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Hello again. Last time we saw the Kingdom of Granada attacked from without and from 
within, as it suffered invasions by Aragon, Castile, and the Marinids, along with uprisings 
against its ruler Nasr. By the end of the last episode the crisis inside the Kingdom of 
Granada had passed, Aragon had withdrawn its armies, and while Castile still held the city 
of Gibraltar and the Marinids held Algeciras, the new ruler of Granada, Ismail, seemed to 
be holding things together, while the former leader Nasr attempted to plot his return to 
power from Guadix, where he had been sent to rule as governor. 
 
As we mentioned in the last episode though, in order to return to power Nasr would need 
the support of the Kingdom of Castile, and at the current point in time Castile is in all sorts 
of trouble and is in no position at all to help anyone. A Castilian Cortes, or parliament, held 
in the year 1315 had decided that three people should jointly share the regency of the 
kingdom on behalf of its baby king Alfonso. Those three people were baby Alfonso's 
grandmother Maria de Molina and two of his uncles, Uncle Juan - Juan Núñez  de Lara, 
who was the head of the Lara family, and Uncle Pedro, who was literally baby Alfonso's 
uncle, being brother to his father, the late King Fernando IV, which makes him also a son 
of Maria de Molina. Despite being Maria de Molina's son, Pedro had been aligned with 
baby Alfonso's late mother, Constance of Portugal, against both Maria de Molina and 
Uncle Juan. Got it? Yes, it is a little complicated, but we won't go into any detail about the 
power struggles between the three co-regents over the next few years other than to say 
that it all came to an end in the year 1319. 
 
What happened in the year 1319? Well, three years earlier, in the year 1316, Uncle Pedro 
decided that it was time for Castile to answer the repeated requests which the former ruler 
of Granada, Nasr, had been sending to the Castilian court asking for assistance. Leaving 
his two co-regents, Maria de Molina and Uncle Juan in charge of the Kingdom of Leon and 
Castile, Uncle Pedro took an army into Granada in support of Nasr. He was moderately 
successful, with a number of raids and skirmishes taking place during the years 1316 and 
1317, during which Pedro managed to defeat Ismail's forces twice. By the end of the year 
1317 Pedro decided that something on a larger scale was needed in order to completely 
defeat Ismail and place Nasr back on the throne of Granada as vassal to Castile, so he 
petitioned the Castilian Cortes for a large scale invasion of Granada, which was to be 
launched in the spring of 1319. This campaign would not only involve the combined armies 
of Castile, it had the blessing of the papacy, with Pope John XXII authorising it as a 
crusade. The campaign was given the green light, and the Castilian forces assembled in 
Cordoba in June of 1319. Overall command of the invasion had been given to Uncle 
Pedro, with his leadership being supported by a number of notable figures, including the 
Grand Masters of the Orders of Santiago, Calatrava, and Alcantara, the Archbishops of 
Toledo and Seville, and Uncle Juan, Pedro's co-regent, who led his own contingent of 
troops. The plan was for the Christian forces to march all the way to the city of Granada, 
defeat Ismail, and place Nasr back on the throne. 
 
The campaign started pretty well. The Castilian forces entered the Kingdom of Granada, 
clashed with Muslim defenders, managed to defeat some towns, and scored a decent 
amount of plunder. The army made its way to the outskirts of the city of Granada, but then 
had a change of heart. It was now summer of the year 1319. It was hot, and taking the city 



of Granada would involve a lengthy siege which the Castilian troops weren't convinced 
would be successful, so a decision was made to take the loot they had already scored and 
head home. 
 
While the Christian forces were in the process of retreating though, Ismail decided to 
strike. He ordered an elite force of Moroccan cavalry to race out from the city of Granada 
and attack the departing Christians. The first focus of the assault was Uncle Juan. While 
Juan's troops were sustaining losses, Uncle Pedro turned his forces around and attempted 
to intervene, but, disastrously, Pedro fell from his horse then was trampled and killed. The 
death of their commander caused widespread panic across the Castilian forces who all 
fled in disarray. The end result was a disaster for the Christians, with both Uncle Pedro 
and Uncle Juan dying in battle, along with many Christian fighters. 
 
So, by the middle of the year 1319, after her two co-regents were killed in battle, Maria de 
Molina found herself once again sole regent for a baby King, this time her grandson 
Alfonso. The battle which killed Uncle Pedro and Uncle Juan also effectively saved the 
reign of Ismail in Granada. It put to rest any dreams Nasr may have had of regaining the 
throne, and Ismail went on to rule energetically and effectively, making peace with his 
Christian neighbours, including a man called Juan Manuel, who was the lord of a region 
inside Castile just to the north of the city of Murcia called Villena. The state of Villena had 
been created for Juan Manuel's father, Manuel of Castile, who was a son of King 
Fernando III of Castile. Juan Manuel was an ambitious man, and under his leadership 
Villena will expand into a duchy, then a principality. Juan Manuel's ambitions didn't just lay 
within his own little microstate. No, he had wider aims. In fact, he intended to challenge 
Maria de Molina for the regency of the wider Kingdom of Castile. 
 
Juan Manuel, it turns out, was a very well connected man. He had been raised in the court 
of his cousin King Sancho IV and had received an extensive education in Latin, history, 
law, and theology. He was also an accomplished horseman and swordsman, and from the 
age of twelve had been actively involved in skirmishes against the Muslims of Granada. 
Maria de Molina had appointed him to act as an envoy to Aragon during her first stint as 
regent, back in 1304, and Juan Manuel had enjoyed considerable success as a diplomat 
inside the royal court of Aragon, so much so that he became betrothed to the 6-year-old 
daughter of King James II of Aragon in 1306. At the time of their betrothal Juan Manuel 
was 24 years old and had previously been married to Elizabeth of Mallorca. The 
24-year-old Juan Manuel took his 6-year-old betrothed back to Castle Villena, and they 
were married six years later. By the year 1319, Juan Manuel was fast becoming one of the 
most powerful and one of the most wealthy people not just in the Kingdom of Castile but in 
the entire Iberian peninsula. Interestingly, he spent much of his down-time writing, an 
activity which was looked down upon as something which was beneath the standing of a 
man of the status of Juan Manuel, and to make matters worse he chose to write not in 
Latin but in Castilian, meaning that his works could be enjoyed not just by educated 
members of the aristocracy, who were learned in Latin, but by educated men from across 
Castile. Eight of his books have survived to this day. Anyway, Juan Manuel is a man 
whose star is on the rise, and he is a man who we should definitely be keeping our eyes 
on. At the moment though, the tireless Maria de Molina is managing to curb his ambitions 
and is successfully ruling the Kingdom of Castile alone as regent on behalf of her 
grandson Alfonso. 
 
In the year 1321, though, Maria de Molina died. This, I probably don't need to tell you, was 
an absolute disaster for the Kingdom of Castile. In his book “A History of Medieval Spain”, 
Joseph O'Callaghan describes Maria de Molina as the only person capable of containing 



the factions of powerful noblemen who were clamouring to gain control over the regency. 
At the time of his grandmother's death young Alfonso was only ten years old, and the 
death of his regent sparked a period of anarchy across Castile. Numerous powerful 
noblemen, including Juan Manuel, declared themselves to be the new regent, while 
simultaneously working to build support for their position and to destroy the other 
noblemen who had declared themselves to be regent. Noblemen clashed with noblemen, 
towns clashed with towns, everything devolved into factional infighting, and no-one 
seemed to be able to enforce the law or to bring an end to the chaos which ensued. A 
chronicle written at the time described what took place, and I quote “All the magnates and 
knights lived off the robberies and seizures they committed throughout the land, and the 
regents, so that each of them might have their support, consented to it. All the towns were 
divided into factions and tried as much as possible to oppress one another. In some towns 
certain working men, in the name of a commune, rose up and killed those who oppressed 
them and seized and destroyed all their goods. In no part of the realm was justice done in 
accordance with the law, and the land reached such a state that men did not dare travel on 
the highways unless armed and in numerous company so they could defend themselves 
against robbers. Besides this, the regents imposed many illegal tributes, and for those 
reasons, there was a great depopulation of the towns” end quote. 
 
After four years of anarchy, lawlessness, and chaos, everyone had had enough, and in the 
year 1325 fourteen-year-old Alfonso was declared to have come of age and was given the 
authority to rule the Kingdom of Leon and Castile on his own behalf as King Alfonso XI. 
Now fourteen-year-old Alfonso is facing a number of challenges at this point in time. The 
people closest to him, who could have offered him counsel and assisted him to rule are all 
dead. He is an orphan. His parents and his formidable grandmother have all predeceased 
him. He has heaps of other relatives who are all clamouring for influence inside his royal 
court, but frankly they have caused most of the problems of late and are the reason why 
the kingdom has fallen into lawlessness and disarray. 
 
So the fourteen-year-old King took a deep breath and set about restoring his kingdom to 
order, and he did a very impressive job of it. Wielding the power of the crown ruthlessly, he 
cracked down on all the men who had abused their positions and who had been 
clamouring for power over the past four years, and those who refused to bend the knee to 
their new young king, well, King Alfonso had them killed. This, I'm sure you can imagine, 
ended up being a pretty effective way to restore order. Not content with merely ending the 
chaos, King Alfonso then set about restoring order, justice, and the rule of law across his 
kingdom. Soon things were ticking along so nicely that he was able to turn his attentions to 
crusading, more specifically to moving against his southern neighbour, the Kingdom of 
Granada. This was bad news for the Kingdom of Granada. 
 
1325 had been a big year for Granada as well, due to the fact that its ruler, Ismail, had 
been assassinated at the beginning of that year. The assassin was Ismail's cousin, the 
governor of Algeciras, who apparently had been convinced to kill Ismail by one of the 
power brokers inside the kingdom. Unfortunately for the governor of Algeciras and his 
brother, who was convinced to join him in the plot, they kind of botched the job. They 
stabbed Ismail, fatally wounding him, but in a way which left him living long enough to 
identify his assassins, to order their arrest, and to sentence them to death. When Ismail 
died from his wounds his successor, his ten-year-old son Muhammad, began his rule as 
Muhammad IV. Fortunately for ten-year-old Muhammad he has a formidable grandmother 
in the form of Fatima bint al-Ahmar, who we mentioned in the last episode. She will assist 
her grandson to place a lid over the competing factions inside his kingdom moving 
forward. 



 
1325 was also a big year in Portugal because that was the year in which King Denis of 
Portugal died. King Denis was described by Joseph O'Callaghan in his book “A History of 
Medieval Spain” as, and I quote “one of the most capable of the medieval sovereigns” end 
quote. Why was King Denis so celebrated? Well, mainly because he spent less time on 
military campaigns and more time on laying the foundations for the future prosperity of 
Portugal. He made a number of economic reforms and developed a fleet of merchant 
ships. The peace, stability, and prosperity which characterised his rule led to a flourishing 
of the arts, with King Denis himself trying his hand at poetry. He established the first 
university in Portugal in Lisbon in the year 1290, although it ended up being relocated to 
Coimbra in 1308 following conflicts between academics and the Lisbon townfolk. There 
was one dark cloud on King Denis’ horizon though, and that cloud was in the form of his 
eldest son and heir, Alfonso. He didn't like his son. Denis viewed him as a bad person who 
would make a bad king, but there wasn't much Denis could do about this. There was no 
mechanism within the medieval system of monarchical rule which would allow you to 
decide that your eldest son would make an unsuitable ruler and therefore allow you to 
choose someone else. All Denis could really do was to try to talk some sense into his son 
in an attempt to improve his character, which led to shouting matches and showdowns 
which marked the final few years of his life. When King Denis of Portugal died in January 
of 1325 his son was crowned as King Alfonso IV of Portugal. 
 
Join me next time as another royal death in the peninsula leaves us with three kings, all 
named Alfonso, all young, and all new to their roles. Until next time, bye for now. 
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