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Hello again. Last time we took a look at the very busy reign of King Sancho IV of Leon and 
Castile who, instead of being able to relax following the death of his father King Alfonso X, 
found himself defending his kingdom against an invasion by the Marinids, only to then face 
some serious internal conflicts. The end result of the resolution of these internal conflicts 
was the death of the powerful anti-French nobleman Lope Diaz de Haro, which in turn led 
to Castile adopting a pro-French anti-Aragon stance, a position which it had taken by the 
end of the last episode. 
 
Now there were some clear advantages to Castile in adopting this policy. The French 
monarchy and the Papacy were currently close allies, so in effect supporting France meant 
gaining the support of the Papacy. This was critical for Castile. If the children of King 
Sancho IV were ever to inherit the throne they would need to be recognised as legitimate 
by Rome, a move made much more likely by Castile's new pro-France policy. The new 
policy, though, put Castile in direct conflict with one of the other Christian kingdoms in the 
Iberian peninsula, the Kingdom of Aragon, which was currently being ruled by its new 
King, Alfonso III. 
 
Now, like King Sancho, the King of Aragon was currently facing a daunting set of 
challenges. As we saw back in Episode 117, shortly after he was crowned in the year 
1286, King Alfonso of Aragon successfully faced down a rebellion by Aragonese noblemen 
who threatened to recognise the French Prince Charles of Valois as their rightful monarch, 
unless Alfonso made a number of concessions. Alfonso made the required concessions 
which in effect siphoned off some power from the throne into the hands of the noblemen. 
Having faced down this challenge, the King of Aragon wasn't able to sit back and relax 
because he was facing more crises, some of which were so serious and so seemingly 
insurmountable they posed a threat to the very existence of the Kingdom of Aragon. 
 
At the core of these challenges was the fact that the Papacy and the Kingdom of France 
didn't actually recognise Alfonso as the legitimate King of Aragon. Instead, they pointed to 
the fact that, back in 1283, Pope Martin IV had gifted the Kingdom of Aragon to the son of 
King Philip III of France, a man called Charles of Valois. In 1285 King Philip had died 
during his attempt to invade Catalonia and force the King of Aragon to cede the territory to 
France, but the issue hadn't died with King Philip or Pope Martin or King Pedro, all of 
whom died in quick succession. The current state of play is that, while King Alfonso III of 
Aragon has been crowned as King, he isn't being viewed as the rightful king by either the 
Papacy or France. They still see Charles of Valois as filling that role. Likewise, Alfonso's 
brother James has been crowned as the King of Sicily, but he isn't recognised as king by 
the Papacy or France either. They both view Charles de Anjou's son Charles of Salerno as 
the rightful King of Sicily. To add to Alfonso's woes, Castile is now supporting the French 
position in both these matters, as is Alfonso's uncle James, the ex-King of Majorca. 
 
Does King Alfonso hold any cards here? Are there any moves he can make? Yes, now that 
his dispute with the Aragonese nobleman has been resolved, his own subjects, the people 
of Aragon, Valencia, and Catalonia, all view him and not Charles of Valois as their rightful 
monarch. He also has three useful prisoners in his custody. He holds Charles de Anjou's 
son and heir and contender for the throne of Sicily, Charles of Salerno, as well as the two 



grandsons of King Alfonso X of Castile who are contenders for the throne of Castile. So 
that's what he has to play with. I guess I don't need to tell you that King Alfonso of Aragon 
doesn't really have a favourable hand of cards, and that the forces currently stacked 
against him are formidable. In an attempt to resolve the issue, King Edward I of England 
offered to act as mediator between Aragon, France, and Rome. Why was the King of 
England taking an interest in the fortunes or otherwise of Aragon? Well, it's because the 
21-year-old King Alfonso III of Aragon is betrothed to King Edward's daughter Eleanor. The 
King of England has a soft spot for all things Spanish due to the fact that he is very happily 
married to Eleanor of Castile, daughter of King Fernando III of Castile. 
 
Anyway, unfortunately for Aragon, as a precursor to even sitting down at the table, France 
demanded that Alfonso's brother James vacate the throne of Sicily. James refused to do 
so, so the meeting was called off. In a move that seemed pretty desperate and probably 
was, King Alfonso proclaimed the eldest of King Alfonso X's grandsons, who were both 
being kept as hostages inside the Aragonese royal court, the now 18-year-old Alfonso, as 
the rightful King of Castile. This put young grandson Alfonso in a bit of a bind. In an 
attempt to resolve the situation, grandson Alfonso's uncle, King Sancho of Castile, had 
offered to carve off a slice of Castile, a chunk which contained the important region of 
Murcia, and let grandson Alfonso and his brother rule it jointly as sort of mini-monarchs. By 
supporting Aragon's bid for grandson Alfonso to not gain a slice of the pie but the whole 
pie, and rule as the King of Leon and Castile, grandson Alfonso was required to both forfeit 
any right to rule Murcia and to make an enemy of his mother's motherland, France. 
Grandson Alfonso did both these things and proclaimed himself the King of Castile, 
prompting border skirmishes to break out between Castile and Aragon. 
 
To prevent full blown warfare erupting between Castile and Aragon, King Edward of 
England once again stepped in as mediator. By this time King Alfonso seemed to realise 
that he was at serious risk of becoming embroiled in a war between himself, France, 
Castile, and the Catholic Church, a war which he would be unlikely to win and which would 
lead to the downfall of his family's rule in both Aragon and Sicily. Faced with the reality of 
the situation, he realised he needed to make some major concessions to preserve his rule. 
Likely counselled by his future father-in-law, the King of England, King Alfonso decided to 
distance himself from his brother James the King of Sicily. Perhaps hoping that the wrath 
of both France and Rome would turn away from Aragon and focus on Sicily, King Alfonso 
made the decision to liberate his prisoner Charles of Salerno, the man whom France and 
Rome preferred as the ruler of Sicily. Trusting that James would be able to prevail against 
the son of the hated Charles of Anjou without Aragonese assistance, King Alfonso sat 
back and waited for his back to be patted by both France and Rome. The back-pats never 
came though, with Pope Nicholas IV still not satisfied that the link between Sicily and 
Aragon had been severed. 
 
The breakthrough finally came after a further conference was held, again under the 
guidance of King Edward of England, in February of 1291. At this meeting King Alfonso 
pledged his loyalty to Rome and also promised to withdraw all military support from Sicily. 
It worked. The Pope revoked Pope Martin's gift of the crown of Aragon to Charles of Valois 
and lifted all Church sanctions from both King Alfonso and the Kingdom of Aragon. So the 
King of England has managed to save his future son-in-law's kingdom from being 
swallowed up by France. Woohoo! 
 
The celebrations though were short lived. Less than six months later, aged only 25, King 
Alfonso III of Aragon died following a fever, without even having met his betrothed Eleanor 



of England. Having never married, Alfonso had no heirs, so the throne passed to his 
brother James, the King of Sicily. 
 
As James made his way from Sicily to claim the Aragonese crown, it probably occurred to 
him that he was taking the whole dispute right back to the beginning. Telling everyone that 
he had no intention of giving up the throne of Sicily to Charles of Salerno and that he 
intended to rule both Sicily and Aragon at the same time, despite the firm opposition of 
both France and the Papacy, James prepared himself to take on his powerful enemies. 
The first thing he did after being crowned was to meet with King Sancho IV of Castile. The 
meeting went well, and in November of 1291 the two men agreed to an alliance, pledging 
mutual aid to each other against their enemies. This came at a great time for King Sancho, 
as the peace treaty he had negotiated with Marinids was about to expire, and he was 
preparing to defend Castile against a Marinid invasion. While the alliance with Aragon 
meant that Aragon was now obliged to join the fight with the Marinids, it also meant that 
Castile was obliged to join Aragon against France and Charles of Salerno should either 
Sicily or Aragon come under attack. I should also note that, as part of the alliance, King 
James dropped his support for the grandsons of Alfonso to claim any part of the Castilian 
crown. 
 
Since the new King of Aragon has insisted on holding on to his throne in Sicily, let's see 
how he has fared recently in that part of his kingdom. Now, the Sicilians on the whole still 
loathe the late Charles of Anjou and have rejected outright any attempt by Charles's son to 
seize the Sicilian throne. While they didn't view Charles of Anjou as having any legitimate 
right whatsoever to rule over them, they did recognise James's mother Constance as 
having a valid claim to the throne, so they were relatively happy having Constance's 
Spanish son James rule them. In fact, despite strong opposition from both Rome and 
France, Sicily will bond itself to the Iberian peninsula for the next 400 years. 
 
In his book “Sicily”, John Julius Norwich ponders whether or not this was a good or bad 
thing for the island kingdom. Understandably, prior to the arrival of King Pedro, Sicily's 
fortunes had been closely tied to neighbouring Italy. Now though, it was turning its back on 
Italy, instead, for the next four centuries its cultural and social ties will be with the faraway 
Kingdom of Aragon. The reason why John Julius Norwich questions this move is that, in a 
piece of bad timing, Italy is currently on the threshold of the Renaissance. For the next 300 
years Italy will experience a cultural and intellectual explosion which will change Italy and 
the wider world forever. In the words of John Julius Norwich, and I quote “Had Sicily 
remained Italian she could have shared in it all. She might even have made an important 
contribution of her own. Instead she became Spanish. In all but architecture the Italian 
Renaissance was largely to pass her by” end quote. 
 
Regardless, at this point in time Sicily doesn't care too much about missing out on the 
upcoming Renaissance. It's just relieved that it has become Spanish instead of French. 
King James ordered his younger brother Frederico to rule Sicily as viceroy while he, 
James, concentrated on trying to hold on to the throne of Aragon. The fact that James had 
refused to cede Sicily to France and had aligned himself with the King of Castile made 
Pope Nicholas so furious that he excommunicated King James and placed Sicily under an 
interdict. 
 
Shortly afterwards though, in April of 1292, Pope Nicholas died, and the man the cardinals 
chose to be the new Pope is described by John Julius Norwich as one of the most 
unsuitable men to ever occupy the position. The first problem with the new Pope, who 
ruled as Pope Celestine V, was his age. He was an astonishing 85 years old when he was 



elected as Pope. If the elderly Celestine had decades of experience in diplomacy, 
administration, and international affairs behind him, well perhaps the choice wouldn't have 
been so bewildering, but poor old Celestine had no experience of any relevance at all to 
the position. He had actually lived the past 60 years as a hermit. Not only did he not know 
anything about anything of relevance, he deeply disliked interacting with people on any 
level. John Julius Norwich describes him as a terrified peasant. The poor man couldn't 
even speak Latin and did his best to avoid seeing anyone and to avoid doing any of his 
Papal duties, until he finally succumbed to the inevitable and abdicated his position as 
Pope only five months into his role. Until Pope Benedict XVI abdicated in 2013, on the 
grounds of age and ill health, Celestine had been the only Pope to do so. 
 
Anyway, enough of popes. Join me next time as King James of Aragon attempts to hold on 
to both the Kingdom of Aragon and the Kingdom of Sicily. Until next time, bye for now. 
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