward Brazil when a swing west became a plausible
shortcut, as if the globe itself invited a sidelong move. The same instruments later
sharpened claims against rivals who arrived by other routes.

Spain’s entry carried a different tempo, one shaped by recent unification and a hunger
for prestige that outweighed prudence. After centuries of pushing south against
Muslim states, energies turned outward with a sense of overdue entitlement. The
Crown licensed expeditions while keeping a hand on proceeds, eager to balance risk
and reward. Crews included men accustomed to frontier life, hardened by border wars,
who saw in the Atlantic a continuation of reconquest by other means. They carried
expectations of cities, tithes, and subordination that clashed immediately with the
societies they found. Gold and spices might justify the cost, but order mattered more;
without order, treasure turned into gossip and mutiny.

Before Iberians could plant crosses, they collided with worlds that had their own
schedules of power. In Mesoamerica, city-states linked by tribute and trade moved
goods and people along routes that predated sailing ships by centuries. Markets
overflowed with cacao and cotton, canals carried canoes past stepped pyramids, and
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rulers calibrated alliances with precision. To the south, Andean highlands held
societies that stockpiled surplus in storehouses and mobilized labor with accounting
systems that made no use of writing yet tracked obligations across steep terrain.
These were not passive settings awaiting scripts; they were polities that knew how to
negotiate, how to feign weakness, and how to turn strangers into captives or clients
depending on the hour.

Farther south, the Brazilian littoral hosted peoples who moved between forest and
shore with a rhythm that confused newcomers. Tupi-speaking communities practiced
shifting cultivation and ritual cannibalism, the latter less a constant menace than a
cultural sign that unsettled Portuguese sensibilities. Dense woodlands rose behind
beaches, full of hardwoods and resins that could be boxed for export, but the interior
concealed polities with complex feasts and rivalries. Initial encounters hinged on
gestures—trinkets swapped for feathers, words mangled in hope—but
misunderstanding was not a temporary problem to solve; it was a permanent
condition of exchange. Each side learned to speak in half-sentences, leaving room for
violence or alliance as opportunity dictated.

In the Caribbean, the archipelago became a laboratory for Iberian improvisation. On
Hispaniola, Columbus’s men planted crops that withered while they hunted for gold
that never materialized in the quantities dreamed of in Madrid. Indigenous Taino
communities, already weakened by earlier raids and disease, faced demands they
could not satisfy without ceasing to exist. Tribute quotas were set as if populations
were endless, and when labor collapsed, ships turned elsewhere for bodies. This grim
arithmetic repeated across islands, with each Crown edict lagging behind reality like a
creditor sending polite reminders after bankruptcy. Yet even here, amid devastation,
negotiation persisted through intermediaries who learned Spanish enough to argue
about quotas in monasteries and courtyards.

Along the mainland coasts from Yucatan to the Orinoco, the Spanish encountered
polities that refused to kneel on cue. The Maya could retreat into jungles and raise
stelae that outlasted governors; Carib groups mobilized canoes that turned coves into
ambush points. Initial landfalls produced captives and curios, but sustained occupation
demanded more than raids. Settlers who expected docile laborers discovered that
local armies could strip their camps at night, that rivers could be poisoned, and that
friars who learned languages often became advocates rather than agents of
extraction. The Americas were teaching Europeans that force had to be channeled into
institutions if it was to outlive the first hungry year.

Religion arrived as both a lever and a limit. Papal bulls promised lands not inhabited
by Christians to Iberian monarchs, a legal fiction that ignored millennia of ritual and
governance. Missionaries carried books and beads, intent on saving souls while
counting converts as evidence of progress. Yet conversion proved less linear than
hoped. Communities accepted saints while preserving old calendars; they learned
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Latin prayers but kept control of fields and lineages. When forced labor encroached on
sacred sites, resistance sharpened, and friars found themselves pleading for
moderation to avoid revolt. Faith did not soften conquest so much as complicate it,
introducing another set of interests into already crowded fields.

Disease traveled faster than armies, a silent ally to invaders and a catastrophe for
settled life. Pathogens hitchhiked on ships and along trade routes, striking towns
where people lived in dense clusters and lacked prior exposure. Mortality rates
shocked observers; in some villages, the living could not bury the dead, and fields lay
fallow for lack of hands. Societies that had refined systems for storing grain faced ruin
when those stores went untapped. This demographic hollowing altered balances of
power, sometimes strengthening neighboring groups who could absorb refugees,
other times producing ghostly landscapes where Spanish captains wandered through
empty plazas seeking tribute from no one.

Labor systems emerged from this chaos with a logic that was at once novel and
familiar. At first, conquistadors imagined importing Spanish peasants, but costs and
reluctance led them to reshape existing obligations into new forms. The encomienda
in Spanish territories granted colonists rights to labor and tribute from designated
communities, while Portuguese settlers leaned on informal compacts that blurred into
outright captivity. These were not fully codified regimes on day one; they evolved
through disputes, royal inspections, and the slow recognition that extracting wealth
required at least the pretense of order. The first forges hammered iron not for plows
but for chains; the first accounts balanced human lives against ounces of metal.

Diplomacy between empires arrived as early as voyages themselves. Spain and
Portugal, recently joined by marriage, still jockeyed for advantage in claims that
extended around the globe. Rumors circulated about lands that might belong to one
crown or the other depending on where an imaginary line fell. Ambassadors argued
over islands that barely broke the surface, knowing that principle today could shape
fisheries and forests tomorrow. Treaties would come later, but the habit of dividing
space by words rather than walls began here, with clerks tallying degrees of longitude
as if they were coins in a treasury.

Commerce, meanwhile, moved along quieter routes. Smugglers and interlopers
ignored crowns when convenient, trading European tools for indigenous crops and
dyes that fetched high prices in Atlantic ports. Sugar experiments began on Atlantic
islands before crossing to the other side, teaching planters how to combine cane,
coercion, and capital into formulas that would reshape mainland coasts. Ships that
carried missionaries on the outward leg sometimes transported molasses on the
return, hinting at an economic integration that would outlast any single treaty. The
stage was set not just for war but for markets that rewarded efficiency and penalized
excess.
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Indigenous strategies in this early period deserve emphasis, for they often determined
whether European posts survived the first decade. Some polities chose hospitality as a
shield, feeding strangers while measuring their appetites and fears. Others tested
newcomers with calculated raids, capturing weapons and learning their use. Alliances
formed along lines that made little sense to outsiders—enemies joining to resist a third
party, then turning on each other once the intruder’'s power waned. The ability to play
imperial powers against one another would become a recurring theme, but in these
opening years, the maneuvering was more tactile, more immediate, as communities
decided whether to burn their fields or sell their surplus to strange men with beards
and blue eyes.

The built environment that rose in these decades bore a contradictory imprint. Forts
appeared at river mouths, their cannons aimed inland more often than out to sea, a
sign that the real contest lay with neighbors rather than navies. Churches sprouted
beside them, their bells marking time that soon diverged from ritual cycles that had
governed planting and war. Towns laid out in grids proclaimed a rationality that often
buckled under rains and rebellions. Yet these settlements stuck where they found
purchase, in part because they anchored claims that could be drawn on maps and
presented to courts thousands of miles away. A garrison might shrink in numbers, but
its presence allowed a line to be held until reinforcements arrived or treaties ratified it.

By the close of the fifteenth century, a rough geography had emerged, provisional but
potent. Portuguese footholds along the Brazilian coast faced west into a continent they
barely understood, while Spanish posts in the Caribbean gazed toward mainland prizes
that promised silver and souls. Treaties not yet signed would try to sort this tangle,
but lines on parchment could not erase the fact that lived spaces were already
crisscrossed by older paths. Empires had begun their march, yet the land itself
retained the power to redirect them. The chapters that follow will trace how these
early collisions hardened into systems, but for now, the story belongs to a moment
when everything remained fluid—when a captain’s promise, a friar's plea, or a chief’s
refusal could tilt the balance of an ocean yet to be named.
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