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Trouble In Aragon

Hello again. Last time we saw the death of King Alfonso Xl of Castile from the plague
during the siege of Gibraltar. King Alfonso was only aged in his 30s at the time of his
passing, and his death heralded the end of an era. The Reconquista will now go into a sort
of holding pattern for a protracted period of time. We also saw King Pedro IV of Aragon
wrestle the Kingdom of Majorca from its wayward monarch King James and incorporate it
back into the Kingdom of Aragon.

At the same time as Pedro was wrangling with Majorca trouble was brewing on the
domestic front inside Aragon. The spark which ignited the flame of the developing crisis
was the fact that King Pedro didn't have any male heirs. He had married Maria of Navarre,
daughter of King Philip and Queen Joan of Navarre, in the year 1338, and by the year
1347 they had three children together, but they were all daughters. The eldest of these
was named Constanza, and she was four years old at the beginning of 1347. Due to the
fact that King Pedro was the father of only daughters, the presumptive heir to the throne of
Aragon at the beginning of the year 1347 was Pedro's brother James, the Count of Urgell,
who held the title of “Procurator General of the Realm”, which in effect meant that he was
next in line for the throne. The trouble with this was that King Pedro really didn't like his
brother James and really didn't want him to become King. In fact, he not only disliked his
brother, he questioned his loyalty to the crown and may even have suspected his brother
of working against him.

This prompted King Pedro to declare his four year old daughter Constanza to be his heir.
This declaration sent shock waves across the Kingdom. King Pedro had consulted
extensively with experts in civil and church law prior to making his announcement, and
they had assured him that there was no legal impediment to King Pedro's daughter
inheriting the crown, but the intensely independent-minded citizens of Aragon weren't
convinced. Many scholars and noblemen, including, unsurprisingly, Pedro's brother James,
argued that clauses in the wills of both King James | and King Alfonso IV precluded
women from inheriting the crown, while valid questions were raised about who Constanza
would marry and the role her future husband would take in ruling the Kingdom. In
response, King Pedro agreed to consult the Cortes, or Parliament, before arranging the
marriage of his daughter, then moved to formally exclude his brother James from the line
of succession by forcing him to give up his position as Procurator General. He also
decreed that James was forbidden from residing in any of the major cities of the realm,
including Valencia, Barcelona, and Zaragoza.

James, though, was unwilling to go down without a fight. He made his way to Zaragoza,
where he lobbied noblemen not only from Zaragoza but from across Aragon to stand
against Pedro in defence of the traditional laws and customs of the realm. To the intensely
independent people of Aragon, James had a point, and his supporters rallied behind an
organisation called the Union of Aragon, which pretty much became the face of the stance
being made against the King.

Meanwhile, back at the royal court, there was much rejoicing when Queen Maria gave
birth to her first son, an event which promised to resolve the succession issue once and for
all. A few days later though, the baby boy died, followed a few days after that by Queen



Maria herself. King Pedro wasted no time in finding himself a new wife, marrying Eleanor
of Portugal, the 18-year-old daughter of King Alfonso IV of Portugal, in November of 1347.

The spark of rebellion, though, had already been ignited. In the months between the death
of his first wife and the marriage of his second, King Pedro was forced to capitulate almost
completely to the Union of Aragon. By that time, the Union had gone from strength to
strength. It now boasted representatives from every single major city and town across
Aragon, save for four of them. It elected a number of dignitaries including James of Urgell,
and it invited King Pedro to attend a meeting of the Cortes at Zaragoza in August of 1347,
at which it intended to present a list of demands to the King, demands which included
formal recognition of the Union, the ability of the Union to nominate royal councillors, a
revocation of the recognition of Pedro's daughter as heir to the throne, and the restoration
of James of Urgell to the role of Procurator General and heir to the Aragonese crown. As a
cherry on top of a cake which Pedro really didn't want to eat, the Union of Aragon invited
one of Pedro's half-brothers, Fernando, the eldest son of the marriage between Pedro's
father Alfonso IV and his second wife Eleanor of Castile, to become the leader of the
Union.

It's safe to say that King Pedro didn't want to agree to any of these demands. He
attempted to assert his position at the meeting of the Cortes, and in his book “A History of
Medieval Spain”, Joseph O'Callaghan states that King Pedro remonstrated with the
members of the Union, calling their demands unreasonable and dishonourable. In the end,
though, he was forced to cave in. His brother James was restored as heir to the throne,
and King Pedro promised to reconvene the Cortes in May of the following year. Joseph
O'Callaghan reports that King Pedro then left Zaragoza for the relative safety and comfort
of Barcelona, where he enjoyed greater support.

One month later, Pedro's brother James joined him in Barcelona. Then James,
unexpectedly, and suddenly, died. Not surprisingly, King Pedro was suspected of playing a
part in his brother's untimely exit from the stage, and although there was no evidence that
the King had arranged for his brother's assassination, rumours soon spread that James
had died of poison administered on orders from his brother. If King Pedro had ordered his
brother's death in the hope that it would improve the situation, he was about to be
disappointed. Instead of dissolving without the leadership of James, the Union became
even more popular, and its undisputed head was now King Pedro's half-brother Fernando,
who was able to muster Castilian support for the Union.

King Pedro was now facing a civil war. With much of his Kingdom uniting under the Union
against him, King Pedro concentrated on the region in which he enjoyed the most support,
Catalonia. Once he had secured the support of the Catalan people and the Barcelona
Cortes, he travelled to Valencia, hoping to achieve the same result there.

This turned out to be a miscalculation. The people of Valencia were more inclined to
support the union than King Pedro, and they let him know as such in no uncertain terms.
Finding himself trapped and forced into a corner, King Pedro was coerced into recognising
his half-brother Fernando, the man now heading up the Unionist rebels, as his heir, and
was made to formalise this by appointing Fernando to the position of Procurator General.
He was also made to recognise the Valencian chapter of the Union and allocate to it the
same powers that he had provided to the Aragonese Union. Having done all of this, King
Pedro attempted to return to Barcelona, but he was detained under guard in Valencia in
March of 1348. As stated by Joseph O'Callaghan, and | quote, “in the midst of the
confusion and the celebrations proclaiming the triumph of the Union, the King and Queen



were compelled to dance amongst the populace, who left him in no doubt that he was their
prisoner” end quote.

Fortunately for King Pedro, although unfortunately for everyone else, the Black Death hit
Valencia a couple of months later. Deciding that it would be a bad look if the King died of
the plague while in their detention, the Valencians released King Pedro, and he made his
way to Zaragoza. While the King had been detained in Valencia, his supporters had been
rallying to the royal cause. They fought a pitched battle against the Unionists in a region to
the southwest of Zaragoza in July of 1348 and won decisively. The King's half-brother and
now heir to the throne, Fernando, was wounded in the battle but escaped, making his way
back to Castile.

With the royalists having prevailed on the battlefield, King Pedro was welcomed into
Zaragoza, where most of the citizens promptly rejected the Union and pledged their
support for the crown. King Pedro ordered thirteen of the Unionist leaders to be executed,
and at a meeting of the Zaragoza Cortes in August he formally condemned all of the
actions of the Union, ordering all of the documents it had produced to be burned, and its
seal to be broken. He reportedly even attacked one of the Union documents himself, using
his dagger to rip it into shreds.

With Zaragoza back under royal control, King Pedro returned to Valencia. The Valencian
chapter of the Union had lost momentum following the flight of Fernando to Castile and the
loss of the Zaragozan chapter of the Union. When the royal forces defeated the rebels in
battle outside the city of Valencia in December of 1348, the Valencian Union was forced to
concede defeat. The mercy King Pedro had shown to the members of the Union in
Zaragoza, though, wasn't on display in Valencia. King Pedro told his royal counsellors that
he had decided to burn the city of Valencia to the ground, then sow it with salt, rendering it
uninhabitable. Thankfully, his advisers managed to talk him out of this plan of action. He
was persuaded to take a more moderate tone, but reserved his fury for the rebel leaders
who had earlier ordered his imprisonment. King Pedro ordered the records and documents
of the Valencian Union to be destroyed and revoked the city's privileges. He then issued a
general pardon to most Unionists, who then had their property confiscated. The rebel
leaders though, received no such mercy. King Pedro ordered the bell which had been used
to summon members of the Union to meetings to be melted down. He then forced the
Union leaders to swallow the molten metal of the bell, stating that those who had used the
bell should, and | quote “taste of its liqueur” end quote.

Following this terrifying display of regal payback, opposition to the crown collapsed across
Aragon. Not only did the various Unions cease to exist, the local parliaments, the Cortes
across the kingdom, became less powerful and less able to influence royal policy, as King
Pedro subsequently showed little inclination to summon the Cortes with any regularity.

While King Pedro had managed to avert a civil war, his domestic troubles continued until
the year 1350. We've already noted that Pedro's first wife died following the birth then the
death of their infant son in the year 1347. Less than one year after their wedding, Pedro's
second wife, Eleanor of Portugal, died of the plague. The following year, King Pedro
married the 24-year-old Eleanor of Sicily. You might be happy to know that Eleanor of
Sicily lived to be 50 years old, became a powerful and influential figure inside the
Aragonese royal court, and perhaps most importantly, provided King Pedro with his royal
heir in the year 1350, when she gave birth to her first son, John. King Pedro and Queen
Eleanor will end up having four children together, three of whom will survive into
adulthood, two boys and a girl.



While King Pedro has managed to avert a civil war and has now produced an heir, his
problems aren't over yet. He is also desperately trying to put out spot fires which are flaring
up inside Aragon's assets in the Mediterranean, and trouble is also brewing over in
Castile, trouble which will see a war breaking out between Castile and Aragon, a conflict
which we will cover in the next few episodes.

We will conclude this episode by taking a quick look at King Pedro's Mediterranean woes.
The islands of Sicily and Sardinia had become vital to Aragon's economic prosperity, so
much so that in his book “The Medieval Crown of Aragon”, T. N. Bisson describes Sicily
and Sardinia as being, and | quote “the granaries for Majorca and Barcelona”, end quote.
Trouble was, both islands were attempting to wriggle out from under Aragon's thumb. King
Pedro was able to placate Sicily using marriage alliances, but Sardinia was proving harder
to subdue, and the issue became critical in 1347 when a large scale revolt broke out
against Aragonese rule on the island. Genoa sidled in to support the rebels, so King Pedro
decided to ally himself with Genoa's traditional enemy, the Venetians. A combined
Aragonese and Venetian naval fleet defeated the Genoese twice at sea, but despite this,
the rebels in Sardinia failed to stand down. King Pedro personally led a military force to
Sardinia in 1354 and managed to capture the northern Sardinian town of Alghero after a
lengthy siege. Northern Sardinia was then considered to be back under Aragonese control,
and many residents of Catalonia were encouraged to relocate to northern Sardinia, so
many in fact that T. N. Bissen asserts that the Catalan language is still spoken there. The
rest of Sardinia, though, was a different matter entirely. It continued to resist Aragonese
rule and will do so for the rest of King Pedro's reign.

King Pedro was forced to put the island of Sardinia to one side though, because a more
serious conflict was brewing closer to home in the form of a war between Castile and
Aragon. Join me next time as we see how this conflict arose. Until next time, bye for now.

This podcast is powered by Patreon. If you can spare $1 per month and would like to
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our website, crusadespod.com, and click on the Patreon link. Your $1 contribution will
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and it means that you are powering the History of the Crusades podcast. Thank you to all
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