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TRADE AS A WEAPON DURING
THE WAR OF 'I'HE SICILIAN VESPERS

LAWRENCE V. MOTT

The War of the Sicilian Vespers (1282-1302) between the Crown of
Aragon and the Angevins [or the control of Sicily was a bloody conflict
that affected vivtually every community in the Western Mediterrancan.
IFrom 1282 when Peter IIT of Aragon invaded Sicdy untl 1295 when
Iredevick TTT broke with the Crown ol Aragon, Sicily provided a unique
location rom which the Catalan-Aragouese fleel could altack Angevin
inrerests. The occupation of Sicily not ouly gave the Crown of Aragon
control of the important gran trade and trading centers o the island,
bw also of the strategic choke points through which commercial wraflic
had to pass. Neither of these ponts was lost on che crown and Peter
HT, Alfonso HI and James II all used the control of trade in and around
Sicity as a weapon. Not only was the conwrol of trade used to dircetly
atrack Angevin interests, but also o undermine alliances vital the Angevin
causc.

Immediatcly after ousting Charles of Anjou (rom Sicilly in Septembey
1282 Pecer 111 set about exerting control over the trade passing through
Sicily. This control was exercised using the traditional means, primar-
ily the office of the portudani. The ofice had been in existence since the
Norman period and was simply rvefined under the Hohenstaufen and
Angevin regimes. Bach harbor had wwo purtdan: and a notary assigned
to it. Under the previous regimes the porlulam were responsible for har-
bor defense, coastal watch, collection of customs duties and the conuol
of contruband." The two most important taxes were the s dokane (cus-
toms tax) and the iy exiture {export tax'. which were particulaly lucra-
ave with regards (o the gran wade.” They also collected a myviad of
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smaller taxes (or port usage, anchorage rights and fishing concessions.
These funds flowed dircetly 1o the curia and the port officials answered
to the separawe office of the magistri portulam. The port officials were
more than just tax collectors and were required to insure that ships
were properly equipped and loaded, and that they did not sall during
slorms.

When the Crown ol Aragon gained control in 1282, a series changes
were made over the following years. While office of portulani was not
rcorganized substantially, to whom the poriulani answered and the empha-
sis of thewr duties changed. In 1283 shortly alter Roger of Lauria became
admiral of the Gatalan-Aragonese {leet the office of the portulani passcd
w the conwol of the office of the admiral. Under the Angevins the
office had been largely ceremonial, but under Peter TIT it was recon-
sttuted and given broad powers. Not only did the portulan: fall under
the dircet command of the admival, but also the revenues generated in
the ports now flowed directly into the oflice of the admiral in order to
fund he fleee. Morcover, by the reigh of Allonso U1 harbor and coastal
defense was delegated 1o the paval district commaunders known as the
prothontind.” In many ways the dutes of the portulani had not changed,
but the emphasis on particular duties was substantially different. The
Aragonese administration hacd beeome preoccupicd with controlling trade
i and around Sicily, not only as a means of gencrating unds for the
flece but also (o nsure strategic goods were 1ot passing o the enemy.

The change in emphasis in the duties 15 best ilustrated by compar-
mg the caputula of 1278 issued by Charles of Anjou describing the duties
of the portulam and the appomtment letter of Framenrissi of Pistoro as
portulanus of Agrigenti issued by Peter 11 in Febrnary 1283." In the capi-
tula ol 1278, besides collecting the various harbor and customs taxes,
the portulam were o insure (that no prohibited goods or annmals were
exported without the proper letters of authorization. However, the capi-
tula gocs on 1o state that the port officals were responsible for the safety
of ships entering and leaving port, for the control of traflic i the port,
and for preventing ships from sailing during the threat of a storm. They
were also to nsure that no llegal activites were taking place along the
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nearby shorelines and were to mtercept any crimimals and ‘rraitors” try-
ing to land. They also shared vesponsibility with the local prothontinus
for mamtenance of the harbor chain.

The appomtment letter of Framenrissi of Pistoro as portulanus of
Agrigenti is a totally different proposition. It is pot that any new dutics
are added, buc that diflerent stress was placed on particular duties and
theve 1s a total lack of mention of others normally associated with the
office. As noted above, the ofhce would soon have the responsibility [or
the coastline remaoved, but the other duties would continue. The doc-
ument notes that the portulanus was to control all “food, legumes, arms,
warhorses, bve arumals and any other prohibited goods.” Moreover, be
was visually 1o inspect the loading of cach ship with his oflicials, who
were (o be “experts i the arts of the sca’s and the captain ol the ves-
sel. During (his examination, the length, beam and depth of hold of
the vessel were o be measured. This was important, not only (o ensure
the proper and allowed amount ol goods were loaded, but also for
accessing anchorage taxes, which were normally based on the size of
the vessel. All of this information was o be publicly noted and recorded
i three accounts that were {o contain also a list of the goods and the
name of the ship, the pawon, and merchanes on board. Tinally, the por-
tlons was o inspect the letters ol export to insure that only goods
menuoned in the letter were being loaded and that they were not being
slupped to a prohibited destination. Merchants tried to circumvent the
Limits on goods and when caught were subjected to heavy fines.”

The difference berween the documents is saiking. In the capriula of
1278, the duties of the port officials with regards o taxes and pro-
seribed goods 1s only mentioned in general terms, whereas in the appoint-
ment ol 1283 the proscribed jtems are listed and the duties of the
portidanus with regards to ship mspections s laid out in excruclating
decail. Morcover, there is no mention of the portulanus heing responsi-
ble for the safety of the ship or for nsuring it did not sail during
inclement weather. The entire appointment revolves around the collec-
aon of taxes and the control of trade. 1t 1s clear that the crown was
preoceupied with the control and the taxing of goods leaving. The taxces
were vitally important for operating the fleet and it hardly surprising
they funneled dircetly into the oflice of the admiral since maintaining
a medicval fleet was an extremely expensive proposirion. However. not
only was clficient port control a source of money, as we will see, it was

T La Mantia, Giuseppe. Codice: vol. 1, dac, 241, p. 398.
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also a means for denying resources to the enemy and influencing the
enemy’s allies.

Controlling trade n Sicilian ports was ouly part of the program mnsu-
tuted by the office of the admiral under Roger de Lauria o harass the
Angevins. Sicily throughout history has been of strategic importance in
Mediterranean conflicts due to its location astride the wade routes con-
necting the east and west basins of the Middle Sea. By the nature of
its location Sicily any cast-west taflic is funneled chrough a series of
choke pomnts smrounding the island. By conurolling Sicily and Malta a
government was in position o conwol or mterdict marinme  wraffic
attempting (o wansit between the two basins. The traditional routes lor
ships sailing to or (rom Marscilles, Genoa or Naples weve either through
the Straits of Messina or around the west end of Sicaly and past Malta.
In either case, these routes were casily patrolled from Sicily and Malta,
a point not lost on Peter TIT ar his successors.

Following the defeat of the Angevin fleet al Malta i July 1283 and
the conurol of the island by the Crown ol Aragon, the ollice of the
acdnural began to msttute regular patrols of the trade routes through
these choke points. The first menfon comes in 1285 when the office
of the admiral was operating at least three galleys and a galion 10 patrol
Sicily.” By 1286 the oflice of the admiral was operating hetween (our
and eight galleys on conunuous patrol and sometimes sent out missive
galion and a
vaccetta.” In part, Ui pawols were nsututed to conwol piracy, which

patrols, such as that ol 1292 made up of nine galleys, a

became endemic by the end of the war, but there s hitde coubt they
also operated against cnemy shipping. An incication ol this can scen in
the two-year truce signed between the Crown of Aragon and the Angevins
{following the siege of Gaeta in August 1289. The first article i the
truce 1s that all hostilivies will stop at sea as well as on land. Moreover,
the treaty goes on to menton that the terms arc o be enforced against
Admiral Roger of Lauria. The Angeving undoubtedly mserted these aru-
cles since the Angevin fleet by chis time had been rendeved umporent
by the Catalan-Aragonese fect and the Crown of Avagon had nothing
to fear from ic.”

Another piece ol evidence 1s the use of pirates by the office of the
admiral. Initally, the office of the admiral had heensed ‘pirates’ 1o attack

" La Manta, Giuseppe. Cudice: vol. 1, doc. 241, pp. 6U7, 615.
7 Archivo de la Catedral de Valencia Pergviminos 737, fol 3.
© La Mantia, Giuseppe. Codue: vob. Lop. 445
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enemy shipping.” These ‘pirag’ were in fact more close (o whar today
we would call privateervs since for a [ce of one to two ounces of gold
they weve given a license by the office of the adwiral which permitted
them (o attack enemy shipping m return for one [filih of the spoils.
However, following 1287 the office of the admuiral stopped issuing hicenses.
By 1287 the office of the admiral was arming its own galleys for the
specific purpose of commerce vaiding." I is at this very same ume that
the number and size of patrols around Sicily and Malta nercase. With
the Angevin [leet having been rendered virtually impotent following June
1287, the oflice of the achmiral could use its own vessels for commerce
raiding and rcap all of the rewards instead of juse one fifth.

A nole of interest 1s that these patvols were operated on a year-round
basis. Normally, cities restricted saiing to between April and September
in order Lo preveut ships being lost to the violent Mediterranean storms
that can blow up during the winter months." This heing the case, the
question arises as o why these patrols were needed. Undoubtedly, part
ol the reason was to provide warning of any attempt by che Angevins
to land on Sicily, though the enemy never attempted a winter assaule
during the entive war. The patrols were also required (o control the
smuggeling of proscribed goods. However, the patrols were olten com-
posed of heavy galleys and not the hight galions prefevred {or use against
smugglers and pivates. Tt seems likely that these patrols were instgated
in order to interdict Angevin shipping that imight wry o slip past Sicly
in the winter months. An cxample of this was the capture of a lorenunc
ship being sent by the pope o Acre in March 1290. In a Jetter to Queen
Constance the pope complains that the ship was scized by a patrol in
the Straits of Messina and should be released so its supphes can reach
the orusaders in Acre

Besides pawolling the office of the admiral used blockading not only
to altack Angevin trade divectly, bur also to support the flect. Following
the Batle of the Counts off Naples in June 1287, Roger of Lauria
gained control of the strategic islands of Ischia and Capri off’ the port
ol Naples, and would not relinquish them antil the Heec lell Sicily in
1295, The [sland of lschia was immediatcly reinforced and a squacdron
of galleys stationed there. Following the disastrous defeal, the Angeving

* La Mantia, Giuseppe. Codice: vol. 1, doc. 241, p. GOO.
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immechately signed a (wo-ycar truce in which both parties agreed not
to attack the others shipping. Again, thhs was to the advantage of the
Angevin government since its flcet had just been crushed. However, for
Roger and the crown it was an opportunity to obtain badly needed
funds that a simple blockade wouwld not have gencrated. As part of the
vuce agreement Roger was permitted Lo impose a tax on all shipping
coming or leaving Naples." Both Genoese and Venctans wied to run
the blockade, but were often captured. The unlucky captains had all of
their cargo confiscated, though their ships were retmned o them.!'' In
essence, by using the truce and its strategic location off Naples Angevin
commerce was used to generate (unds o support the very Heet that was
blockading it. Angevin trade had been essenually subverted and used
againsl itsell.

While these activitics were used to attack Angevin interests cirectly,
they were also used to undermine the alliance with Genoa. During the
conflict Genoa was technically an ally of the Angevins, but its actual
contribution to the cause was neglgible at best. T all of the battles in
which the Genoesc participated with the Angevin Heet between 1282
and 1295 the Genocese fled at first contact with the Caralan-Aragonesc
fleet. The most notable of rthese cases were the Battle of Nicoterra
(October 14, 1282), the Baltle of Las Formigueras (September 4, 1285)
and the Bautle of the Counts { Junc 23, 1287)."" This poor performance
has often been ascribed w questionable Jeadership or outright cowardice.
Yet these explanations appear somewhat facile when Genoese perfor-
mance against other opponents dwing and afier the war is examined.
When the Genoese were fighting for their interesis they (ought hard
and well, as they did at the Bae of Meloria against Pisa in 1284 and
at the Battle of Curzola Island agamst the Venetians in 1298,

The answer lies in the wade relations Genoa had with the Crown
of Aragon during the war. Genoa had been mvolved in Sicily tor gencra-
tions and had fought a series of vicious naval baules o gain control of
tradc on the jsland." For Genoa the island was of immense importance,

“ Muantaner, Ramon, Grénica. In Les quatre grans croniques, edived by Ferran Soldevila.
Barcelona: Editorial Sclecta, 19837 chap. 113.

" Archivo de la Caiedral de Valencia Pevgrimino 738, fol. 4.

" Pryor, John. “The naval batdes of Roger de Lawia.™ Juwmal of Medivwal History 9
19831 180-216.

" In 1241 the Genoese, allied with papacy w hopes of gaining Siclian concessions,
were defeated by the Pisans and Frederick 1 In 1266 of] Trapani the Genoese are
defeated by the Venetians.
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primarily for s gramn. When Charles ol Anjou gained control of the
Regno in 1266 Genoa was essentially cocrced into an alliance with the
Angevins and the arrival in 1282 of the Crown of Aragon, and par-
teularly the Caralans, n Sicily created severe problems {or the Genoese.
On once hand the Genocse were in an alliance with the Angevins, but
on the other the Crown of Aragon courrolled the grain wade and the
unportant itrade routes nking Genoa (o its colouies n the Levant.

It is clear hat Peter 10 understood the quandary the Genoese were
in and ser about using it o pry the Genoese away [rom the Angevius.
One of the st actions taken to further (his policy was the techiical
removal of the Genocse from the gram tade. In 1283 Genoese merchants
paid all of the export taxes, yer by 1286 the ondy individuals paying
the export tax were Catalans.'” Yet this does not mean the Genoese
were nol doing business in Sicily. At the very same wine the Genoese
were technically fighting for the Angevins the Crown ol Aragon was
renewing the tracing rights of Genoese merchants starting in 1284 and
again in 1290." But while the Genoese were allowed to wade and ship
grain, thev now had o work through Catalan merchants. tollowing
1283 che erown issued the valuable export licenses only o Catalan mer-
chants and Genoa was only doing business in Sicily at the forbearance
of the king and Catalan community.

Peter HI and Alfonso IIT could have simply cutoff the Genoese from
the wrade and used the naval patrols o attack its shipping, but this
would not have been nearly as effective. 1t simply would have pushed
the Genoese into the Angevin camp and would have decreased the rev-
cnue from export taxes that was being [unneled direcdly into the office
of the admiral. The implied threat of cutting the Genoese out of the
lucradve gram trade and of attacking its shipping passing through the
choke points around Sicily was far more effective.

Besides the implicd threats, Crown of Aragon also employed rewards
and enticements to achieve its ends. Trom the IFrench standpoint, the
Genoese had proved o be totally useless dwing the crusade against
Aragon m August 1285, However, several documents show that there
may have been a reason flor their lack of enthusiasm. In a letter dated
Tebruary 22, 1286, Alfonso 111 notfics the Genoese of his father’s death.
He goes on to assure the Genoese that dunng the upcoming attack

Y La Mantia, Gluseppe. Codices vol. 1, doc. 222, po 5465 doc. 241, pp. 590-1, 600.
Rivicro Zeno. Documenti per la storia del divitte marittimo ne secoli XHI e XTIV, [T'urin, 19536):
doc. IV, p. 3. Archivo de fa Catedral de Valencia Pergimino 738, fol. 1.

B La Manta, Giuseppe. Codice: vol. 1, coc, 60, p. 139; doc. 203, p. 480.
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against Majorca o punish his uncle for supportng the yench that all
of their holdings would be safe.! Not only were the vights of the Genoese
respected in Majorea and Sicily, but the crown also moved against cap-
tains who attacked Genoese shipping, as in the case of the capraing of
Castellon who were called to account at the cowrt in February 1286.%
Lt seems clear the Genoese were bemg vewarded {or their past hehavior
during French crusade.

The Genoese were in a difficult position. They could ot overdy defy
Charles of Amjou and his successors without the risk of having the com-
mune attacked and absorbed by the Angevins. On the other hand, sup-
porting (he Angevins meant they would be cutofl from thewr traditional
trade in Sicily and Majorca. Moreover, commerce and communication
with s colonies in the Levant would become difTicult and dangerous
a1l best. When seen in this light, the yeason for the less than enthusi-
astic partcipation ol the Genoese m Angevin fleet operations becomos
clear. They could not directly oppose the Angevins but by feigning
incompetence and cowardice at eritical pomts they could undermine the
Angevin cause and avold antagonizing the Crown ot Aragon. This is
not to say that the Genoese did not attack Catalan interests. There are
several examples of Genoese ‘merchants’ attacking Caralan shipping,
but these attacks were a nuisance at best and the Catalan merchant
gallevs were likewise attacking Genoese targels of opportunity.”' Yeru
overall, these madents were minor affairs.

The strategy of the Crown of Avagon during the War of the Sicihan
Vespers is vemarkable for its use ol trade as a weapon in a rather
sophisticated manner. Not only did the crown divectly attack Angevin
commercial interests by restricting trade and using the navigational choke
points around Sicily to harass Angevin shipping, in the case of the block-
ade of Naples it used Angevin commerce to fundd the very fleet thal
was blockading it. Morcover, by using port conuwrol, export licenses and
naval pawols the Crown ol Aragon was able 0 manipulate Genocese
ehavior o the detriment of the Angevins. 'L'he Crown ol Arvagon’s usc
of trade m the War ol the Siciban Vespers was highly sophisticated and
proved just as devastating a weapon as any aymy or fleet.

" Archive de Corona de Arvagon Registro 63, fol. 69v.
D Archive de Corona de Aragon, Registro 63, Tol. Giv.
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