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atlantic islands madeira the azores and the cape verdes in seventeenth
century commerce and navigation played a pivotal role in shaping early modern
maritime trade and exploration. These Atlantic archipelagos served as crucial
waypoints and hubs for European powers engaged in expanding their commercial
and navigational reach during the 1600s. Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape
Verde Islands were strategically located along transatlantic routes,
facilitating the movement of goods, people, and information between Europe,
Africa, and the Americas. Their importance extended beyond mere geographic
convenience, influencing economic patterns, naval logistics, and the
development of colonial enterprises. This article examines the multifaceted
roles of these islands in seventeenth-century commerce and navigation,
analyzing their historical context, economic significance, maritime
infrastructure, and geopolitical implications. The discussion will provide
insights into the interplay between these Atlantic islands and the broader
trends of early modern globalization and maritime dominance.
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Geographical and Strategic Importance of the
Atlantic Islands

The Atlantic islands Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde archipelago
occupy critical positions in the mid-Atlantic Ocean, serving as key maritime
crossroads during the seventeenth century. Their strategic locations enabled
European maritime powers to refuel, resupply, and repair vessels en route to
the Americas and Africa. These islands functioned as essential stopover
points on the long transatlantic voyages, reducing the risks associated with
extended oceanic travel and facilitating the flow of commerce and
communication. Madeira lies off the northwest coast of Africa, while the
Azores are situated further north in the mid-Atlantic, and the Cape Verde
Islands are located near the western coast of Africa. This geographical
distribution created a network of bases that supported navigation and
commerce, integrating the Atlantic islands into the expanding global trade
system of the seventeenth century.



Strategic Location in Atlantic Navigation

Each island group played a unique role based on its position:

e Madeira: Served as a critical provisioning station for ships traveling
south along the African coast or west toward the Americas.

e The Azores: Positioned as a mid-Atlantic rendezvous for vessels
navigating the northern transatlantic routes, often used by fleets
returning to Europe.

e Cape Verde Islands: Functioned as a gateway for ships embarking on
voyages to West Africa and the Caribbean, influencing the triangular
trade networks.

The Role of Madeira in Seventeenth-Century
Commerce

Madeira was one of the earliest settled Atlantic islands and quickly became
an important economic and navigational hub during the seventeenth century.
Its fertile soil supported sugarcane plantations, which were central to
Madeira’s economy and made the island a significant exporter of sugar, a
highly valuable commodity in European markets. Beyond agriculture, Madeira’s
ports developed into vital restocking points for naval and commercial ships,
contributing to its prominence in maritime commerce.

Economic Activities and Sugar Production

During the seventeenth century, Madeira’s sugar industry reached its peak,
supporting the island’s integration into Atlantic commerce. Sugar produced on
the island was exported primarily to Europe, fueling demand and generating
wealth forPortuguese merchants. The sugar economy also connected Madeira with
other Atlantic colonies, including those in Brazil and the Caribbean,
fostering a network of trade that linked raw materials, labor, and finished
products.

Madeira’s Role as a Maritime Stopover

Ships sailing from Portugal and other European ports frequently stopped at
Madeira to replenish fresh water, food, and other supplies. This logistical
function made the island indispensable for maintaining the flow of navigation
and commerce across the Atlantic. Madeira’s harbors, including Funchal, were
equipped to accommodate large vessels, enhancing its status as a commercial
waypoint.

The Azores as a Navigational and Commercial Hub

The Azores archipelago emerged as a crucial navigational landmark and
commercial hub in seventeenth-century Atlantic navigation. Its position
roughly midway between Europe and the Americas made it an essential reference



point for transatlantic voyages. The islands supported a thriving local
economy based on agriculture, fishing, and trade, which underpinned their
strategic importance.

Navigational Significance of the Azores

Sailors relied heavily on the Azores to correct their course during long
ocean crossings. The islands served as a refuge from storms and a place to
repair ships damaged by harsh Atlantic conditions. Additionally, the Azores
facilitated communication and the exchange of goods between Europe and the
New World, strengthening commercial ties and maritime coordination.

Commercial Activity and Local Economy

The Azores cultivated wheat, wine, and other agricultural products that
supported local consumption and trade. The archipelago’s ports became centers
for the exchange of goods such as textiles, salted fish, and provisions
destined for transatlantic fleets. This commercial vitality contributed to
the Azores’ role as a maritime hub in the seventeenth century.

The Cape Verde Islands and Transatlantic Trade

The Cape Verde Islands played a vital role in seventeenth-century commerce
and navigation, particularly within the context of the transatlantic slave
trade and broader Atlantic economic networks. Their proximity to the African
coast made them a strategic base for European powers engaged in trade with
West Africa and the Americas.

Cape Verde’s Role in the Slave Trade

The islands became a major center for the gathering, storage, and shipment of
enslaved Africans destined for plantations in the Americas. European
merchants and traders used Cape Verde as a logistical hub to organize slave
voyages, making the archipelago integral to the triangular trade system that
connected Europe, Africa, and the New World.

Other Commercial Functions

Besides the slave trade, Cape Verde was involved in the trade of commodities
such as salt, dried fish, and agricultural produce. The islands also served
as a naval base and stopover point for ships requiring respite on long
transatlantic journeys.

Maritime Technologies and Navigation Routes

The seventeenth century witnessed significant advancements in maritime
technology and navigation techniques, which directly influenced the roles of
the Atlantic islands Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verdes in commerce and
navigation. These innovations enhanced the safety and efficiency of



transatlantic voyages, reinforcing the strategic value of the islands.

Navigational Instruments and Cartography

The use of improved instruments such as the astrolabe, compass, and cross-
staff, coupled with advancements in cartography, allowed mariners to more
accurately determine their position and chart courses across the Atlantic.
The islands served as critical reference points for celestial navigation,
providing sailors with fixed locations to calibrate their instruments.

Development of Trade Winds and Ocean Currents
Knowledge

Understanding the patterns of trade winds and ocean currents was essential
for efficient navigation during the seventeenth century. Mariners used the
Atlantic islands as launching points to catch favorable winds and currents,
optimizing travel times and reducing risks. This knowledge shaped established
navigation routes that connected Europe, Africa, and the Americas through
these island hubs.

Economic Impact and Trade Goods

The economic activities centered on Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde
Islands during the seventeenth century contributed significantly to Atlantic
commerce. The islands were not only transit points but also producers and
consumers within the larger Atlantic economy, dealing in a variety of goods
that reflected the interconnectedness of global trade.

Key Commodities Traded

e Sugar: Particularly from Madeira, a high-value export commodity in
European markets.

e Enslaved Africans: Cape Verde’s central role in the transatlantic slave
trade.

e Agricultural Products: Wheat, wine, and other local produce from the
Azores and Madeira.

e Salt and Fish: Essential goods from Cape Verde, used for preservation
and sustenance.

e Textiles and Manufactured Goods: Imported goods exchanged within island
markets and aboard transatlantic vessels.

Economic Integration and Maritime Commerce

The commerce involving these Atlantic islands reflected the broader dynamics
of seventeenth-century globalization. The islands’ economies were intertwined



with European mercantile interests, colonial expansion, and the burgeoning
capitalist trade networks. Their ports facilitated the circulation of goods
and capital, while local production contributed to the sustainability and
diversification of Atlantic economic systems.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role did the Atlantic islands of Madeira, the
Azores, and the Cape Verdes play in seventeenth-
century commerce?

In the seventeenth century, Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde islands
were crucial waypoints for transatlantic navigation and commerce, serving as
stopover points for ships traveling between Europe, Africa, and the Americas.

How did the geography of Madeira, the Azores, and the
Cape Verdes influence navigation routes in the
seventeenth century?

The strategic location of these islands along key Atlantic maritime routes
made them essential for resupplying and repairing ships, allowing sailors to
navigate the challenging transatlantic voyages more effectively.

What commodities were commonly traded through
Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde islands
during the seventeenth century?

Sugar from Madeira, wine, salt, and fish from the Azores, and salt and slaves
from Cape Verde were among the key commodities traded, along with goods like
spices, textiles, and precious metals passing through these islands.

How did the Atlantic islands contribute to the
Portuguese maritime empire in the seventeenth
century?

These islands served as vital maritime hubs for the Portuguese empire,
facilitating the control of sea routes, supporting naval operations, and
enabling sustained commerce across the Atlantic and with Africa and the
Americas.

What navigational challenges did sailors face when
approaching the Atlantic islands in the seventeenth
century?

Sailors encountered unpredictable weather, strong currents, and limited
accurate charts, which made approaching the islands risky; however,
experienced pilots and the use of emerging navigational instruments helped
mitigate these challenges.



How did the Atlantic islands impact the Atlantic
slave trade in the seventeenth century?

Cape Verde, in particular, was a significant hub in the Atlantic slave trade,
serving as a center for the collection, holding, and shipment of enslaved
Africans to the Americas during the seventeenth century.

What was the significance of Madeira in seventeenth-
century sugar production and trade?

Madeira was one of the earliest European sugar-producing colonies, and its
sugar plantations and exports played a critical role in the Atlantic economy
and influenced plantation models in the Americas.

How did the Azores islands support seventeenth-
century transatlantic wvoyages?

The Azores provided a crucial mid-Atlantic stop for repairs, resupply, and
shelter from storms, helping ships on long voyages between Europe, Africa,
and the Americas to maintain their course and safety.

In what ways did seventeenth-century political
conflicts affect commerce in the Atlantic islands?

Conflicts such as the Anglo-Spanish War and Dutch-Portuguese hostilities
disrupted trade routes, led to pirate attacks, and caused shifts in control
over the islands, impacting their commercial activities and security.

What navigational technologies were used in the
seventeenth century to aid voyages to and from the
Atlantic islands?

Navigators employed tools like the astrolabe, cross-staff, compass, and early
maps and charts, along with knowledge of wind patterns and currents, to
improve the accuracy and safety of voyages involving the Atlantic islands.

Additional Resources

1. Atlantic Crossroads: Commerce and Navigation in the Madeira, Azores, and
Cape Verde Islands, 1600-1700

This book explores the strategic importance of the Atlantic islands as hubs
of commerce and navigation during the seventeenth century. It delves into the
maritime routes connecting Europe, Africa, and the Americas, highlighting the
role of Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde Islands in facilitating
trade. The author examines economic exchanges, shipping technologies, and the
geopolitical implications of these islands in the broader Atlantic world.

2. Seventeenth-Century Maritime Networks: The Role of Madeira, Azores, and
Cape Verde

Focusing on maritime networks, this volume investigates how the islands of
Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde served as critical waypoints for ships
engaged in transatlantic commerce. It details the navigation techniques used
by sailors and the commercial enterprises that thrived in these island ports.



The book also discusses the impact of piracy and privateering on trade in
this period.

3. Island Empires: Commerce and Colonialism in the Atlantic Archipelagos

This work analyzes the intersection of commerce and colonial ambitions in the
Atlantic islands during the seventeenth century. Madeira, the Azores, and
Cape Verde are presented as pivotal locations for European powers seeking to
control maritime trade routes. The author explores the establishment of
trading posts, the cultivation of cash crops, and the islands' roles in the
Atlantic slave trade.

4. Navigation and Trade Winds: Sailing Through Madeira, the Azores, and Cape
Verde in the 1600s

This book provides an in-depth look at seventeenth-century navigation
techniques and the use of trade winds that made the Atlantic islands
essential for long-distance voyages. It highlights the experiences of sailors
and merchants navigating these waters and the challenges they faced. The text
also sheds light on how these islands influenced the timing and routes of
commercial expeditions.

5. Commerce, Colonies, and Currents: The Atlantic Islands in 17th Century
Trade

Examining the economic activities of Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde,
this book discusses how these islands functioned as commercial and colonial
nexuses. It covers the production and export of goods like sugar, wine, and
salt, as well as the islands’ integration into global trade systems. The role
of local governance and European colonial powers in shaping commerce is also
explored.

6. Ports of Passage: Seventeenth-Century Trade and Navigation in the Atlantic
Archipelagos

This title focuses on the ports of Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde as
essential nodes in seventeenth-century maritime commerce. Detailed accounts
of port infrastructure, shipbuilding, and mercantile communities reveal how
these islands supported transatlantic trade. The book also addresses issues
of security, customs regulations, and the influence of competing European
powers.

7. The Atlantic Islands and the Seventeenth-Century Global Economy
Positioning the Atlantic islands within the broader global economy of the
seventeenth century, this book investigates their economic and navigational
significance. It discusses how Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde
contributed to the circulation of goods, capital, and information. The author
also examines the islands’ roles in facilitating cultural and economic
exchanges across continents.

8. From Madeira to Cape Verde: Maritime Commerce and Navigation in the Early
Modern Atlantic

This comprehensive study traces the development of maritime commerce and
navigation linking Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde during the early
modern period. It addresses the evolution of shipping routes, the impact of
technological innovations in navigation, and the commercial strategies
employed by merchants. The book provides rich archival evidence to
reconstruct the economic life of these islands.

9. Seas of Trade: The Economic and Navigational Significance of Atlantic
Islands in the 1600s

This book examines the economic roles and navigational challenges of the
Atlantic islands, emphasizing Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde in the



seventeenth century. It discusses the islands’ function as refueling
stations, markets, and strategic points in the transatlantic trade network.
The study also considers the environmental and geopolitical factors
influencing maritime commerce during this era.
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