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The End Of An Era

Hello again. Last time we saw King Alfonso Xl of Castile take the city of Algeciras from the
Muslims, following an eighteen month long siege.

As part of the settlement negotiations allowing for the surrender of the city, a ten year long
period of peace was negotiated between the Christians and the Muslims. The peace treaty
was signed in February of the year 1345, and the extended period without hostilities
enabled King Alfonso to work on measures which would enable his kingdom to recover
following the hardships of war. Castile had borrowed significant amounts of money to fund
the siege at Algeciras, so now King Alfonso began the arduous process of putting his
kingdom back to rights, repaying his debts, and rebuilding his military for a possible future
attack on northern Africa or, the conquest Alfonso was most keen on, the city of Gibraltar.

You might remember that Gibraltar had been captured by King Fernando IV of Castile back
in the year 1309 and had been lost to the Marinids in the year 1333. In his book “The
Gibraltar Crusade”, Joseph O'Callaghan reports that King Alfonso felt personally
responsible for the loss of Gibraltar to the Muslims, and he became laser-focused on
getting it back. There was, of course though, the tricky problem of the peace treaty, which
technically would preclude Castile from attacking Gibraltar until the treaty expired in the
year 1355.

During the year 1349 though, King Alfonso moved against Gibraltar and besieged it. He
did so asserting that he had not breached the terms of the peace treaty. How did he
manage this? Well, with peace having settled over the Iberian peninsula, the Emir of the
Marinids, Abul Hasan, switched his focus to northern Africa, marching on Tunis with a
large land and naval force in the year 1347. His campaign was wildly successful, and
within a short time the Marinid Emir held territory stretching all the way from Morocco
across Algeria into Tunisia, which resulted in him being overstretched and prompted one of
his sons, Abu Inan Faris, to rebel and seize the city of Fez while his father and his father's
armies were away on campaign. This successful rebellion, along with a really serious
outbreak of the Black Death, kind of set dominoes falling on the Marinid Empire. While his
son seized more and more territory in the Marinid heartland, Abul Hasan became
blockaded in Tunis and was unable to return to Morocco to confront his son, which caused
a number of Marinid governors to recognise Abu Inan Faris to be the true Marinid Emir,
including the governor of Gibraltar.

This in turn caused King Alfonso to look at the fine print of the peace treaty he had signed.
Concluding that the treaty bound himself and Abul Hasan, but not his son, King Alfonso
decided that attacking Gibraltar would not breach the peace treaty between himself and
Abul Hasan, as Abul Hasan had clearly lost control of Gibraltar to his son. In April of the
year 1349 the ruler of Granada, Yusuf, also recognised Abu Inan Faris as the true Marinid
Emir, and Granada sent a contingent of archers to Gibraltar to assist in its defence should
it be attacked by Castile. King Alfonso took this to be a violation of the peace treaty and
considered the ten year long truce to now be at an end. In the middle of the year 1349
King Alfonso told the people of Castile to once again prepare for war, and he began
preparations to attack the city of Gibraltar.



Unfortunately, we don't know much about the siege of Gibraltar. Historians are even
unable to agree on exactly when it commenced. Joseph QO'Callaghan notes that
documentary evidence places King Alfonso at the siege of Gibraltar in July of the year
1349, although it's likely that both a land and sea blockade of the city had begun at the
end of June. By August the besiegers were having problems feeding themselves, and
Alfonso dispatched some Castilians to Aragon to purchase wheat. As the months passed,
King Alfonso reached out to Abul Hasan. It's unclear exactly what the two men talked
about as the text of their exchange is ineligible in places, but Joseph O'Callaghan
suggests that King Alfonso may have asked Abul Hasan to surrender Gibraltar in return for
Castile helping the Emir regain his position of power in northern Africa.

The siege was still underway in March of the year 1350 when disaster struck. A couple of
years earlier, the Black Death had reached the Iberian peninsula, with outbreaks reported
along the Mediterranean coastline in Valencia and Barcelona. From there it steadily made
its way inland, then spread across the entire peninsula, with outbreaks reported in the
camp outside Gibraltar. King Alfonso refused to leave the camp despite the presence of
the plague, and shortly afterwards he found a small tumour on his body, a sign that he
himself might have been contaminated. His counsellors advised him to leave the siege to
seek medical treatment, but again he refused to do so. He died of the Black Death in
March of 1350, aged only 38.

With his death, the siege of Gibraltar came to an end. When the Muslims inside Gibraltar
learned of the reason for the lifting of the siege, orders were given not to attack the
retreating Christians. Instead, as the Castilians wrapped up the siege and withdrew from
Gibraltar carrying their king's body, the Muslims of Gibraltar came out to watch. As stated
by one of the Muslims defending Gibraltar, and | quote “a noble king and prince of the
world had died, by whom not only the Christians were honoured but also the Moorish
knights who received great honours from him” end quote.

King Alfonso's body was taken to the cathedral in Seville and was placed in the royal
chapel of the cathedral. Twenty years later it was transferred to Cordoba so that King
Alfonso could lay at rest next to the body of his father King Fernando IV, in accordance
with the wishes he had expressed during his lifetime. Shortly after King Alfonso's body
arrived in Seville, his fifteen-year-old son Pedro was proclaimed King.

Now, back in Episode 127 we discussed the dramatic personal life of King Alfonso,
including the fact that while he was married to Maria of Portugal and had one legitimate
surviving child with her, Pedro, who is now King, he clearly preferred to spend his time with
his mistress, Eleanor de Guzman. By the time of his death Eleanor had bore King Alfonso
an astonishing ten children, seven of whom were still alive when Alfonso passed away.
Sensibly, Eleanor and her children steered well clear of Seville following Alfonso's death,
but clearly Eleanor and her hordes of children will be a problem which young Pedro will
need to deal with during his reign.

Now, King Alfonso's death at an early age from the plague ended up dealing a huge blow
to the Reconquista. King Alfonso's ambitions were to take Gibraltar, then switch to taking
Granada, and then parts of northern Africa. Had he lived, it is likely that Gibraltar would
have fallen back into Castilian hands. In fact, Joseph O'Callaghan reports that a Muslim
chronicler, Ibn al-Khatib, stated words to the effect that if God hadn't been merciful to the
Muslims and put an end to King Alfonso's life, he would have taken the entire Muslim
Kingdom of Granada. But Alfonso did die prematurely, and not only did Castile fail to take
Gibraltar, Algeciras will actually revert back to Muslim control in around 25 years' time.



(Oops - spoiler alert.) The death of King Alfonso really did mark the end of an era. In the
words of Joseph O'Callaghan, and | quote “following his death, the siege of Gibraltar was
abandoned, and the reconquest he had pushed so vigorously was left in abeyance for
nearly a century and a half’ end quote.

You might be interested to know that the other protagonists from King Alfonso's attempt to
take Gibraltar weren't long in following him to the grave. Just over a year after King
Alfonso's death, the Marinid Emir Abul Hasan died without having been able to reclaim his
kingdom from his rebel son. Although the Marinids still technically hold Gibraltar, they will
never again attempt a large scale invasion of the Iberian peninsula. Three years after the
Emir's death, the ruler of Granada, Yusuf I, was stabbed to death while at prayer in the
Great Mosque in the city of Granada, apparently by a deranged, crazy person. Yusuf, who
like Alfonso was seen as a competent visionary ruler, was, like King Alfonso, only aged in
his 30s when he was killed.

With an era having pretty much come to an end and some new doors opening or about to
open, we will leave the Castilians to welcome their new young king, Pedro | of Castile,
while we head to the east to see what has been happening in Aragon.

You might have noticed that King Pedro IV of Aragon hasn't made much of an appearance
in the last couple of episodes. He didn't personally participate in the Battle of Salado and
has also kept out of much of the other action against the Muslims in the peninsula. That's
because King Pedro of Aragon has been busy pursuing a different foreign policy goal,
namely incorporating the Kingdom of Majorca back into the Kingdom of Aragon.

Now you might recall from our family drama episode that Pedro's hated step-mum, Eleanor
of Castile, had managed to convince her husband (and Pedro's father) King Alfonso the IV
of Aragon, to carve out some territory from the realm of Aragon which could be separately
administered by Eleanor and her sons. One of the first items on Pedro's agenda when he
rose to power at the age of sixteen was to get those lands back. Two years into his reign,
though, in the year 1338, Pedro had a change of heart and decided to leave Eleanor and
his half-brothers in possession of their domains.

This was largely due to the fact that Pedro had found someone else whose lands he
wished to incorporate back into the Aragonese crown, the current King of Majorca, James
[ll, who was actually Pedro's brother-in-law, as James had married one of Pedro's sisters.
James Il of Majorca was the grandson of James Il of Majorca, and you would have to say
that he was very ambitious and keen to advance the economic prosperity and influence of
his little kingdom. In his book “The Medieval Crown of Aragon”, T. N. Bisson reports that
James of Majorca had previously pledged fealty to Pedro's father Alfonso of Aragon, but
seemed to be reluctant to do the same to Pedro. Instead, under James's rule, Majorca was
flexing its muscles and promoting its independence in a way which was proving
increasingly embarrassing for Aragon. To start with, James had formed diplomatic and
trading ties with a Marinid Emir during the period in which Morocco was actively at war
against the Christian kings of Spain. Majorca had reached out to both Rome and France,
and its commercial dealings across the western Mediterranean had the effect of
undercutting traders in Barcelona. During the years 1338 and 1339 King Pedro had
demanded of King James that he bend his knee and pay homage to him, but on at least
two occasions, King James had managed to delay doing so. Finally, in the year 1339, King
James was forced to admit that he held Majorca as vassal to Aragon, but that admission
didn't seem to stop James pursuing goals which, while being to the advantage of himself
and Majorca, were clearly at odds with the interests of his overlord King Pedro.



A few years later, King James seemed to overreach himself, and King Pedro used his
miscalculation to force James more securely under his thumb. King James's miscalculation
arose when he picked a fight with King Philip VI of France. France was one of Majorca's
main allies, but despite this King James decided to question France's title over Montpellier,
deciding that it would be a nice asset to add to his Majorcan realm. France then
threatened to attack Majorca, forcing James to call on King Pedro for help. King Pedro
then announced that he would consider the request, and summoned James to appear at
the royal court of Aragon at Barcelona. According to T. N. Bisson, Pedro was fully
expecting James to be a no-show at his royal court. When James did in fact fail to attend
as ordered, Pedro declared James to be a “contumacious vassal’, a legal term which, after
a few years of hearings and legal wrangling, resulted in King Pedro formally confiscating
the Kingdom of Majorca from King James in February of 1343, along with King James's
other possession, the region of Roussillon in southern France.

In order to physically take back the island kingdom and reincorporate it into the crown of
Aragon, King Pedro sailed to Majorca at the head of a fleet of Catalonian ships.
Fortunately for King Pedro, the people of Majorca were happy to submit to him without a
fight. King James had taxed them heavily to fund his ambitious foreign policy, and as a
result the vast majority of the island kingdom's residents were happy to become subjects
of the Aragonese crown.

Not so the residents of Roussillon. King Pedro met with stiff resistance when he attempted
to annex the region, but following a protracted period of fighting Aragonese troops
captured the capital city of Roussillon, Perpignan, in March of 1344. King James, or more
accurately ex-King James, then became a fugitive, bouncing around Europe attempting to
gain support for his comeback. With the assistance of the Queen of Naples, he did
manage to scrape together a small force in the year 1349 which he led to Majorca, but was
killed in battle in August of 1349. From that time on, the Kingdom of Majorca formed part of
the Aragonese crown.

It's a good thing that Pedro's conflict with James of Majorca has come to an end. Join me
next time as King Pedro of Aragon confronts problems closer to home. Until next time, bye
for now.
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