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Granada in peril

Hello again. Last time we saw Queen Maria de Molina save the Kingdom of Leon and
Castile from being defeated and sold off for parts. Against almost overwhelming odds the
mother of the young heir to the throne of Castile, her son Fernando, managed to beat off
the combined forces of Portugal, Aragon, and Granada, while also successfully lobbying
Rome to recognise her children as being legitimate. So in effect she was able to keep the
Kingdom of Leon and Castile intact until her son came of age. He is now ruling as King
Fernando IV. There has also been some drama in the southern part of the Iberian
peninsula, in Granada. The ruler of Granada, Muhammad Il, died unexpectedly in the year
1302 and was succeeded by his son, who ruled as Muhammad Ill. Muhammad IlI's reign
though was troubled by a combination of rumours that he had poisoned his father, by
some foreign policy missteps, by his own failing eyesight, and by the elevation to power of
a corrupt, self-serving official, the poet Abu Abdallah. We saw in the last episode that
Muhammad's younger brother Nasr joined in an uprising which forced Muhammad off the
throne and into domestic exile.

Nasr now needs to scramble to assert himself in his new position, as Granada is facing a
number of pressing challenges. Shortly after Nasr was installed as leader, Granada's two
powerful Christian neighbours, Aragon and Castile, launched a two-pronged attack on
Muslim Granada, with Aragon focusing on the port city of Almeria while King Fernando of
Castile attacked two other coastal cities, the crucial port of Gibraltar and Algeciras, which
lies just opposite Gibraltar. By September of the year 1309, only one month into Nasr's
rule, Gibraltar fell to Castile, and the Muslim residents of Gibraltar were expelled from the
city. In his book “A History of Medieval Spain” Joseph O'Callaghan records the lament of
an elderly Muslim man who was being expelled from Granada by King Fernando, which
was just the most recent in a long list of times he had been driven from his home by a
Christian King. Apparently this elderly man appealed to King Fernando, stating, and |
quote “My lord, why do you drive me hence? When your great grandfather King Fernando
took Seville, he drove me out, and | went to live at Jerez. But when your grandfather
Alfonso took Jerez, he drove me out, and | went to live at Tarifa, thinking that | was in a
safe place. Your father King Sancho came and took Tarifa and drove me out, and | went to
live here in Gibraltar thinking that | would not be in any safer place. But now | see that |
cannot remain in any of these places, so | will go beyond the sea and settle in a place
where | can live in safety and end my days” end quote.

While Muslim residents were moving out of Gibraltar, things were about to get even worse
for Granada. The Marinids landed troops in Al-Andalus in support of Castile. You might
remember from our last episode that, during his brief reign, Nasr's brother Muhammad had
seized the northern African port of Ceuta, a move which gave Granada control over the
Strait of Gibraltar, but which also enraged both Castile and the Marinids. Well, those
chickens are now coming home to roost. Castile and Morocco were so furious about
Granada's seizure of Ceuta that they are now combining forces to loosen Granada's grip
over the strait. While the Marinids haven't yet been able to take back Ceuta, which
incidentally lies in Morocco just opposite Gibraltar, Castile has now taken control of
Gibraltar, while Castile's allies, the Marinids, have landed a force in the Iberian peninsula
and are marching towards Algeciras. While Algeciras was apparently not keen to fall to the
Christian Castilians and had been valiantly defending them off, they didn't feel the same



way about the Muslim Marinids. In fact, they welcomed them, opening the gates of their
city to the Marinid invaders.

Faced with this catastrophe, Nasr pulled an interesting, counter-intuitive move. He too
welcomed the Marinids, and actually went so far as to formally cede the city of Algeciras
and some neighbouring territory to the Marinids, which deftly placed Granada back in
control of the situation and drove a wedge between the Marinids and the Castilians. This
move yielded positive results almost immediately when, against the orders of his King, one
of Castile's military commanders decided to withdraw from Granada, and took himself and
his sizeable force of Castilian fighting men back to Castile.

Further north up the Granadan coastline, at Almeria, the Aragonese troops were having a
really terrible time. They had set out with a sizeable land army and naval fleet to surround
the Muslim port city of Almeria by land and sea, with the hope that it would quickly
surrender. However, Brian Catlos points out in his book “Kingdoms of Faith” that a group of
Muslim commanders inside Almeria had spent months strengthening the fortifications of
the city and stockpiling food prior to the arrival of the Christians, so the residents of
Almeria were fully prepared for a long siege. Not only were they prepared to hunker down
and wait out the siege, they were also active in defending their city. Despite the fact that
the attackers had set up siege engines and catapult machines outside the walls of the
town and had managed to lob tens of thousands of stones over the walls into the city, its
inhabitants came up with novel ways of keeping the Christians from breaching their walls.
Brian Catlos reports that on several occasions, when the attackers attempted to climb the
walls, boiling oil was poured down on them, and on one extremely memorable occasion
raw sewerage was poured over the wall onto the knights who were attempting to climb it, a
move which appeared to shock everyone and proved extremely effective. Eventually, early
in the year 1310, the Aragonese forces gave up trying to take Almeria and withdrew.

By this time, so by mid January in the year 1310, the Castilians had also withdrawn from
Granada, possibly rattled by the fact that the Marinids were now providing reinforcements
to the local Muslims. King Fernando IV, though, did manage to retain possession of
Gibraltar. In return for Castile withdrawing its troops from Granada, Nasr swore fealty to
Castile and resumed paying tribute to the Castilian crown. The danger posed to Granada
by its neighbours was now officially over.

You would think that the people of Granada would be happy about this and would be
cheering their new ruler Nasr, but they weren't. In fact the opposite was happening. The
people were increasingly unhappy about the rule of Nasr and his advisers. His growing
unpopularity had members of the ruling elite looking at their options. One person who was
beginning to attract quite a lot of support was Nasr's half-sister Fatima bint al-Ahmar, who
had been a strong supporter of her brother Muhammad Ill, the man whom Nasr had forced
from the throne. Fatima was married to her own paternal uncle, who was a nephew of
Muhammad | and who was also the popular governor of Malaga. Their son, who was
named Ismail, was the most full-blooded claimant to the throne in Granada, being
descended from Muhammad on both his mother and father's side.

If anyone was going to challenge Nasr, it would be Ismail, so Fatima began to lobby
members of the elite across Granada, seeking support to overthrow Nasr and place her
son on the throne. Her lobbying was successful and sparked a widespread rebellion
across Granada. Alarmed, Nasr appealed to his new overlord, King Fernando IV of
Castile, for help. King Fernando agreed to intervene and began preparing to march the



Castilian forces southwards to Granada. However, in the middle of his war preparations
the King of Castile fell seriously ill, then died in September of the year 1312, aged only 28.

The good news was King Fernando did have a son and heir. The bad news was his son
and heir named, predictably, Alfonso was only one year and 28 days old at the time of his
father's untimely death, so the Kingdom of Leon and Castile found itself once again being
ruled by a child. While this was bad news for Castile, it was of course also bad news for
Nasr of Granada, who was told that the armies of Castile would no longer be coming to his
aid. Luckily for Castile, baby Alfonso's grandmother, Maria de Molina, was still alive, and
she took on many of the duties of regent, having done so very successfully before on
behalf of her son. She was assisted by baby Alfonso's mother, Constance of Portugal, and
other family members inside the royal court.

Back in Granada, Nasr was in all sorts of trouble. The fact that he had called upon the late
King of Castile for assistance in quashing a rebellion by his Muslim subjects was pretty
much the last straw for those Muslim subjects. Nasr, who incidentally preferred to wear
clothes in the style worn by the northern Christians instead of traditional Muslim attire, was
seen as a pro-Christian, anti-Muslim ruler, and Fatima had no trouble at all raising armies
in support of her son Ismail. In February of the year 1314, the rebel forces descended on
the city of Granada, prompting the city to rise up against Nasr. Nasr was eventually forced
to vacate the throne and ended up retiring to Guadix, where he was allowed to rule as the
city's governor.

Ismail was aged in his thirties when he began his reign, and he ended up being an
effective and energetic ruler. His main problem though centred around the activities of the
deposed ruler Nasr. Nasr didn't seem to be content to rule as the governor of Guadix, and
it soon became apparent that he was using the fact that Guadix was close to the border
between Granada and Castile to reach out to the Castilians to see whether they might be
able to help him to boot Ismail off the throne of Granada, so he could reclaim his old
position.

Fortunately for Ismail though, the Castilians were really in no position at all to help anyone.
Baby King Alfonso of Castile's mother, Constance of Portugal, died in November of the
year 1313, only a year or so after her late husband. She was only 23 years old when she
died, and she would be disappointed to learn that her remains have since disappeared.
Apparently the monastery in which her body was interred was looted by French troops
during the Spanish War of Independence in the 19" century, and as a result, her remains
were lost. A tombstone was later created for her complete with a carved epitaph, and it
was placed in the spot where her body had once lain, but her remains were never found,
and the tombstone itself was later relocated to a church in Sahagun. Anyway, this left baby
King Alfonso an orphan, and it left his grandmother, Maria de Molina, struggling to place a
lid on power struggles erupting inside the royal family.

The two people inside the royal court who had been causing the most trouble were two
uncles of the baby king, uncle Pedro and uncle Juan. Uncle Pedro was the brother of baby
Alfonso's late father King Fernando, and so was a son of Maria de Molina. Uncle Pedro
had been very close to his brother's wife, the now also deceased Constance of Portugal.
In fact, he had probably been a bit too close to her. While his brother King Fernando had
been struggling with ill health towards the end of his reign, uncle Pedro, with the full
support of Constance of Portugal, had conspired to boot the sick King off the throne and
raise himself as King. The plot was only foiled after Maria de Molina intervened. As you
can probably guess, Maria de Molina and Constance of Portugal didn't really get along,



and prior to her death Constance of Portugal had been attempting to reduce the influence
of her mother-in-law and increase the power of uncle Pedro over baby Alfonso's regency.
The other uncle in the frame, uncle Juan, was actually Maria de Molina's brother-in-law.
His full name was Juan Nunez de Lara. He was the head of the powerful Lara family and
had commanded the Castilian forces which had succeeded in taking the city of Gibraltar.
He was currently aged in his forties and was aligned with Maria de Molina against the
“Constance of Portugal and uncle Pedro” faction inside the court.

The struggle for power between uncle Pedro and uncle Juan had become increasingly
bitter and increasingly serious. Both had assembled armies and taken those armies to the
cortes, or parliament, which had been held to decide who should have the regency over
baby King Alfonso, and both sides were more than willing to use their armies to strong-arm
support for their positions inside Castile. In the end, a cortes held in the year 1315
recognised three people as having a shared regency over baby King Alfonso, those three
people being Maria de Molina, uncle Pedro, and uncle Juan.

If you think appointing three people, all of whom have separate goals, supporters, and
armies at their disposal to share power is a really bad idea, you would be exactly right.
Join me next time as Maria de Molina, grandmother to baby King Alfonso of Castile, once
again attempts to prevent the powerful kingdom from falling apart. Until next time, bye for
now.
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