
18

Alfonso was then proclaimed king, even though he was 
still only 11 years old!
 Poor King Henry tried to negotiate with the 
rebels. He reluctantly agreed to accept Alfonso as 
his heir. But he also had a cunning plan: to organise 
a marriage between baby Joanna and Alfonso to ensure 
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his grandchildren would rule. The plan didn’t work out. 
Inconveniently for Henry, Alfonso died suddenly in 1468, 
probably as a result of the plague. Alfonso’s supporters 
didn’t believe this though. They said that Alfonso had 
been poisoned or even had his throat cut.
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They now championed Isabella as the rightful queen 
(even though she was a girl!).

	 While Isabella was now at the centre of a civil 
war in Castile, her future husband Ferdinand had been 
growing up in neighbouring Aragon. Almost a year 
younger than Isabella, the young Ferdinand was trained 
as a warrior prince. He was also given a basic education 
in the new Humanist learning that was becoming popular 
across Europe. But people said that he preferred riding 
and fighting to studying! Like Isabella, Ferdinand wasn’t 
born to be king: he had an elder brother, Don Carlos, 
the Prince of Viana. But Don Carlos died in 1461, and 
Ferdinand became the heir to the throne of his father, 
John II of Aragon (not to be confused with Isabella’s 
father, who was also John II, but of Castile!). 

	 Ferdinand was a man of action and took part 
in a civil war in Catalonia in the 1460s. He got some 
experience in government and administration during these 
years. He also had time for some romantic interest, and 
fathered two children with a Catalan noblewoman. One of 
these children later became the Archbishop of Zaragoza. 
However, his father King John II was looking to Castile, 
and not to Catalonia, for a future wife for his son and 
heir. Isabella was the number one candidate.
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Glossary

annul: make invalid; cancel
archbishop: highest rank of bishop in the church
Black Death: popular name for the mid-14th century 
epidemic of bubonic plague
blame: attribute responsibility
borrow: get money or an object from someone with the 
understanding that it must be returned to that person
bride: woman who is getting married
champion (vb.): support with great enthusiasm
civil war: war between inhabitants of the same country
curse: say a magic word or phrase that makes bad things 
happen
disguise (vb.): dress as someone or something else to 
hide one’s identity
effigy: doll or model that represents a real person and is 
used to ridicule them
face (vb.): confront
fairy-tale: related to traditional children’s stories like 
Cinderella
favourite: person who is very close to the monarch and 
has great influence over him or her
flock: group of sheep, goats or birds that live or move 
around together
gossip: talk or rumours about people’s private lives
groom: man who is getting married
half-brother: brother by only one parent
haunt: appear as a ghost; cause anxiety
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heir: person with the legal right to someone’s property 
or position after they die
lead (vb.): be in the front of something; be the leader
meanwhile: at the same time
murder: kill someone unlawfully
nephew: son of a person’s brother or sister
overjoyed: very happy
poison (vb.): give someone a toxic substance that causes 
illness or death
recover: regain territory
reign: period of time during which a monarch or emperor 
rules
reluctantly: without enthusiasm, unwillingly
resemblance: fact of being similar
rule (vb.): govern, usually in the case of a monarch or 
emperor
sceptre: ornamental rod held by a monarch
seal: piece of wax with a personalised design used to 
authorise or agree to a document
side (vb.): support, join with
signature: a person’s name written with the purpose of 
authorising or agreeing to something
sink: become submerged 
soap opera: type of television series that usually focuses 
on domestic situations and is often very melodramatic and 
sensationalised
spell: word or phrase supposed to have magical powers
stepmother: wife of a person’s father
sword: long weapon with a sharp blade, made of metal
take place: happen, occur
warrior: person who fights wars and is very brave
weaken: make something weaker (less strong)
wicked: very bad
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Before Reading Activities
1. Match the words to the correct descriptions.

Reconquest		  Ecclesiastical tribunal that persecuted 
			   people that it believed to be false
			   converts to Christianity
Granada			  Kingdom that included much of the
			   central part of the Iberian Peninsula
Inquisition		  Representative assemblies made up
			   of the clergy, nobility and the
			   bourgeoisie
New World		  Gradual advance of the Christians
			   towards the south of the Iberian
			   Peninsula between the 8th and 15th
			   centuries
Cortes			   Institution created to keep law and
			   order in rural areas
Holy Brotherhood	 Name given to the lands in America
			   that were discovered in the 15th and
			   16th centuries
Kingdom of Castile	 Kingdom that was in the eastern
			   part of the Iberian Peninsula whose
			   economy was based on Mediterranean
			   trade
Kingdom of Aragon	Muslim kingdom that was conquered 
			   y Ferdinand and Isabella in 1492

2. Write sentences about these people.

a) Isabella I of Castile	 d) Christopher Columbus
b) Ferdinand II of Aragon	 e) Boabdil
c) The Pope			   f) The Jews
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While reading activities
Read the introduction. Find the mistake in each sentence and 
correct it.

a) Isabella’s half-brother Henry IV was very happy about 
her marriage to Ferdinand of Aragon.
b) Ferdinand and Isabella needed the Pope’s permission 
to get married because they were members of the royal 
family.
c) In the 15th century there were four kingdoms on the 
Iberian Peninsula: Portugal, Aragon, Granada and Castile.
d) Aragon was bigger than Castile and its population was 
five times greater than that of Castile.
e) Muslims often worked in trade, finance and the 
professions.
f) The Reconquest made Christians more tolerant.

1. Read chapter 1. Then complete the sentences using these 
words (there are more words than you need!): cousin, 
Ferdinand I of Aragon, first, grandparents, great-grandparents, 
half-brother, Henry III of Castile, niece, second, sister-in-law,

a) Henry IV was Isabella and Alfonso’s__________.
b) Joan of Portugal was Henry IV’s__________wife and 
Isabella’s__________.
c) Joanna of Castile was Isabella’s__________.
d) Henry IV’s mother was Ferdinand’s__________.
e) Isabella’s paternal grandfather was__________.
His brother__________was Ferdinand II’s paternal 
grandfather.
f) John I of Castile and Eleanor of Aragon were__________ 
to both Ferdinand and Isabella.


