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Hello again. Last time we saw King Pedro IV of Aragon face all sorts of problems, which 
culminated in civil war breaking out inside his realm. The war sparked by King Pedro 
attempting to remove his brother from the line of succession by nominating his young 
daughter as his successor ended up being resolved in Pedro's favour. By the year 1350, 
King Pedro's third wife had given birth to a baby boy who was the undisputed heir to the 
Aragonese crown, while the two men who had sought to gain the crown for themselves, 
Pedro's brother James and his half-brother Fernando, were both out of the picture, with 
James having died and Fernando having removed himself back to his mother's homeland, 
Castile. 
 
King Pedro's problems aren't over though, as he is about to find himself embroiled in a 
serious war with his neighbour Castile. The war basically came about due to the ambitions 
of the new Castilian king, King Pedro of Castile. 
 
Now, just as we were recently inundated with Alfonsos, we are about to be swamped by 
Pedros. By the year 1357, the kings of Aragon, Castile, and Portugal will all be named 
Pedro, so to save confusion, we will call King Pedro of Castile by his nickname Pedro the 
Cruel. Now, when history looks back at your reign and names you “the Cruel”, it's pretty 
easy to come to the conclusion that King Pedro of Castile was a nasty man who did nasty 
things. Recently though, there have been attempts to rehabilitate the image of Pedro the 
Cruel, with some historians pointing out that he wasn't especially brutal. With his fellow 
King Pedro of Aragon having executed a bunch of people by pouring molten metal down 
their throats, as we saw in the last episode, some commentators have also pointed out 
that the 14th century saw lots of rulers doing lots of horrible things, and it's a bit rich to 
single out Pedro of Castile and to label him as Pedro the Cruel. Regardless, he has been 
labelled “the Cruel”, and that's what we will be calling him. Whether he truly deserves the 
title is something you can determine for yourselves after we have finished our examination 
of him. 
 
So, who is Pedro the Cruel? Well, he rose to power following the unexpected death of his 
father, King Alfonso XI of Castile, from the plague during the siege of Gibraltar. He was 
sixteen years old when he commenced his rule in March of the year 1350 and is described 
by a chronicler as having a pale complexion, blond hair, and blue eyes. He was quite tall, 
spoke with a lisp, enjoyed physical work and had the muscles to prove it, and at age 
sixteen was already very popular with the ladies. 
 
Young King Pedro though, faced a number of challenges when he took the throne. We will 
take a look at three of them. The first was stepping into the shoes of his famous father. It's 
always tricky trying to follow in the footsteps of a genuinely loved, respected, and insanely 
successful leader, and realistically, no matter how talented or committed Pedro was to his 
kingdom, there was no way he was ever likely to enjoy the successes and achievements 
of his father. 
 
Secondly, Pedro was coming to power at a time when the plague had decimated the 
Iberian peninsula and much of wider Europe. The plague was like COVID on steroids. 
There are estimates that between the years 1348 and 1350, 60% of the people living in the 



Iberian peninsula died of the plague, with the population dropping from around 6 million to 
2.5 million. That these grim statistics were replicated across most of Europe wouldn't have 
brought any comfort to the people of Spain. The citizens of Castile and across all of 
Europe were rattled, traumatised, and deeply, deeply unsettled by the Black Death. To 
make matters worse, no one had any idea what had caused the Black Death, how it 
spread, or how to treat or eradicate it. Leaders everywhere were struggling to rein in the 
discord and unrest caused by this awful mass casualty event. 
 
The third problem faced by Pedro the Cruel centred around his family dynamics. Pedro 
was the son of Queen Maria of Portugal, who you might remember had suffered years of 
humiliation because her husband, King Alfonso, had made no secret of the fact that he 
preferred the company of his mistress Eleanor de Guzman. By the time of his death, he 
had fathered an astonishing ten children with Eleanor, and some of his illegitimate sons 
were now powerful people in their own right. Sixteen-year-old Enrique was the Count of 
Trastamara, governing extensive land holdings in Galicia, while his twin brother, the also 
sixteen-year-old Fadrique, had been appointed as Master of the military Order of Santiago. 
 
Now, Pedro the Cruel's mother, Queen Maria, wasted no time following the death of her 
husband, seeking revenge. She ordered the arrest and imprisonment of her rival Eleanor 
de Guzman, and a year later Maria ordered Eleanor's execution, an act which Eleanor's 
many children were powerless to prevent. Just to increase family tensions a little further, 
Queen Maria has made sure that Pedro's court has a distinctly Portuguese flavour about it 
and has convinced him to elevate his former tutor, Queen Maria's Portuguese cousin Juan 
Alfonso, the Lord of Albuquerque, to the powerful position of Lord Chancellor. Chancellor 
Juan Alfonso, with his excess of riches, his Portuguese patriotism, and his influence over 
the young King and his mother Queen Maria, is fast becoming the most unpopular man in 
the realm. 
 
King Pedro also struggled to win the love of his subjects. In his book “A History of 
Medieval Spain”, Joseph O'Callaghan reports that the Cortes in Castile attempted to fix the 
wages of peasants and lower class workers. This was done as a result of the devastation 
wrought by the plague. Because the Black Death had wiped out thousands upon 
thousands of workers, those left alive were demanding higher wages as landowners and 
employers competed to access this now scarce human resource. This had led to 
skyrocketing wages and had sparked peasant rebellions across Europe as the lower 
classes attempted to leverage their newfound power. The Castilian Cortes passed an 
ordinance requiring workers to accept the same wages which had been in place prior to 
the plague, a measure which was extremely popular amongst the nobility but which 
caused many of the ordinary people in Castile to feel deep-seated anger at those at the 
top of the feudal pyramid, including their King. This discontent will cause problems for 
Pedro the Cruel further down the track. 
 
A couple of years into the reign of King Pedro, Castile's Portuguese Chancellor Juan 
Alfonso decided to strengthen ties between France and Castile by arranging for King 
Pedro to marry Blanche, daughter of the powerful Duke of Bourbon. However, as Blanche 
was making her way to Castile for the wedding, Pedro travelled to Asturias to confront his 
half-brother Enrique, who was causing problems in the region. While he was there, he was 
introduced to a local noblewoman, the eighteen-year-old Maria de Padilla, the sister of the 
Grand Master of the Order of Calatrava. A chronicler described Maria as being, and I 
quote “very beautiful, intelligent, and small of body” end quote. You can probably see 
where this is going. That's right, Pedro fell for Maria de Padilla, and they became 
inseparable. 



 
In June of the year 1353, Pedro married the unfortunate Blanche of Bourbon, who at the 
time of her marriage was aged only fourteen. Proving that he was definitely his father's 
son, two days after the wedding Pedro abandoned his new wife and moved in with his 
mistress. One of the reasons why the chancellor had arranged the marriage was due to 
the hefty dowry of 300,000 gold florins which was to be paid upon the completion of the 
marriage. A Google AI overview states that while calculating the value of medieval gold 
florins into today's currency is a little tricky, it estimated that 300,000 gold florins would be 
equivalent to hundreds of millions, if not over a billion, US dollars today. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, the Castilian treasury found that the French crown seemed more than a little 
reluctant to hand over such a large sum of money. Although the sum was to be split into 
instalments to be paid over the next five years, actually getting the money into the 
Castilian royal coffers proved problematic. It might have been for this reason that poor 
Blanche ended up being imprisoned. She never saw her husband Pedro the Cruel again 
after he took off with Maria two days after their wedding, and she eventually died in the 
year 1361, after spending the remainder of her life imprisoned in various castles across 
Castile. 
 
Pedro's appalling treatment of his young wife torpedoed the relationship between Castile 
and France and also between Castile and the Papacy. It also heralded the downfall of the 
chancellor who had arranged the marriage, the widely loathed Juan Alfonso. Seeing the 
writing on the wall, Juan Alfonso returned to his estates in Portugal, where he didn't seem 
to be any more popular than he was in Castile. He died a year later, apparently after 
having been poisoned by his personal physician. 
 
With Juan Alfonso out of the picture, Pedro's step-brothers decided to flex their muscles. 
They came out publicly in support of Blanche of Bourbon. A little ironically, considering 
their own mother's elevation as King Alfonso's mistress at the expense of King Pedro's 
mother Queen Maria, they whipped up support for Blanche, encouraging opposition to 
King Pedro. Unfortunately for Pedro the Cruel, it seems that it was pretty easy to whip up 
the population and get them to oppose him. Soon entire towns began expressing their 
support for Blanche, and Pedro was forced to intervene. He commenced by appeasing the 
towns and talking them down, but shortly afterwards his diplomatic efforts fell apart, and he 
took up arms against the rebels. Hostilities continued until September of the year 1356 
when Pedro the Cruel defeated his opponents. One of his rebel step-brothers, Fadrique, 
the Master of the Order of Santiago, raised the white flag and submitted to Pedro's rule, 
while his twin brother Enrique didn't bend his knee; instead he fled to Aragon. 
 
Pedro the Cruel's mother Maria decided that her son's rule might be easier if she wasn't 
present in the royal court, so she moved back to her native Portugal. Poor Blanche of 
Bourbon remained imprisoned, and Maria de Padilla continued to appear at King Pedro's 
side. 
 
Now, this whole event ended up sparking hostilities between the Kingdom of Castile and 
the Kingdom of Aragon. Pedro the Cruel was angry that Aragon was now harbouring his 
troublemaking half-brother Enrique. For its part, Aragon was angry that Castile was 
harbouring Pedro of Aragon's troublemaking half-brother Fernando. In his book “A History 
of Medieval Spain”, Joseph O'Callaghan states that Pedro the Cruel was primarily 
responsible for the growing hostility between the two kingdoms. Having vanquished his 
enemies at home, Pedro the Cruel was keen to flex his muscles on the foreign front, 
deciding that part of Murcia, which had been annexed by King James II of Aragon at the 



beginning of the 14th century, rightly belonged to Castile, he began to look for an excuse to 
commence hostilities against Aragon. 
 
A rather clumsy pretext emerged when Pedro the Cruel personally witnessed a Catalan 
attack on a group of Genoese ships sailing in Castilian waters near Cadiz. The vessels 
had their cargo seized by the Catalans, so Pedro the Cruel formally demanded from Pedro 
of Aragon that he return the goods or pay reparations. Pedro of Aragon failed to do so and 
instead began gathering his forces. Pedro the Cruel ordered the arrest of all Catalan 
merchants in Seville, then demanded of Aragon that it restore to the Castilian crown all the 
land in Murcia which was ceded to Aragon in the year 1304. When this demand failed to 
be met, war was declared between the two kingdoms. The first blow was struck by Castile 
when Pedro the Cruel launched his forces into the borderlands of Valencia, seizing the 
town of Tarazona in March of 1357. A Papal legate managed to broker a truce between the 
two sides a few months later, but both Pedros managed to use this break to shore up their 
positions. 
 
In fact, a great deal happened during the rest of the year 1357. While peace had broken 
out, everyone guessed that it wasn't a true cessation of hostilities but just a break in the 
fighting, so Pedro of Aragon moved to strengthen his defences in Valencia and managed 
to entice his estranged half-brother Fernando back from Castile. In reward for his return to 
Aragon, Fernando was appointed as Procurator General of Aragon and was then 
dispatched to Murcia, where he began energetically clawing back advances Castile had 
made into Murcia. He was able to do this because Murcia and some of the border territory 
around Valencia had been omitted from the terms of the truce. 
 
Over in Castile, Pedro the Cruel was shoring up his alliances. The new ruler of Granada, 
Muhammad V, confirmed his support for Castile, as did the new King of Portugal, who was 
named, of course, Pedro. Confusingly, following his death, King Pedro of Portugal was 
also named Pedro the Cruel. Pedro of Portugal rose to power in 1357 following the death 
of his father King Alfonso IV. 
 
We will zoom in on the beginning of King Pedro's reign in Portugal in the next episode, and 
we'll continue our examination of the war between the other two Pedros in the Iberian 
peninsula, the Kings of Castile and Aragon. Until next time, 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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