The History of the Crusades Podcast presents
Reconquista: The Rise of Al-Andalus and the Reconquest of Spain
Episode 120
The many challenges facing King James Il of Aragon

Hello again. Last time we saw the young King of Aragon, Alfonso Ill, die unexpectedly
aged only 25. As he was unmarried and had no heirs the throne passed to his brother
James, the current King of Sicily. The past two episodes have discussed the challenges
faced by King Alfonso Il and King Sancho IV of Castile, but to be honest their problems
pale into insignificance against the massive obstacles stacked up against King James.

In recent times the Kingdom of Aragon has become increasingly difficult to rule. The
regions of Aragon and Catalonia have been pushing back against the monarchy and have
been attempting to seize more power and independence for themselves. On top of this,
neither the Papacy nor the Kingdom of France recognise King James as the rightful ruler
of Sicily or of the Kingdom of Aragon. Instead, they view Charles of Salerno, son of the
hated late Charles of Anjou, as the rightful King of Sicily, and they support the claim of
Charles of Valois to the throne of Aragon. James's brother Alfonso was only able to
appease France and the Papacy and hold on to his crown by cutting Sicily loose. James
though is adamant that he doesn't want to do this. At the commencement of his reign in
the year 1291 King James signalled to everyone that he would be ruling as both the King
of Sicily and the King of Aragon, which prompted Rome to excommunicate him.

The one tiny ray of light currently shining on King James of Aragon and Sicily is his
alliance with neighbouring Castile. As we mentioned in the last episode, King Sancho IV of
Leon and Castile was happy to sign a mutual pledge of aid between his kingdom and
Aragon, as Castile looked to be facing an imminent threat of invasion by the Marinids, and
King Sancho wanted Aragon's help in defending his kingdom. For his part, King James
was happy to pledge support to Castile because he was in desperate, desperate need of
an ally.

The conflict between the Marinids and Castile kicked off the following year. Tensions
between the Iberian peninsula and the Marinids of northern Africa increased in spring of
the year 1292 when Muhammad Il of Granada and King Sancho launched a joint operation
to take the port city of Tarifa from the Marinids. Tarifa surrendered in October of 1292, and
King Sancho formally claimed it for Castile. This angered Muhammad of Granada, who
had been under the impression that the vital port would be handed back to Granada.
Muhammad was so angry in fact that he decided to switch sides. He travelled to Tangier
and met with the Marinid Emir Abu Yaqub and pledged his support to the Emir if Abu
Yaqub would agree to combine with Granada to attack Tarifa and take it back from Castile.
Abu Yaqub agreed and the combined attack was launched. However, Castile was able to
defend Tarifa and eventually forced the besiegers to withdraw.

Now you might be wondering where was King James of Aragon at this time? Well, despite
having signed an agreement to come to Castile's aid, discord has emerged between King
James and his only friend, King Sancho. It probably came as no surprise to anyone that
King James was too busy desperately trying to hold on to his crown to send forces to
assist Castile. King Sancho subsequently took King James under his wing and attempted
to mediate some sort of settlement between Aragon and France. This attempt to help the
young King of Aragon backfired though when James viewed the whole exercise as an
attempt to force him to succumb to his enemies, so in the year 1294 King James formally



withdrew from the alliance with Castile, which left King James with exactly no friends and
in an extremely precarious position.

Eventually, King James was forced to face the reality of his situation. Belatedly he came to
accept the advice given to him by King Sancho, which was to the effect that, if he was
going to have any chance of holding on to one or both of his crowns, he was going to have
to make some major concessions. The last straw for King James, the event which seemed
to push him over this line, was the death of King Sancho in April of 1295.

Despite the fact that King Sancho had squeezed so many events into his reign that you
would be forgiven for thinking that he was an old man when he died, he was only 36 and
had been struggling with ill health for quite a while. Historians speculate that he may have
died from tuberculosis. Anyway, just prior to his death, King Sancho appointed his wife
Queen Maria to act as regent for their nine-year-old son Fernando, who was crowned as
King Fernando IV. We should all remember that the papacy never recognised the marriage
between King Sancho and Queen Maria, so in the eyes of the Church King Fernando IV is
illegitimate and not legally entitled to sit on the throne, which will be a challenge Queen
Maria will struggle with moving forward.

Anyway, shortly after King Sancho's death King James of Aragon negotiated a settlement
with his powerful enemies. The major concession which King James was forced to make in
order to secure his hold on the Kingdom of Aragon was to relinquish the Kingdom of Sicily.
In fact, not only was King James forced to take off the crown of Sicily, the agreement
stipulated that all the Spanish pretenders to the Sicilian throne had to leave Sicily,
including James's younger brother Frederico, who had been ruling Sicily as viceroy on
behalf of King James. This would then pave the way for Charles of Anjou's son Charles of
Salerno to be crowned as the King of Sicily.

You might remember that, shortly before his death, King Alfonso Ill of Aragon had agreed
to release Charles of Salerno as part of an effort to hold on to his crown. This had all come
about after the sons of Charles of Salerno had sent a letter to King Edward | of England
requesting him to commence negotiations to secure their father's release. Interestingly, at
the time of these negotiations, Charles of Salerno had been prepared to agree to abandon
his claim to the throne of Sicily in return for his release, but this proposal was vetoed by
Rome. In the end Charles was released via a sort of prisoner swap. In return for paying a
hefty ransom and for agreeing to continue to attempt to broker peace between Aragon,
France, and Rome, Charles of Salerno was freed on the condition that he sent his three
sons, Charles Martel, Louis, and Robert, along with 60 French noblemen, to Aragon as
hostages. So Aragon swapped out Charles of Salerno for 63 French hostages, which
included Charles of Salerno's three sons.

Fast forward seven years to the year 1295. France and Rome believed they had finally
managed to restore Charles of Salerno to his rightful place as the King of Sicily by forcing
King James to vacate the crown and making his family members leave Sicily, leaving the
crown ready for Charles of Salerno to seize. As part of the wider agreement struck
between the parties King James of Aragon agreed to free all 63 French hostages, agreed
to restore the Kingdom of Majorca to his uncle James, who would rule it as vassal to
Aragon, and he agreed to marry Blanche, one of the daughters of Charles of Salerno. One
of the newly freed hostages, one of Charles of Salerno's sons, would marry King James's
sister. The stipulation that King James of Aragon marry Blanche of Anjou was a little
strange because King James was already married to Isabella of Castile. Isabella of Castile
was the very young daughter of King James's former only ally and friend King Sancho |V,



and King James had married her back in 1291 when he was 24 and she was just eight.
The marriage had never been consummated, and when King Sancho died in 1295 the
marriage lost all of its political value so it was annulled, leaving James free to marry
Blanche. Anyway, in return for King James releasing all the hostages, decamping from
Sicily, and marrying into the Anjou family, King Philip of France and Charles of Valois
agreed to renounce their claims over Aragon, and King James, his brothers, and his
mother would all be welcomed back into the good graces of the Catholic Church.

It all seemed done and dusted save for one little problem. No one had consulted the
Sicilians. The Sicilians only hated one thing more than being told what to do, and that was
Charles of Anjou. There was absolutely no way they were going to accept having Charles
of Anjou's son as their king. They had actually been pretty content being ruled by King
James's brother Frederico, so now the people of Sicily presented King James with an
ultimatum: let his brother Frederico remain in Sicily and rule as King, or face the island
kingdom erupting into a bloodbath once Charles of Salerno arrived. This put both James
and Frederico into a difficult position. King James of Aragon didn't want to risk the terms of
the recent treaty being nullified, which would once again risk the Kingdom of Aragon being
overtaken by the French. In the end, James decided Aragon was more important than
Sicily. He told the Sicilians to behave themselves and welcome their new French king, and
told Frederico to abandon any idea of becoming the next King of Sicily.

Frederico though wasn't so sure. Despite being advised by just about everyone he spoke
to to leave Sicily behind him and forget about being its king, he looked around for
loopholes in the recent agreement which might let him breach it without endangering his
brother James's realm. He found such a loophole in the form of a woman named
Catherine of Courtenay. Who was Catherine of Courtenay? Well, she was the daughter of
the Byzantine emperor, and she had been advised that she had to marry Frederico as part
of the agreement struck by James of Aragon. Just like the Sicilians though, Catherine
hadn't been consulted about this and, just like the Sicilians, Catherine wasn't the sort of
woman who liked being told what to do. She refused point blank to marry Frederico, which
to Frederico's mind provided him with a solid argument to contend that the parts of the
agreement which pertained to him were now all invalid. He was elected King of Sicily in
1296 and was formally crowned by the noblemen of Sicily, a move which once again
locked France out of the Sicilian crown.

Interestingly, although he was the second Frederick to rule Sicily, he decided to call himself
Frederick Ill. His great grandfather “Stupor Mundi” had ruled Sicily and had been known as
King Frederick Il even though he was actually the first Frederick to rule the kingdom.
Deciding that calling himself Frederick || would cause unnecessary confusion, Frederico
used the title “Fredericus Tertius”, which admittedly does have a nice ring to it.

The focus of the anger of the Kingdom of France and the Papacy now switched from
Aragon to Sicily, and its new young King Frederick Ill found himself with a formidable set of
enemies. Along with France and Rome, his own brother King James of Aragon declared
Frederick to be his enemy and indicated his willingness to go to war against Frederick to
win the crown of Sicily for Charles of Salerno. In our next episode we will see how King
Frederick of Sicily fares in his effort to hold on to the crown of Sicily in the face of his many,
many enemies.

For now though, the pressure is off King James. For the next few years, King James of
Aragon will switch from defence to offence. Not only will the armies of Aragon be deployed
in an attempt to boot his brother Frederico off the throne of Sicily, King James will come up



with a rather astonishing plan to dismantle the mighty Kingdom of Leon and Castile and
break it up into parts. The idea was that Leon, Galicia, and Asturias would be ruled by the
uncle of the current young King Fernando IV. The middle section, comprising Castile,
Toledo, and Al-Andalus would be handed over to grandson Alfonso, the grandson of King
Alfonso Ill of Castile, whom France and the Papacy supported as the rightful ruler of
Castile, while Murcia would become part of Aragon. The reason why Leon and Castile was
being sold off for parts was due to the fact that the Church didn't recognise the legitimacy
of its new young King Fernando, due to the fact that Fernando's parents had never sought
the appropriate sanction to marry.

Oh dear, what a mess. Join me next time as King Frederick Il struggles to hold on to his
crown in Sicily. Until next time, bye for now.

This podcast is powered by Patreon. If you can spare $1 per month and would like to
support this podcast, go to patreon.com and search for “History of the Crusades”, or go to
our website, crusadespod.com, and click on the Patreon link. Your $1 contribution will
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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