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The Three Alfonsos

Hello again. Last time we took a look at the year 1325 during which a number of important
events took place across the peninsula. By the end of the year 1325 the fourteen-year-old
heir to the Castilian throne began ruling in his own right as King Alfonso Xl, ending a
period of anarchy which had erupted following the death of Alfonso's grandmother and
regent Maria de Molina. 1325 also saw the rise to power of a boy ruler in the Kingdom of
Granada, ten-year-old Muhammad IV, who is ruling with the assistance of his grandmother,
who is acting as regent. 1325 also saw a change of leadership in Portugal, where Alfonso
IV has begun his rule. A few years later, another Alfonso will rise to power in Aragon.

Over in Aragon, King James Il is coming to the end of what has been a very successful 36
year long reign. Interestingly, towards the end of his rule, King James of Aragon switched
his focus from conquests inside the Iberian peninsula to extending Aragonese influence
across the Mediterranean, all the way to the Holy Land. We've already mentioned how
Aragon inserted itself into the politics of Sicily and Corsica. In the year 1323 King James
managed to force the Pisans out of Sardinia, managing to add Sardinia to his collection of
Mediterranean islands. King James had also managed to extend Aragonese influence into
northern Africa, with the rulers of Tunis and a number of other regions paying him tribute
and extending trading privileges to Aragon.

Less successful though was King James's attempts to exert influence over the Holy Land.
Following the downfall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem in the year 1291, King James began
eyeing off the possibility of becoming the King of Cyprus and perhaps even attempting to
reboot the Kingdom of Jerusalem with himself as king. With those ambitions in mind he
married Marie de Lusignan in the year 1315. Marie was the sister and heiress of King
Henry Il of Cyprus and Jerusalem. King Henry |l was the last king of the now defunct
Kingdom of Jerusalem and had been ruling Cyprus successfully since the year 1285.
Interestingly, in the year 1317 King Henry married Constance of Sicily, who was a daughter
of King Frederick Il of Sicily and niece to King James. What may have interested King
James about the marriage between King Henry of Cyprus and his niece Constance was
the fact that they had no children, which left Henry's sister Marie as his heir. So King
James married Marie, hoping that this may elevate him into the position of King of Cyprus
and maybe even King of Jerusalem. This, though, didn't happen. The marriage between
King James and Marie was not a happy one. Marie was 42 years old at the time of their
marriage, with King James being ten years older at 52, and it was clear to everyone that
the only reason for the union was so King James could get his hands on the crowns of
Cyprus and Jerusalem. In order to achieve this, though, Marie's brother King Henry would
need to pre-decease her, making Marie the new ruler of Cyprus and Jerusalem, but this
didn't happen. After four unhappy years of marriage Marie died in Tortosa in 1319. Had
Marie produced a male heir during their marriage, King James may still have had a claim
to the thrones of Cyprus and Jerusalem, but she didn't. So King James's ambitions to rule
the Holy Land vanished in a puff of smoke following Marie's death.

Only a month after Marie's death, King James began to make arrangements to marry
again, this time to a local woman, the 30-year-old Elisenda de Montcada, who ended up
outliving King James, who died in the year 1327. Now, interestingly, although King James
had been married a total of four times during his life, he only had children with one of his



wives, Blanche of Anjou, who you will probably remember was the daughter of the once
sworn enemy of the crown of Aragon, King Charles Il of Naples. Blanche managed to bear
James an astonishing total of ten children before dying in 1310, probably due to
complications following the birth of her last child, Violante.

King James's eldest child was his son and heir, who was also called James. Unfortunately
for King James, James Junior was rather headstrong and unpredictable. King James
arranged for James Junior to become betrothed to Eleanor of Castile, the eldest child of
King Fernando IV of Castile and Constance of Portugal, when James Junior was fifteen
and Eleanor was just four years old. Eleanor was then transferred from Castile to the royal
court in Aragon to be raised as the future queen of Aragon. In the year 1318 when James
Junior was twenty-two years old and Eleanor was aged eleven, James Junior announced
to everyone that he no longer wished to marry Eleanor. In fact, he didn't want to marry
anyone. And even more shockingly, he didn't want to become King. Instead, his greatest
wish was to retire to a monastery and become a monk. This came as a surprise to
everyone, as James Junior had been groomed all of his life to become King and had never
shown any particular interest in religion. A showdown then took place between King James
and James Junior, with King James letting his son know that he would not become a monk
but would instead marry Eleanor in October of 1319, then settle down to prepare for his
rise to power as King. James Junior apparently refused to even see his father, so the
wedding preparations went on without him. King James got his way in that the marriage
ceremony did in fact take place in October of 1319. James Junior though had the last
laugh. He refused to consummate the marriage, so it was not viewed as legitimate. He
then took off, fleeing from the royal court and eventually taking monastic vows as a knight
of Saint John and formally renouncing his right to succeed his father as King.

This right then passed to his younger brother Alfonso, who was twenty years old in 1319
when his brother James decided to become a monk. Alfonso had married the heiress of
Urgell, Teresa, back in 1314 when they were both aged fourteen. As soon as it became
apparent that Alfonso would be the next king, his education in all things regal was
fast-tracked. Alfonso was already father to two surviving children at this point in time, one
of whom was a boy, so the succession looked secure. He took on a raft of extra duties,
and in the year 1323 he was tasked with the conquest of Sardinia, which he managed to
achieve.

1327, though, was a horrible year for Alfonso. His wife Teresa died in childbirth on the 20™
of October, and less than two weeks later, his father King James Il passed away, after a
long and extremely successful reign, propelling Alfonso into the spotlight. He was crowned
as King Alfonso IV shortly after his father's death. In addition to becoming King, the newly
widowed Alfonso agreed to marry Eleanor of Castile, who had been raised inside the court
of Aragon specifically to become its queen. After having been spurned by Alfonso's elder
brother James, Eleanor had been moved into a convent, although conveniently she had
never taken vows to become a nun. She was shifted back into the royal court, and the two
were married in 1329, a move which cemented an alliance between Castile and Aragon.

Everyone was super happy that Alfonso and not James Junior had risen to power. Alfonso
was hard working, competent, had shown through his victory in Sardinia that he
possessed a talent for military command, and he already had a son and heir, the child he
had fathered with his late wife Teresa, a boy called Pedro. As stated by T. N. Bisson in his
book “The Medieval Crown of Aragon”, and | quote “seldom had a king a worthier or more
accomplished son to succeed him than James Il had in Alfonso” end quote.



With the crowning of King Alfonso IV of Aragon every single Christian kingdom in the
Iberian peninsula was now being ruled by someone called Alfonso, if you ignore the
Kingdom of Navarre, which had been swallowed up by the French crown and was
currently being ruled by the King of France. Joining King Alfonso IV in Aragon was King
Alfonso Xl of Castile and King Alfonso IV of Portugal. To make life easier for ourselves, we
will be calling them Alfonso of Aragon, Alfonso of Castile, and Alfonso of Portugal moving
forward. Rounding out the rulers on the peninsula was the current King of Granada, not
named Alfonso thankfully, but Muhammad, who was ruling as Muhammad IV. Now, just to
give you an idea of the differences between the Alfonsos, as at the year 1327, Alfonso of
Castile was 16 years old and had been ruling in his own right for two years. Alfonso of
Aragon was 28 and had just risen to power, while over in Portugal their Alfonso was a
stately 36 years old and had been in power for two years.

Alfonso of Castile is clearly, by far, the youngest of the Alfonsos, so you would expect him
to be a less confident, more cautious ruler than the other two kings, but actually the
opposite was the case. Alfonso of Castile, despite only being a teenager, harboured great
ambitions for his kingdom. He not only wanted Castile to become the most powerful
kingdom in the Iberian peninsula, he wished to emulate Aragon in extending Castile's
influence abroad.

First, though, young Alfonso of Castile had to ensure that the ambitions of the Castilian
nobility were curtailed so that he wouldn't need to watch his back at home while he
campaigned abroad. The two most powerful noblemen inside Castile were men who had
years of experience in politics and strategic manoeuvring behind them. They were Juan
Manuel, the Lord of Villena, who we met in the last episode, and Juan de Haro, the
one-eyed head of the powerful de Haro family, who was descended from Alfonso X of
Castile and was currently the Lord of Biscay. These two Juans, both of whom were
seasoned power players, probably rubbed their hands together when King Alfonso came
of age, believing they could take advantage of his youth and inexperience to gain more
power for themselves. Both Juans, though, are about to be disappointed.

Juan Manuel only had one living child, a daughter, and as soon as Alfonso began his rule
in the year 1325, Juan Manuel decided to use his daughter to form an alliance with the
other powerful Juan, Juan de Haro. He offered his daughter, whose name was Constanza,
to Juan de Haro in marriage. At this time, Constanza was around nine years old and Juan
de Haro was middle-aged. If the marriage went ahead, the two Juans would form a
powerful alliance which they could use against King Alfonso. Clearly from King Alfonso's
point of view, the marriage couldn't take place. The easiest way to ensure it couldn't
happen was for Alfonso of Castile himself to ask for the hand of young Constanza in
marriage. There was no way Juan Manuel could turn down the offer by the King to marry
his daughter, so he was forced to give his consent. The young King and the even younger
Constanza were formally betrothed on the 28™ of November in the year 1325, although
they weren't officially married given the bride's very young age. The betrothal did entitle
little Constanza to use the title “Queen consort of Castile” though, and apparently she used
it whenever she could. With his daughter now inside the royal court, Juan Manuel was
forced to bend his knee and submit to the young King.

Juan de Haro though was still causing problems, even making it known that he would be
prepared to oppose the young King militarily if necessary. So King Alfonso ordered him to
be assassinated, which he was, in the year 1326. So now King Alfonso's “Juan” problem
was reduced to just one Juan, Juan Manuel.



As father to the new queen consort, Juan Manuel gradually attempted to gain influence
inside the royal court, his ultimate aim being to gain such a position of dominance inside
the court that he would be able to dictate royal policy. King Alfonso, though, didn't
appreciate being pushed around. This led to confrontations between the young King and
his future father-in-law until, in the year 1327, Alfonso decided that he had had enough. He
arranged to have the union between himself and young Constanza annulled, effectively
forcing Juan Manuel out of the royal court and out of influence. A furious Juan Manuel left
Castile altogether, making his way to Aragon in the hope of convincing King Alfonso of
Aragon to side with him against Alfonso of Castile.

Join me next time to see if Juan's plot succeeds. Now, next time will actually be quite a
while away, in February next year to be exact, because I'm about to take my summer
break. | wish you all a merry festive season and a happy and safe start to 2026. If you
would like more content between now and February, you can always pop over to Patreon
and sign up as a supporter. There's a bunch of fresh episodes waiting for you in the back
catalogue. Thank you for your support. Until next year, 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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