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Internal Mobility in the Order of Avis 
(Twelfth to Fourteenth Centuries) 

MARIA CRISTINA CUNHA 

T he reflections presented in this chapter are merely a small segment 
of a more extensive ongoing study on the Order of Saint Benedict 

(San Benito) of Avis from its beginnings around 1176 until the late four- 
teenth century. Recent research pertaining to Avis allows us a better 
understanding of the origins and development of the order and its prop- 
erty,l as well as its relationship with the Portuguese monarchy during 
this pe~ iod .~  Yet as a result of this research based on the order's docu- 
ments, it has become apparent that in some aspects these documents 
have not been examined in a systematic fashion. One such aspect is the 
mobility of the members of the order: even though in the cartulary of 
Avis (now in the archive of Torre do Tombo)' there are only very few 
documents that refer explicitly to the brothers' mobility within and out- 
side the country, this mobility must have had a much larger dimension 
than a superficial analysis of the documents would seem to suggest. 
Thus, if one takes the information available not only in the order's own 
documents, but also in the chronicles of the Portuguese kings and in 
royal and other charters, one finds a number of indirect references that 
indicate the presence of the master or the knights of Avis in different 
partsof the kingdom. These references seem to suggest three 'key' aspects 
pertaining to mobility in the Order of Avis: the order's relations with 
the Portuguese monarchy, the order's territorial expansion and the 
order's filial connection to the Order of Calatrava. It is to these 'key' 
aspects that we now turn. 

The mililia of the brothers of ~ v o r a  - known as the Order (of Saint 
Benedict) of Avis from 121 1, when Alfonso I1 donated a place named 

Avis to the brothers, -was established between March 1175 and April 
1176 in response to Almohad invasions and in light of the Templars' 
obvious inability to secure effectively a number of fortresses which had 
been entrusted to them by Alfonso Henriqnes (1137-G)." Whether or 
not he was a co-founder of the inilitia (it is not known whether the idea 
to found this inilitia came from the king himself or whether he only 
proposed the name of their first master), in early April 1176 Alfonso 
Henriques gave the brothers the castle of Coruche and some houses and 
vineyards in the old alc6zar (fortress) of ~ v o r a ,  as well as some houses 
in Santa16m.~ The alleged reasons for these first donations on the part 
of Alfonso were utilitatern christianis et defensionem regni (the benefit 
to the Christians and the defence of the realm), which pointed to a 
future collaboration between the knights of ~ v o r a  and the royal troops, 
especially when it came to the defence of castles on the Moorjsh frontier. 
It is possible that the knights of ~ v o r a  were entrusted, in addition to the 
defence of Coruche, with garrisoning the castle of that same city. 
However, it was not until 1187 that the militia of ~ v o r a  received the 
castles of Alcanede and Juromenha (once conquered), as well as the 
village of Alpedriz6 The holding of these places indicates that during 

: the first years of its existence this monastic-military institution 
developed (in terms of its membership) sufficiently not only to secure 
the holding of these regions, but also to participate effectively in the 
reconquista. These responsibilities continued after the death of the first 
Portuguese king, which occurred in December 1185. As a compensatiol~ 
for services rendered, Sancho I (1185-1211) gave them the castle of 
Mafra.' At the same time, the knights collaborated with the king to 
repopulate the kingdom by granting charters to settlers (forais).' 

During the reign of Alfonso I1 (1211-23), the prestige gained by 
the brothers of ~ v o r a  was already so considerable that individuals 
made donations to them, and their holdings were so extensive that they 
generated sufficient income to enable the knights to purchase various 
proper tie^.^ It was Alfonso I1 who, in 121 1, presented the militia with 
the location of Avis,lo where a castle would be constructed and where 
the main convent of the order, which from then on would be known as 
the Order of Avis, took residence. As the order continued to serve the 
king at a military level," Alfonso not only confirmed all former royal 
donations; he also granted them, in 1217, a charter of protection.12 

It is not known what the position of the Order of Avis was during the 
conflicts which characterized the reign of Sancho I1 and which were the 
reason for his deposition. That does not mean that the order's military 
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activities were abandoned, as can clearly be seen from the participation 
of the knights of Avis in the conquest of the Algarve in the middle of 
the thirteenth century and their participation alongside King Ferdinand 111 
of Castile in the conquest of Seville in 1248.13 

Once the reconquista of the Portuguese territories was completed, the 
Order of Avis continued to be actively involved in the defence of the 
realm, as well as in the construction and upkeep of various fortifica- 
tions. At the same time, the monarchy tried to control the militia, more 
or less successfully. This royal attitude can be understood, on the one 
hand, as one of the measures of centralization which some kings from 
Alfonso I1 onwards were trying to enforce, and on the other hand, in a 
more 'international' sense, as with the establishment of a border be- 
tween the kingdoms of Portugal and Castile. The presence and the 
mobility of brothers in territories which had been entrusted to them in 
regions bordering neighbouring kingdoms were clearly linked to their 
military activities. At the end of the thirteenth century, this presence 
became absolutely necessary. The chronicle of King Denis (Diniz) 
relates an incident which occurred in 1295 and which illustrates this 
point. After Denis had entered Castile through the marks of Ciudad 
Rodrigo and Ledesma, 

certain leaders and lords of Castile, among them Don Alfonso Pires de 
Gusmio, got together not only to attack King Denis, but also to enter Fis 
territory]; as they entered with many people from Andalusia and its border 
region, many men and women from Portugal were killed and captured in 
this attack . . . When they encountered the master of Avis with as many 
people as he could muster, both sides engaged in a fierce battle in which 
many were killed and damage was done to both sides; but at the end the 
master was defeated because he had fewer troops and many of them had 
been killed and 900 captured.. .l4 

As one can see from what has just been related, Denis ensured that 
the order remained in his service, much as his royal predecessors had 
done. The motives expressed in the donation charters issued to the 
order during his reign show this clearly: polo muito servico (for much 
service),15 en galurdom do servico que miz fez (as a reward for service 
rendered to me),I6 por muyto servipo que . . . a dicta ordim e convent0 
fezesfes a mim e aaqueles onde eu venho (for much service that the said 
order and convent has rendered to me and those that were before me)." 
However, it was the royal involvement in the election of one of the 

order's masters (Garcia Perez) which caused some of the order's 
commanders to go to court. In 1311, the master who had been elected 
by the electoral commission of the 'thirteen' (freze) was not to the liking 
of all brothers, and those who suspected that they might lose their com- 
manderies and benefices appealed to the king. The king guaranteed, 
together with the master, that the knights would keep the ranks and 
positions that they had held before, and permitted - thus breaking one 
of the stipulations in the rule of this military order - that any brother 
who felt that he had been wronged could now take his complaints 
directly to the king.I8 

The close relationship between the monarchy and the military order, 
while it was tainted by occasional confrontations of various natures and 
origins, can also be seen in the presence of the master (and probably of 
several knights) at the royal court and in his involvement in the general 
politics of the kingdom.19 While, compared to other military orders, the 
order's presence at court and its participation in the kingdom's foreign 
policy may have been minimal and quite discreet, it must have existed 
nevertheless, because the order was linked to another military order 
whose headquarters were based in the kingdom of Castile. This phe- 
nomenon has been discussed elsewhere, namely in the context of the 
occupation of the Algarve by Alfonso 111 of Portugal in the middle of 
the thirteenth century:20 in the conflict that took place between the 
Portuguese and the Castilian kings over the jurisdiction of the Algarve, 
the Order of Avis played a major role, as it accepted the donation of the 
castle of Albufeira both from Alfonso I11 of Portugal (in 1250)21 and 
from Alfonso X of Castile (in 1257).22 Thus the Order of Avis demon- 
strated that the solutions proposed to the Castilian monarchy were viable, 
consequently resolving what was, at the time, the key point of dispute in 
the diplomatic relations between the two kingdoms (that is, to whom 
the recently conquered kingdom of the Algarve should belong). 

While its link to a Castilian military order could turn the Order of 
Avis into an essential factor for the relationship between the monarchs 
of both kingdoms, this link can apparently also explain the reduction in 
the order's diplomatic activities on behalf of the kings of Portugal. It is 
possible that the pro-Castilian sensitivity which is noticeable in the Order 
of Avis from its early days contributed to a climate of some royal distrust 
of the order. However, one cannot ignore the hypothesis that this 
same sensitivity may have actually enhanced the order's usefulness. The 
question of the Algarve has already been addressed. Another example, 
about one hundred years later, would be the participation of Gonqalo 
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Vaz, master of Avis, in a solemn embassy to Castile (in 1335) with the 
objective of asking Juan Manuel of Castile to give his daughter Constance 
in marriage to the son of the Portuguese king2' 

With regard to the mobility of the members of the Order of Avis, it 
has to be emphasized that the relationship between the monarchy and 
the order must have especially contributed to the knights' mobility 
within the kingdom, even though there are only very few concrete 
examples, particularly after the end of the reconquisra, to prove this. 
The end of the custom of listing witnesses and corroborators in the 
royal diplomas, as well as the very complex organization of the central 
administration which is evident for the entire duration of the fourteenth 
century (and is visible in the diplomatic language used for legal trans- 
actions), prevents us from asserting the presence of the masters of Avis 
or their representatives at court. 

In light of the origin and development of the Order of Avis and its 
possessions, one can easily understand that its members must always 
have known some internal mobility: the donation of castles and places 
to the order by the first Portuguese kings as a result of the order's 
military involvement in the recor~quista certainly required mobility on 
the part of the brothers. In fact, the defence of their possessions made it 
necessary for contingents of the order's knights to be present at various 
places, and for this purpose brothers had been sent from the central 
convent since the order's beginnings. On the other hand, the need to 
organize the possessions that the order was acquiring in the course of 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (through royal and private 
donations' as well as through purchase), led to the creation of com- 
manderies located from the north to the south of the country. The head 
of each of these territories was a commander who, according to the 
rule, had to be in residence. 

Situated in areas that were very different geographically, the revenue 
of the commanderies varied greatly. Therefore, some of them probably 
appeared more attractive to the knights than others. This raises a 
question: could the commandery of Oriz, the only one situated north of 
the River Douro, for example, have served as a place of 'punishment' 
for those knights who had violated the rule or could it have been a 
springboard to other commanderies with larger revenue? It was the 
responsibility of each commander to see to the upkeep of the property 
under penalty of forfeiting his post, as well as to welcome any brother 
of the order when he passed by,2' whether it was an official visitZ5 or 
not. The mobility of the commanders within the territory of their actual 
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commanderies, letting out certain properties to tenants and collecting 
various revenues, can be traced in documents which show them 
intervening on behalf of their ~ r d e r . ~ ~ o l l o w i n g  the order's rule, the 
commanders, at least once a year, had to travel to the order's central 
convent in order to participate in the general chapter. It is not known 
whether this annual obligation was always met. There are, however, 
some instances of commanders issuing legal documents together with 
the master in the convent of A ~ i s , ~ '  probably because they had met 
there to resolve specific problems and not because they had been 
convened for the great meeting of the order. The highest frequency of 
attendance can be shown for those commanders whose commanderies 
were situated in close proximity to Avis (such as Benavila, Cabeqo and 
P e d r ~ s o ) . ~ ~  However, there were cases where the commanders of 

: Albufeira or Oriz, to mention only the ones that are known to have 
! resided the furthest away, were present when documents were drawn up 

in the chapter of the order by the scribe of the convent or the local 
notary. 

Like the commanders, the master was occasionally absent from the 
convent in Avis. His presence at court and his military involvement on 
the frontier have already been mentioned. During times of stability, he 
probably travelled on circuit in the territory that belonged to the 

I master's domain in order to resolve problems pertaining to the organ- 
ization of these possessions (for example, in 1321, the master appeared 
as a grantor in three documents issued in different places).29 In 1296, a 
problem of territorial boundaries had to be postponed because, 
according to the representatives of the order, it could only be decided in 
the presence of the master, who, at that point, was unable to appear in 
per~on. '~  

Those brothers of the order who were not of any particular rank or 
position were certainly mobile on some local level, however not always 

i with positive results. Accordingly, the definitions (defirlip6es) issued in 
I the middle of the fourteenth century provided for penalties to be 
: applied to those who visited the convent of Avis in g~oups ,~ '  who talked 

to lay people or who abandoned their houses as  fugitive^.?^ 
Above all, the mobility of the brothers of Avis was connected to the 

filial relationship of this military order to the Castilian order of Calatrava. 
That is at least the impression one gathers from the documents that have 
come down to us. At an unspecified date, but soon after the foundation 
of the militia of ~ v o r a  (the immediate predecessor of the Order of Avis), 
this affiliation required visits from the master of Calatrava or one of his 
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representatives to the Portuguese branch of the order, accompanied by 
a Cistercian abbot, to confirm the master (if an election had just taken 
place) and to check the lifestyle and spirituality of the Portuguese 
brothers as well as the correct management of their p~ssessions.'~ With 
regard to the brothers of Avis, this affiliation not only allowed them to 
participate in the election of the Castilian master but also to attend the 
chapters convened by that master. Even though it is not known whether 
the master of Avis was ever present at the election of his Castilian 
superior, there is no doubt that, in 1342, JoHo Rodrigues Pimentel was 
elected master of Avis in the presence of representatives of the master of 
Calatrava, in a meeting expressly assembled for this purpose, and that 
his election was afterwards confirmed by them.3' Approximately one 
hundred years earlier, in 1238, the master of Calatrava, Don Martim, 
accompanied by the Cistercian abbot of Sotos Albos, had visited the 
convent of Avis where he confirmed Martim Fernandes, who had been 
elected earlier at an unknown date, as master of the Portuguese rniliti~.'~ 

There is evidence of further visits of brothers from Calatrava to 
the Portuguese convent: for example, Don Gomes (the master of 
Calatrava) was present in 1241 when an agreement was signed between 
the master of Avis and the commander of the Order of Santiago (Don 
Paio Peres C ~ r r e i a ) . ~ ~  However, we only know of two trips that 
Portuguese knights took to the convent of the Order of Calatrava in the 
territory of Castile. These trips have to be seen in the context of the 
jurisdiction that Calatrava had over its Portuguese branch, and it is to 
them that we now turn. In May of 1346 in the chapter of Calatrava, 
JoHo ~ o d r i ~ u e s  Gouveia (the former grand commander of Avis) 
and Rodrigo Aires (the former cellarer of Avis) presented to JoBo 
Rodrigues (the master of Calatrava) complaints regarding the behav- 
iour of the Portuguese master, Don JoHo Rodrigues Pimentel, who had 
been elected four years earlier (see above). Accordingly, they requested 
that he (the master of Calatrava), 'like a father abbot of the house 
of Avis' (como padre abad de la casa dc Avis), would come to visit and 
to correct (visitar c correger). Since the master of Calatrava was unable to 
travel to the Portuguese convent, he authorized his grand commander, 
Don Pero Estevez, to make the trip. Upon his return to Calatrava, the 
grand commander presented an account of his findings." However, 
JoHo Rodrigues Gouveia, who was also present in the chapter at 
Calatrava, said that he had been offended in the course of this visitation 
as brother JoHo (the Portuguese master) had issued a verdict against 
him for rebellion and had excommunicated him in the presence of the 
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grand commander (of Calatra~a).?~ The former Portuguese commander 
(JoHo Rodrigues Gouveia) justified his absence in the chapter of the 
convent of Avis, which had been gathered during the visit of the repre- 
sentatives of the master of Calatrava, by saying that while he was 
staying in Estremoz he had received a letter from Don Pero Estevez 
suggesting that he should not be present at the said visitation because 
he would not be able to correct the damage that he had done.39 In light 
of this and other arguments, which were confirmed by the actual 
visitator (Pero Estevez), the master of Calatrava instructed the prior of 
his convent to lift the excommunication which had been imposed on the 
Portuguese brother at the chapter of Avis. 

What is significant about this incident is the presence of Portuguese 
brothers in the Castilian order. The second appearance of JoHo 
Rodrigues Gouveia in Calatrava had to do with his attempt to explain 
his attitude during the visitation, but the precise reasons for his first trip 
to Calatrava remain unknown. It is certain that there had been, within 
the Order of Avis, some complaints against the master, Don JoHo 
Rodrigues Pimentel. This is confirmed by a document which informs us 
about some part of the chapter held in Avis in the presence of the 
visitator from Calatrava (Pero Estevez), which pertained to a question 
that had brought the commander of Cabe~o de Vide (FernBo Rodrigues) 
and the master Rodrigues Pimentel into c o n t i i ~ t . ~ ~  The outcome of this 
confrontation, which reveals a certain internal instability in the Order 
of Avis, remains unknown, but we do know that the master remained in 
office and that the discontented brothers are not referred to in any 
subsequent documents of the militia."' 

This being a unique case, it cannot be confirmed that the Portuguese 
brothers appealed to their Castilian superiors at other times. Since we 
are not aware of any other document in the archive of the Order of Avis 
that would allow us to make the case for a more or less frequent recourse 
to the mother-house (Calatrava), the confirmation of this hypothesis 
will have to wait until a systematic comparison of all the witnesses who 
appear in the documents of Calatrava with all the known brothers of 
Avis can provide concrete proof of this Portuguese presence in the 
Castilian convent. 

In light of what has been said so far, it seems only logical that, since 
the Order of Avis was a religious institution of military character, the 
knights did leave the convent of Avis, or the houses that the order 
owned, to aid the king in fighting the Muslims (in the context of the 
ueconquista) or to defend the borders of the kingdom - especially after 
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1249, the year the reconquista ended in the territory of Portugal. The 
extent of the brothers' mobility remains unknown and largely has to be 
guessed. It has, however, been possible to verify that the commanders 
were frequently mobile within the areas entrusted to them and that they 
did travel to the convent in Avis. They travelled when there were problems 
in the order or when they felt that they had been wronged, and then they 
turned to the king, as in 131142 and 1346," or to the master of Calatrava 
(also in 1346, as shown previously). 

With regard to the assigning of commanderies, which required the 
central convent to send out brothers, several questions remain. The 
existence of commanders in the internal organization of the Order of 
Avis since a t  least 1222# makes one wonder what criteria the master 
employed to distribute the different commanderies among the knights. 
For example, since these commanders could not have been novices, it 
would be interesting to know what role ancienitas may have played when 
it came to the administration of the order's various possessions. While 
the docurnents that have survived do not permit us to establish a cursus 
honorum, it is clear that some commanderies were more important 
than others, not only because of their revenue but also because of their 
location. Even though the distance between the central convent of Avis 
and the order's commanderies was not as great as it was for military 
orders with headquarters in Palestine, for a 'national' order the north of 
the country as well as the extreme south can be considered quite remote 
from the militia's centre of decision-making. However, to what extent 
were commanders sent to a certain region because that region was their 
place of origin? Were commanderies that were located further away 
from the centre desirable or were brothers that were sent there being 
deliberately 'removed' from the centre? 

Assuming that the knights we know about probably did not travel 
alone, but rather with a greater or  smaller company of servants who also 
belonged to the order, our treatment of the mobility of the brothers of 
Avis turns out to be more sketchy than we would have desired: of the 
overall mobility, we are able to note only that of a few, and those few 
are either some of the more important knights or those whose mobility 
-for one reason or  another - left a record on parchment. 

(Translated from the Portuguese by Jochen Burgtorf) 
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For example, the commander of Oriz was present in Caheceiras de Basto on 
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" 15 August 1349 (T.T., Ordem de Avis, no. 382), 4 June 1352 (T.T., Ordem de 
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eleiqZo do Mestre de Avis', 103-22. 
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