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The many challenges facing King Frederick III of Sicily

Hello again. Last time we examined the many challenges faced by King James Il as he
attempted to hold on to the crowns of both Sicily and Aragon. Following the death of his
only ally, King Sancho IV of Leon and Castile in the year 1295, King James came to the
realisation that ruling the two kingdoms was actually impossible, so he ditched Sicily. Not
only did he ditch Sicily, in order to obtain the support of the Papacy and the French crown
he agreed to marry into the family of the late Charles of Anjou and support the claim of
Charles of Anjou's son, Charles of Salerno, to the throne of Sicily. However, the Sicilians
were having none of this. They went ahead and crowned James's brother Frederico as
King. Frederico is now ruling Sicily as King Frederick Ill, a rule opposed by just about
everyone, including Rome, France, and his own brother James, the King of Aragon. In this
episode we will see how Frederico goes about attempting to cling on to the crown of Sicily,
despite having no allies and some very powerful enemies.

Now | should point out here that, despite the fact that Charles of Salerno hasn't managed
to get himself crowned as the King of Sicily, he isn't crownless. He is, in fact, at this point in
time, which is the year 1295, the King of Naples and is also the Count of Anjou, Maine,
and Provence. He is aged around forty years old and has a staggering number of children,
fourteen all up, just about all of whom will survive into adulthood and will be handy pawns
which Charles of Salerno will use to marry off to secure his alliances. In fact, at this point in
time, we will stop calling him Charles of Salerno and instead use his current title King
Charles Il of Naples.

Unlike King Frederick of Sicily, King Charles of Naples is very well connected and has
many powerful allies, including the Pope and the French crown. The current Pope, Pope
Boniface VIII, revealed just how much of an ally of the King of Naples the Papacy was by
personally intervening in the Sicilian question and pressuring young Frederico to give up
his crown and hand it over to King Charles of Naples. When Federico stood his ground
and refused to do so, Pope Boniface called upon King Charles of Naples and King James
of Aragon to rally their forces and attack Sicily with the aim of forcing Frederico off the
throne. As an acknowledgement that it was asking quite a bit of King James of Aragon to
go to war against his own brother, Rome awarded King James with titles to the islands of
Sardinia and Corsica. With Sardinia and Corsica under his belt, King James reluctantly
palled up with Charles of Naples, and they launched a combined assault on Sicily in the
year 1298.

Now at this stage, thanks to the vast number of children fathered by King Charles of
Naples, the royal houses of Aragon and Naples were quite firmly tied together by
marriage. King Charles of Naples was actually King James's father-in-law, due to the fact
that James has been married to Charles's daughter Blanche for the past three years. King
James's sister Violante is also married to Charles of Naples' heir Robert. So the houses of
Anjou/Naples and Aragon are intertwined, which may have made it easier for James to
agree to combine forces with Naples to attack his younger brother Frederico.

That didn't mean that James was pleased about the situation though. For the next two
years King James will engage in attacks on Sicily, not terribly successfully though, and
some historians speculate that James's lack of success had something to do with the fact



that his heart wasn't really in the conflict and that he only made desultory and kind of
feeble attempts to defeat his younger brother in battle. This resulted in Frederico
managing to defeat James's forces following a lengthy siege of Syracuse in Sicily.

Although to be fair to Frederico he and his forces fought really well and also managed to
defeat the army sent by King Charles, including a memorable instance when King Charles
sent one of his many sons to Sicily in order to force Frederico to fight on two fronts. The
Sicilians, however, obtained intelligence about the invasion and were waiting when the
forces arrived. They defeated the invaders and took King Charles's son Philip prisoner.
After this escapade King James withdrew the Aragonese forces from Sicily and returned
home. King Charles though kept fighting. In his book “Sicily” John Julius Norwich reports
that the war had come to a sort of stalemate when Frederico's sister Violante, who was
married to King Charles's heir Robert, managed to persuade her husband and
father-in-law to sign a year-long truce with her brother in July of the year 1301.

Once the truce had expired though, Charles of Valois, the man whom the Papacy and the
French crown had attempted to place on the throne of Aragon, had a crack at taking the
island. He managed to capture one town in the north of Sicily and was in the process of
besieging another town in the south when he was required back in France, so he withdrew
his forces and sailed away.

By this time it was August of the year 1302. The heat of summer was making fighting
something no one really wanted to do, so a more permanent peace treaty was negotiated,
then signed at a small town in Sicily called Caltabellota. Under the terms of this treaty all
French forces were to withdraw permanently from Sicily, and King Frederick was to recall
any men who had been fighting in mainland ltaly. Entertainingly, Frederico was to switch
his title from “King of Sicily” to “King of Trinacria” so that King Charles of Naples and his
descendants could call themselves the Kings of Sicily. However, in practice, this never
happened. Frederico maintained his title as King Frederick Il of Sicily, while King Charles
of Naples never used the title King of Sicily. Frederico released King Charles's son Philip
from prison, and Frederico agreed to marry one of King Charles's many daughters, tying
the knot with the youngest one, Eleanora.

There was one quite unpleasant clause in the treaty though from Frederico's point of view.
The document stipulated that Frederico would be King only for his lifetime. Upon his death,
the crown of Sicily would pass back to Charles of Naples and his descendants. John Julius
Norwich reports that Frederico, who was only thirty years old at the time the treaty was
signed, decided not to let the clause bother him too much. Many years would hopefully
pass until his death, and in the meantime the treaty itself meant that he could finally
reconcile himself with his brother James and his family back in Aragon and could rule his
island in relative peace.

And Frederico did exactly that. He ended up being a popular, energetic, and enthusiastic
monarch. He promised to rule with the guidance of the people of Sicily, summoning a
parliament once a year at which any grievances held by the people could be passed to the
monarch. He also promised not to leave the island or declare war without the full
knowledge and consent of the Sicilians. Importantly, all taxes levied by the crown would
need to be approved by the parliament. It ended up being a system that worked well. After
twenty years of instability following the Sicilian Vespers the people of Sicily happily turned
their backs on Italy and France and embraced rule by their new Spanish monarch.



Following the signing of the Treaty of Catabellota though, King Frederick Ill did have one
problem which had the potential to seriously disrupt his rule and bring instability to the
island of Sicily. The manner in which he dealt with the issue though would have
long-standing consequences for the Byzantine Empire, of all places. The problem was in
the form of a large group of fighting men who had been transported to Sicily in the days of
King Pedro lll. These soldiers from Aragon and Catalonia had honed their skills fighting
Muslim insurgents in skirmishes in Valencia, and once in Sicily they had robustly engaged
themselves in the defence of the island. Federico had suggested that now that peace had
returned to Sicily they should all head back to Aragon, but they didn't want to. They
wanted to stay in Sicily. The trouble with this was these men had no skills which were
useful to a peaceful society. They couldn't farm, they had no tradecraft or other practical
abilities, the only thing they knew how to do was to fight, and they were actually very, very
good at fighting. There were also a lot of them, a few thousand. King Frederico
understandably formed the conclusion that having these men hanging around, bored, with
nothing to do in Sicily, would be a very bad idea indeed. If they refused the order to
repatriate themselves back to the Kingdom of Aragon, well, then they needed to be sent
somewhere where they could exercise their well-honed fighting skills, so when King
Frederick heard that the group was intending to hire themselves out as mercenaries to the
Byzantine Emperor Andronicus, he gave the proposal his full support.

The leader of this pack of Aragonese and Catalan mercenaries was an ex-Knight Templar
of German heritage named Roger De Flor. In spring of the year 1304 Commander De Flor
managed to load the mercenaries onto a fleet of ships and they set sail for Constantinople.
In his book “The Medieval Crown of Aragon” T. N. Bisson asserts that around 8000 people
all up set sail for Byzantium. Around 4000 of these were fighting men. The rest comprised
wives, children, support staff, and sailors. T. N. Bisson also quotes a chronicler who
described the sort of men these mercenaries were, stating that they were, and | quote
‘men who live only by war, who are not in cities and towns, but only in mountains and
woods, and they fight daily, very strong men, and swift. They go days without eating and
wear short shirts and bear knives and a good lance, two darts, and a bread-bag” end
quote.

The group arrived safely in Constantinople and De Flor ended up marrying a Byzantine
princess named Maria. De Flor was initially welcomed by the imperial family with open
arms and was rewarded with the title of Grand Duke. Then the fighting started. The
mercenaries travelled to Anatolia and marched all the way down to Ephesus, confronting
and attacking any Ottoman fighters they came across. Very successfully, in fact possibly a
little too successfully. They quickly gained a reputation for brutality and savagery and,
unfortunately for the Byzantines, the mercenaries didn't seem to have an off switch. The
Byzantine emperor attempted to deal with the problem by housing them far from
Constantinople, down on the Gallipoli Peninsula, but they didn't seem to be able to stop
making a complete nuisance of themselves. Eventually, citizens of the Byzantine Empire
were as frightened of the Spanish mercenaries as they were of the Turks.

It all became too much for the imperial family, and Roger De Flor ended up being
assassinated by the emperor's son at Adrianople in the year 1305. The furious
mercenaries then declared war on the Byzantine Empire and began attacking Byzantine
settlements and possessions from their base in Gallipoli. They successfully resisted all
efforts to defeat them or to drive them away. They only decided to leave Gallipoli when
there were no more buildings to plunder or riches to be stolen from the locals. They
travelled to Macedonia where they resumed their pillaging and destructive ways until
managing to sell their services to Walter Brienne, the Duke of Athens, in the year 1310.



Like the Byzantine emperor before him, the Duke of Athens soon began to regret his
decision to involve himself with the brutal Spanish fighting force. He attempted to dismiss
them from his service, which led the fighters to turn on him, and they ended up killing the
duke in battle. In an astonishing move, the mercenaries then claimed the duke's lands and
income for themselves. They occupied the Duchy of Athens and parcelled out land
amongst themselves, deciding that their time as wandering fighting men was at an end
and that they would now call Athens home. This, | guess | don't need to tell you, was bad
news for the people of Athens, but there wasn't much they could do about it. King
Frederick of Sicily attempted to bring some sort of order to the chaos by sending his son to
rule Athens as a deputy governor.

According to T. N. Bisson, the Sicilian Duchy of Athens lasted as a political entity for over
70 years until the year 1387. To say that this Sicilian/Catalan/Aragonese mercenary
arrangement was not something welcomed by the people of Athens is an understatement.
As noted by Joseph O'Callaghan in his book “A History of Medieval Spain”, and | quote
“the duchy survived for more than 70 years as the most remote outpost of Catalan culture
and influence. Among the conquered Greeks, however, the memory of Catalan terror and
brutality persisted for centuries thereafter” end quote.

Join me next time as we leave Sicily and return to Castile, where absolute chaos has just
broken out. Until next time, bye for now.
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