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Castile in peril

Hello again. Last time we looked at the many challenges facing King Frederick Il of Sicily,
who was attempting to rule Sicily despite having no allies and a raft of powerful enemies.
Like the other monarchs in our many-challenges-facing episodes, King Frederick managed
to overcome the odds stacked against him, and he retained his crown. In this episode we
will be leaving Sicily behind us and returning to the Iberian peninsula where the Kingdom
of Leon and Castile is currently in deep, deep trouble.

When King Sancho IV of Leon and Castile died in the year 1295 his eldest son, the person
he wished to succeed him as king, a boy named Fernando, was only nine years old. Not
only was he too young to rule on his own, he was viewed as having no right to take up the
crown of Castile due to the fact that he was illegitimate in the eyes of the Church, as his
parents were cousins and hadn't obtained the necessary permission from the Church to
marry. So we have an illegitimate child now purporting to rule the mighty Kingdom of Leon
and Castile.

The person trying to hold all of this together is young Fernando's mother, Maria de Molina,
who was attempting to rule Castile as regent for her son. Around her, Castile's neighbours
are all getting ready to pounce. The ringleader, the king who is masterminding the downfall
of the Kingdom of Leon and Castile, is King James Il of Aragon. You will recall that, since
they were babies, the grandsons of King Alfonso X of Castile have been living at the royal
court of Aragon, and to King James's mind, the person who ought to have been placed on
the throne as soon as King Sancho died was the eldest of these grandsons, also named
Alfonso. You might remember that when grandson Alfonso turned eighteen there were
noises made by King Sancho to the effect that grandson Alfonso and his brother might be
able to rule Murcia as dual mini-monarchs. However, both Aragon and grandson Alfonso
had rejected this proposal in favour of Alfonso taking the entire crown of Castile. King
James of Aragon has now joined with grandson Alfonso, and a bunch of other interested
parties, not to take the crown of Castile for grandson Alfonso but to carve it up and sell it
off for parts.

The interested parties who want a slice of Castile for themselves are the brother of King
Sancho IV of Castile, a man named Juan who, although he is the uncle of the new child
King of Castile, views him as illegitimate and believes that the rightful King of Castile is,
you guessed it, himself, Juan. Juan is currently married to Maria Diaz de Haro, and by
virtue of his marriage into the powerful de Haro family, he is already a powerful and
wealthy lord and nobleman, but he isn't satisfied with this. He wants to be King and views
this as his best chance to rise to power. Two of Castile's neighbours would also like to
annex parts of it for themselves, namely King Denis of Portugal and Muhammad Il of
Granada. Muhammad wants Tarifa, the strategically important port which Castile had taken
after having ejected the Marinids instead of handing it back to Granada, and Portugal
would like to expand its borders eastwards into Castile.

King James of Aragon came up with a plan which seemed to suit everyone. Castile would
ultimately be dismembered and distributed amongst the invaders. Portugal and Granada
could annex the parts they wanted near their borders while the vast bulk of the kingdom
would be sliced up as follows. The northern sections of Leon, Galicia, and Asturias would



go to Juan. The central sections of Castile, Toledo, and Al-Andalus would go to grandson
Alfonso, and Murcia would be handed over to Aragon. Everyone was on board with this,
and all the parties who signed on to the deal decided to invade Castile all at once in the
year 1296.

Now this, | guess | don't need to tell you, is pretty much a worst case scenario situation for
the Queen Regent, Maria de Molina. Not only does she have enemies attacking Castilian
territory on multiple fronts, the fighting men of Leon and Castile aren't all about to rally
behind their child King and his mother because a great many of them favour the claims to
the throne of Juan and grandson Alfonso. Still, somehow, Maria de Molina managed to
keep her son's kingdom from falling apart. While Portugal and Aragon did make some
territorial gains, local Castilians in those regions fought bravely to defend their territory.
While Muhammad of Granada besieged Tarifa and raided into southern Castile, the
defences of Tarifa held up, and Granada was unable to take the city.

A year later, the first crack in the coalition of Castilian enemies appeared when Maria de
Molina came to terms with King Denis of Portugal and enacted a peace treaty with him.
Castile yielded a chunk of territory to Portugal in return for Portugal withdrawing and laying
down its weapons. The agreement also contained a double marriage alliance between
Castile and Portugal. Young King Fernando IV of Castile agreed to marry Constance, the
daughter of the King of Portugal, while Constance's brother Alfonso, heir to the throne of
Portugal, agreed to become betrothed to Fernando's sister Beatrice.

The withdrawal of Portugal left Maria free to focus on pushing back against Aragon and
Granada and, proving she was able to multitask in what must have been an extremely
trying time, she also succeeded on the diplomatic front, successfully lobbying Rome to
remove the tag of illegitimacy from her children, meaning that young Fernando's claim to
the throne was more secure, which in turn dealt a solid blow to the ambitions of both Juan
and grandson Alfonso.

By this time Juan had managed to seize control of Leon but, using Portuguese troops
which King Denis had placed at her disposal, Maria managed to contain the advances of
both Juan and grandson Alfonso. She fought doggedly on until finally, in the year 1300,
Juan renounced his claim to the throne and swore allegiance to young King Fernando,
despite having managed to have himself crowned as the King of Leon four years earlier. In
return for being awarded some land by his nephew the King, Juan ceased being an
existential threat to the Castilian crown. Maria de Molina then focused on King James of
Aragon, sending her troops to besiege the city of Murcia while King James was present in
the city. Throughout the year 1301, with approval from the Cortes of Castile, she battled
against King James, grandson Alfonso, and Muhammad of Granada.

On the 6™ of December in the year 1301 her son, young Fernando, finally came of age.
Having previously been declared legitimate by the Pope, Fernando was now unequivocally
able to claim the title of King Fernando IV of Leon and Castile, dealing a fatal blow to the
claim of grandson Alfonso to the crown. Early in the year 1302, King Fernando IV of Leon
and Castile married Constance of Portugal. Much of the drama was now over. Maria of
Molina, against quite astounding odds, had managed to hold on to the crown for her son.

The conflict between Castile and Aragon was officially resolved in 1302, when it was
decided that most of Murcia should be restored to the Kingdom of Castile save for some
territory near the border of Valencia which King James was allowed to retain. Soon



afterwards, grandson Alfonso formally renounced his claim to the throne of Castile in
return for some towns and fortresses.

You might be wondering what happened to the only one of Castile's enemies we haven't
yet discussed, Muhammad Il of Granada. Well, Muhammad of Granada, despite failing in
his attempt to take the city of Tarifa, had spent a quite successful period of six years
between 1296 and 1302 raiding across territory in the Castilian borderlands, taking some
frontier fortresses and securing territory for Granada. In the year 1302 though he died
suddenly and unexpectedly, and rumours began circulating that he had been murdered by
his son and heir, also named Muhammad, who was thought to have poisoned his father.

This new Muhammad, who ruled as Muhammad Il of Granada, began his rule by
continuing his father's policies of raiding into Castile while maintaining an alliance with
Aragon. When it became clear though that King Fernando IV had prevailed and that
Aragon would be laying down its weapons, Muhammad Ill was forced to do the same. In
the year 1303, Muhammad Ill swore fealty to young King Fernando and even agreed to
start paying tribute to Castile at the same rate as his father Muhammad Il had paid to King
Sancho IV. Not only did he become vassal to Castile, he agreed to cede back to Castile
some fortresses and strongholds which fighters from Granada had taken. This move,
along with rumours that Muhammad Il had poisoned his father in order to rule Granada,
turned many Granadans against him.

Seemingly undeterred, in the year 1306 Muhammad took the bold step of attacking the
Moroccan port city of Ceuta, which lay over the Strait of Gibraltar directly opposite the
Granadan port of Gibraltar. Muhammad managed to secure Ceuta, which effectively meant
that Granada now controlled shipping across the strait. This sounded like a brilliant
outcome, but Muhammad may not have thought through all the implications of the move. It
did of course mean that the Kingdom of Granada would be protected from any surprise
future invasion by the Marinids. That was a good thing, although it did mean that the
Marinids were now very angry with Muhammad and were vowing revenge.

Another person who was now very angry with Muhammad was young King Fernando of
Castile. Castile itself wished to control the Strait of Gibraltar. Now its vassal Granada had
jumped the gun and done so, so by seizing Ceuta Muhammad had made two powerful
enemies. Since Muhammad was unpopular with many of the residents of Granada for
purportedly killing his father, and rolling over and ceding territory and sovereignty to
Castile, he was now very short of allies. His late father had formed an alliance with
Aragon, but Muhammad found out in the year 1308 that Aragon wasn't interested in
forming an alliance with Granada at this point in time. In fact, King James Il of Aragon
formed an alliance with King Fernando of Castile with the express purpose of conquering
Granada and dividing it up between them, with Aragon taking Almeria and Castile
annexing the rest. While the two Christian kingdoms were busy planning their invasion, the
Marinids struck the Granadan forces at Ceuta, blockading the Granadan soldiers inside
the city.

To be fair to Muhammad, Brian Catlos contends in his book “Kingdoms of Faith” that the
raft of mistakes he had made, which had resulted in Granada becoming isolated and
vulnerable, may not have been his fault. Soon after his rise to power, Muhammad's
eyesight began to fail, which resulted in him relying more and more heavily on one of his
advisers, a man called Abu Abdallah.



Strangely, Abu Abdallah had clawed his way up through the advisers in the court of
Muhammad's father not due to his wisdom or his knowledge of diplomacy or warfare but
due to his way with words. Abu Abdallah was a poet and was able to use his mastery of
the language to flatter and cajole the right people in order to gain wealth and power for
himself. When the new ruler of Granada, Muhammad, was impaired by failing eyesight,
Abu Abdallah slipped easily into a support role, gaining the trust of Muhammad Il and
rising to a position of considerable power, effectively asserting control over both civil and
military affairs.

Abu Abdallah wielded his new power to the advantage of himself but to the detriment of
Granada. According to Brian Catlos, he amassed a great fortune for himself in a short
period of time, which so outraged his fellow officials that they sparked a rebellion, not only
against Abu Abdallah but against Muhammad himself, in March of 1309. The uprising
ended up gaining widespread traction and was even supported by Muhammad's younger
brother Nasr, who ended up arranging the death of Abu Abdallah. After Abu Abdallah's
corpse had been profaned and his palace and possessions seized and ransacked,
Muhammad was forced to give way. In return for removing himself to the coastal town of
Almufiécar, which lies directly to the south of the city of Granada, and agreeing to remain
there in a sort of domestic exile, Muhammad was allowed to retire and keep his life while
Nasr seized power, ruling as King Nasr of Granada.

The new king though has a lot on his plate. He now has to quell internal unrest in his
kingdom, save his troops in Ceuta from the Marinids, and prepare for the invasion of
Granada by its powerful Christian neighbours Aragon and Castile. How will he cope with
these challenges? Well, you'll need to tune in next time to find out. 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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