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A Map of the British Empire in America with the French and Spanish Settlements adjacent 
thereto by Hen. Popple. 

 
Cartographer: Henry Popple 
Place/Date: London /1733 
Size: 20 x 19.5 inches/251 x 230 cm 
 
Description: The 18th century saw British-French territorial disputes in North America 
escalate to outright warfare. France, uncontested master of the Mississippi, claimed all 
land drained not only by that river, but by any of its tributaries as well. Her 
cartographers engineered maps that stressed this advantage, showing the great river 
and its numerous branches consuming much of the continent like a squid's tentacles 
grasping its prey. British possessions, however, remained confined to the Atlantic coast 
east of the Appalachians. Her colonists looked to gobble up Spanish Florida on the 
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south, and fought the French over Nova Scotia on the north, both for the land itself and 
for the fish in its waters. Her seizing of New York from the Dutch in the later 17th 
century had only exacerbated these tensions, because French trappers travelled the 
northern part of that region.  

Prior to the consummation of armed battle, however, a vicious war over these 
claims was fought via the printed map. The medium of printing, more than just a 
method of mass production, lent an air of legitimacy and officiality to boundaries which 
manuscript maps were incapable of doing. Thus the French printed maps of the 17th 
century had culminated with a clear statement that it was they who were winning the 
grab-bag to claim the North American interior.  

The 18th turned dirtier. The clearest example of the mapmaker's warfare came in 
1718 when the French geographer Guillaume de l'Isle published a map that choked the 
British colonial border even further east than the Appalachian frontier. He also initiated 
bitter antagonism over the question of historical precedent in Carolina. Curiously, both 
France and England had laid claim to that region in the name of a "Charles". For France 
it was their strongholds at Charlesfort (1562) and Fort Caroline (1564), both established 
during the reign of the puppet/child King Charles IX. De l'Isle records this in a legend 
but twists it (in British eyes) to mean that all of Carolina was so-named by the French: 
"Caroline ainsi Nommez en l'honneur de Charles 9 par les Francois qui Ie decouvrirent ... ". In 
the 17th century the British dubbed their own Carolina colony, begun as early as 1629, in 
deference to their Charles I. In 1720, responding to de l'Isle, the English mapmaker 
Hermann Moll published a map criticizing these French claims; and so the bickering 
continued. But soon the English colonies realized that what they needed was not a map 
to carry yet more petty propaganda, but rather one which would provide the most 
accurate information obtainable about the entire colonial sphere of French and British 
claims, so that the inevitable days of reckoning to come could be planned for-and fought 
-intelligently.  

Such was the genesis of Henry Popple’s map. Popple, who was clerk to the Board 
of Trade and cashier to Queen Anne, set about creating a map which would be a 
practical tool for political ends, rather than a political tool in itself. Seeking the finest 
data available he therefore used, ironically, French maps for most of his delineations. 
These included, most insultingly to British pride, the de l'Isle Carte de la Louisiane of 1718 
which had inflamed vanities over the issue of Carolina history, and the de Fer La France 
Occidentale dans L 'Amerique Septentrionale of the same year. A British source, Colonel 
Barnwell’s manuscript wall map of circa 1722 (or a copy of it), provided a basis for the 
Southeast mapping. Evidence of Cadwallader Colden’s A Map of the Countrey of the Five 
Nations (1724) is found in Popple’s delineation of New York. Popple included a wealth 
of detailed geographic information, particularly in the Great Lakes region, to which the 
British conducted trading expeditions from New York. 

The finished product, which was the first large-scale English mapping of North 
America, was published as an atlas of twenty sheets which could be fitted together if 
desired. It suffered two flaws, however, one a practical issue, the other an emotional 
one, and so the map received a mixed reception. As Popple’s French sources were 
already a bit dated, some current French maps were in respects superior to Popple’s. 
Also, in copying his French sources Popple included many of their proposed boundaries 
as well, which though invaluable for planning strategy, was indiscret and hardly 
appealing to much of the map’s nationalistic English audience. Fort Niagara for 
example, lies in French territory on Popple’s map. Thus Popple was seen by many 
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British subjects to have participated in the cartographic carnage of their adversary. (the 
above description was taken from Thomas Suárez’s Shedding the Veil, 1992) 
  A gorgeous full original color example of Henry Popple’s Key Sheet, which was 
sold separately and bound in with his 20-sheet map of North America, is one of two 
most important general maps of North America issued during the 18th century. Henry 
Popple worked with the Board of Trade & Plantations in 1727, during a period when 
boundary disputes in the colonies began to accelerate the need for detailed maps. In 
1730, the Board began requesting detailed maps of the entirety of the provinces and 
contiguous French and Spanish Dominions. Popple issued an announcement for the 
map in 1731, but did not complete work until 1733. The map was not a commercial 
success and did not sell well until after William Henry Toms and Samuel Harding took 
over publication in 1739. With the outbreak of the War of Jenkin’s Ear, the map saw its 
commercial successes soar. In 1746, the rights to the map passed to Willdey and Austen, 
who published it until Austen’s death in 1750. This is the true first edition of Popple’s 
Key Sheet, with no place names appearing between Havana and C.S. Antonio, as 
identified by Babinski. The map includes four views (New York Harbor, Québec, México 
City and Niagara Falls) and 17 Harbor Plans. The cartographic significance of the map is 
the subject matter of a number of books and articles. In short, it is the most important 
map of the American colonies to date. 
 The Popple map was used during the negotiations between the British and 
French over the boundaries of Nova Scotia in the early 1750s the French Commissioners 
referring to the map in their October 4, 1751 Memorial and the British Commissioners in 
their responding Memorial of January 23, 1753 (Babinski, Note 71). It was also used in the 
long-simmering dispute over the Guyana-Venezuela border which tested the Monroe 
Doctrine when Venezuela broke off diplomatic relations with Britain in 1887 and 
appealed to the United States for help. The case was decided in 1899 by a five-person 
Arbitration Tribunal (set up by the 1897 Treaty of Washington - only after U. S. President 
Grover Cleveland threatened a military intervention in compliance with the Monroe 
Doctrine) on which seated were two U. S. Supreme Court Justices, with argument for 
Venezuela presented to the Tribunal by former U. S. President. 
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