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The many challenges facing King Sancho IV

Hello again. Last time we saw King Pedro Ill of Aragon successfully defend his kingdom
against an invasion by King Philip Il of France, before dying unexpectedly in November of
1285, towards the end of a year which had also seen the unexpected deaths of Charles of
Anjou, Pope Martin 1V, and King Philip of France. With the board cleared of players, we
welcomed to the scene the new King of Aragon, Pedro's son Alfonso, who was crowned
as King Alfonso Il of Aragon. Also in the last episode we saw King Sancho IV of Leon and
Castile abandon his promise to send forces to aid King Pedro due to a Marinid invasion of
Castile. In this episode we will examine that invasion, and King Sancho's attempts to deal
with it.

You might remember that in the year 1284 King Alfonso X of Leon and Castile died,
leaving King Sancho IV as the undisputed ruler of the powerful kingdoms of Leon and
Castile. Fortunately for King Sancho he was a talented military commander and an astute
administrator. He is going to need to use every single one of his talents if he is to prevent
Castile from disintegrating into chaos. Why? Well, let's just take a look at a few of the
challenges he is facing.

Firstly, on the domestic front, although his father has died and there are no longer two
kings claiming to rule Castile, the kingdom is still divided, with many Castilians believing
that King Alfonso ought to have been allowed to serve out his term as monarch without
having been booted off the throne by Sancho. In his book “A History of Medieval Spain”
Joseph O'Callaghan points out that, in order to win more of the hearts and minds of his
subjects, King Sancho had made a number of expensive promises and pledges, many of
which he had since been forced to abandon, or was struggling to fulfil. The royal court of
Castile had traditionally been pretty volatile, with powerful noble families trying to outdo
each other in order to secure favour. This infighting was now threatening to spiral out of
control. Those were the domestic challenges facing Castile.

The second major problem facing the kingdom concerned the relations between Castile
and the wider world. King Sancho was completely in the bin so far as the Papacy was
concerned. As we've mentioned before, the children he produced from his marriage to his
cousin Maria were viewed as illegitimate by the Church, so were technically not able to
inherit the crown. To top it all off, King Sancho himself had been excommunicated by
Rome, and his kingdom had been placed under an interdict. He was also very worried
about the French. The French King currently had the full support of the Papacy, and
should the French invasion of Aragon succeed, King Sancho was worried that Castile
would likely be the next target of the French crown. The French monarchy and the Papacy
had not recognized King Sancho's claim to the throne. They instead viewed King Alfonso's
grandsons as the rightful heirs to Castile, grandsons who were half French, and who would
likely be liberated from their current role as hostages inside the Aragonese court if the
French managed to take Aragon. King Sancho also had concerns that the Marinids from
northern Africa might once again invade Castile, a concern that is about to become a
reality.

So he has a few things on his plate. Fortunately, though, he doesn't seem at all daunted by
the many obstacles in his way. In fact Joseph O'Callaghan reports that some people inside



the Castilian royal court awarded Sancho the name “El Bravo”, the Brave, signifying the
fact that despite the many challenges he faced King Sancho just plowed ahead and faced
them all without flinching.

The most pressing challenge at this point in time concerned the Marinids. You might
remember that Abu Yusuf, the Emir of the Marinids, had been a supporter of King
Sancho's father, King Alfonso X, and it was pretty obvious to everyone that, following King
Alfonso's death in 1284, the Marinids would likely strike back at the man who had booted
King Alfonso off the Castilian throne. According to Joseph O'Callaghan, Abu Yusuf sent an
envoy to King Sancho's court to inquire about his intentions regarding the Marinids. King
Sancho's intentions regarding the Marinids were actually quite ambitious. He didn't just
want to be able to repel any future Marinid invasions. He actually had plans to assert
Castilian control over the Straits of Gibraltar, which would virtually eliminate the ability of
the Marinids to cross over from northern Africa to invade the lberian peninsula. King
Sancho, of course, didn't tell the envoy this. Instead he gave a somewhat cryptic
response. The chronicle of Sancho IV, which was written at the time, stated that King
Sancho commented that he, and | quote “had bread in one hand and a cudgel in the other,
and if any one should attempt to take the bread, he would strike him with the cudgel” end
quote.

In April of the year 1285 Abu Yusuf decided to try to take the bread. He launched a fleet of
ships from northern Africa and landed in Tarifa. He then marched the Marinid forces to
Jerez de la Fontera and besieged it. While some of his men remained at the siege, Abu
Yusuf sent others out to attack nearby towns and fortresses, with some even ranging as
far north as Seville. In response, King Sancho arranged for twelve Genoese ships to sail to
the mouth of the Guadalquivir River, just to the north of Jerez, to blockade it, to ensure that
no further Marinid vessels could enter the river or leave it. King Sancho then ordered the
Castilian fleet of around 100 ships to patrol the Straits of Gibraltar to prevent the Emir from
communicating with anyone from Morocco, and cutting his supply lines. The Castilian army
then mobilised out of Seville towards Jerez. The Castilian forces arrived outside Jerez at
the beginning of August, but instead of engaging the Castilians in battle Abu Yusuf lifted
the siege and withdrew his forces southwards to the relative safety of the port of Algeciras.

At this stage, the French invasion of Catalonia was still under way, and Sancho was keen
to take his army to the aid of the King of Aragon, so he entered a peace treaty with Abu
Yusuf in October, the terms of which required the Marinids to pay reparations for the
damage they had done to Castilian towns and to withdraw back to Morocco. For his part,
King Sancho agreed not to attack any Muslim territory or any Muslim ships and not to
impede any Muslims travelling through Castile for trade or business. There was also a
clause in the treaty prohibiting King Sancho from allying himself with any other Muslims for
the purposes of war, which was probably designed to prevent King Sancho from joining
forces with Muhammad of Granada to attack the Marinids. The peace treaty didn't end up
being of much importance though. The French invasion of Aragon was repelled around the
same time the treaty was signed, so King Sancho didn't need to race to King Pedro's aid,
and Abu Yusuf himself died a few months later. His son, Abu Yaqub, became the new Emir
of the Marinids, and he began his rule by enacting peace treaties, not only with Castile but
with Granada as well, meaning there will be no fighting between the Iberian peninsula and
northern Africa for the next couple of years.

That turned out to be very fortunate for King Sancho because during the next few years he
will be fully occupied trying to place a lid over some serious infighting which erupted inside
the royal court. The feud broke out between two Castilian rival houses, the Laras and the



Haros. The Haros had recently risen in prominence due to the influence of an extremely
ambitious member of the family called Lope Diaz de Haro. He had initially supported the
claim of the grandsons of Alfonso X to the throne, but had been lured over to King
Sancho's side when King Sancho offered him extensive control over the royal household
and finances, along with the custody of all the royal fortresses inside Castile. This meant
Lope Diaz de Haro wielded a great deal of influence inside the royal court, and it gave him
a say over the direction taken by the Castilian monarchy, including in the field of foreign

policy.

Lope Diaz de Haro's preferred foreign policy involved allying Castile with Aragon and
resisting French influence. This policy was diametrically opposed by the Lara family. The
members of the Lara family supported the claims of King Alfonso X's grandsons and were
pro-French and anti- Aragon. This set up a dangerous sort of showdown between the two
families. Alvaro Nufez de Lara began actively campaigning to bring Lope Diaz de Haro
down and managed to turn a bunch of Castilian noblemen against him. Then things took a
more serious turn when Alvaro Nufiez de Lara convinced some Castilian noblemen to join
forces with the younger brother of the new King of Portugal to attack territory in Castile in
defiance of Lope Diaz de Haro.

Over in Portugal, King Dinis had been doing a pretty solid job of settling himself into the
role of ruling the Kingdom of Portugal. There was one person though who seemed to be
intent on doing his utmost to ensure that the new King didn't succeed. That was King
Denis’ brother whose name was, yes, Alfonso. For reasons which are unclear, Alfonso
seemed to be of the view that he, Alfonso, should be the ruler of Portugal instead of his
older brother Dinis, and he had been doing his level best to convince the nobility of
Portugal of this fact. Unsurprisingly, he hadn't been at all successful, so he decided to join
with rabble-rousers from other kingdoms to attempt to destabilise his brother's rule. He
joined up with Lope Diaz, but then the two neighbouring monarchs, the King of Portugal
and the King of Castile, combined forces to defeat the troublemakers. Joseph O'Callaghan
reports that King Dinis managed to reconcile himself with his brother, who agreed to drop
his opposition to his rule.

According to the chronicle of Sancho IV, King Dinis then pulled King Sancho aside and
gave him some honest advice about Lope Diaz de Haro. He stated that if anything were to
happen to King Sancho, Lope Diaz wouldn't support the claim of King Sancho's son for the
throne, but instead would work to destabilise the succession to his own advantage. In the
words of the chronicle, and | quote “when King Sancho heard these words, he realised that
what the King of Portugal told him was the truth” end quote.

King Sancho then worked quietly but steadily to rein in the power wielded by Lope Diaz
and to, in effect, siphon influence away from Lope Diaz back to the crown. Unsurprisingly,
Lope Diaz did not take this very well at all. The crunch came during a meeting of the royal
court when the important foreign policy subject of whether the Kingdom ought to be
supporting France or Aragon was being debated. As the discussion became increasingly
heated, King Sancho demanded of Lope Diaz, in front of everyone, that he return all of the
royal fortresses he had been given control over. Lope Diaz then flew into a rage and tried
to physically assault the King. In the words of the chronicle of Sancho IV, Lope Diaz, and |
quote “put his hand on his dagger and with the dagger drawn and his hand held high, went
toward the door where the King was. The King's man struck him with a sword, cutting off
his hand, and the hand fell to the ground with his dagger. Then, though the King did not
command it, they struck him on the head with a mace, and he fell down dead” end quote.



So that's a meeting of the Royal Council which no one is likely to forget in a hurry. The end
result of the attempt by Lope Diaz to retain his influence in the royal court by attacking the
King was that he lost his hand, then his life. For his part, King Sancho lost his Lopes Diaz
problem, and the debate as to whether Castile ought to support France or Aragon ended
up being decided when, at the urging of the Queen, King Sancho decided to favour
France, which was the policy that Lope Diaz had been opposing.

So the official policy of the Kingdom of Leon and Castile is now to open its arms to France
and to turn its back on Aragon. Unfortunately for Castile though, Aragon still has in its
custody the two grandsons of Alfonso X, and also unfortunately for Castile, their new
pro-France anti-Aragon stance is going to cause this to become a problem. How much of a
problem? Well, you'll need to tune in next time to find out. Until next time, bye for now.
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mean you get access to an extra episode every fortnight on topics related to the Crusades,
and it means that you are powering the History of the Crusades podcast. Thank you to all
who have signed up so far.
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