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A few days later, Conan rode over to the Iceni village with his uncle. He could not help 

feeling a bit excited; he had never travelled beyond his own people’s land before. Three 

of the Iceni chiefs came to meet them. Turi and Conan had brought gifts of salt, which 

they exchanged for some of the fine woollen cloth that the Iceni wove in bright checks 

and stripes. But it was the fine Iceni metalwork they had come to see. They were taken to 

meet one of the Iceni’s most skilled metalsmiths. He showed them fine torcs made from 

gold, some twisted like rope, as well as delicate cloak pins, shiny bronze shields, rein and 

bridle fittings. Turi marvelled at the bronze figurines and amulets, turning them over in 

his palm and pointing out the skilled work to Conan. But it was not these they had come 

to see. 

They followed the metalsmith through to a smoky roundhouse where two long 

tables were laid end to end. On them lay the most extraordinary horn Conan had ever 

seen. The metalsmith lifted it carefully from the table, holding it up vertically to show 

them its full height. It was as tall as a man. The body was formed in sections of 

hammered bronze, skilfully joined together. But it was the head that fascinated Conan. It 

was shaped like a boar’s head, with glinting enamel eyes, powerful tusks and pointed ears. 

The jaw was hinged so that the mouth could open and close, and inside was a sprung 

wooden tongue that moved when the horn was blown, as if it were alive. 

“So this is a carnyx?” Conan said. 

“The most feared war horn of all,” the metalsmith told them. “They say that 

when they are sounded, they summon up our gods and ancestors, to fight alongside us.” 

“It’s huge!” Conan said, looking up at the head. 

“In Gaul, they carry them this way,” the metalsmith told them, holding the horn 

out in front of him. “But we hold them up high, and the sound they make carries for 

miles, above the noise of the battle. They can rally troops and terrify the enemy.” 

Conan peered into its gaping mouth.  

“How does it work?” he asked. 

“When you blow into the horn, the sound rises to fill the head, which acts like a 

bell,” he told them. “The sight and sound of several carnyces played together can scare 
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the fiercest enemy. I’ve heard them say it seems as if the whole landscape comes alive 

with the noise. Our brothers across the sea have used them to terrify the Romans in 

Gaul and now we must do the same here.” 

Turi and Conan looked on with interest as he explained how he had made the 

carnyx. He showed them how he had hammered fine sheets of bronze and joined them 

together to make the towering tube of the horn. He explained how he had poured 

molten bronze into a mould to make the head, and how the jaw was jointed so that it 

opened and closed as the sound boomed out. Turi was keen to study every detail, but 

Conan could not wait. He wanted to hear the carnyx played. 

Before they left, the metalsmith took them out of the village, where the marsh 

reeds were head-high.  

He lifted the great horn, put the mouthpiece to his lips and, puffing out his 

cheeks, blew into the tube. The sound that came out was harsh, gloomy and menacing. It 

made the hairs stand up on the back of Conan’s neck. 

That sound stayed with Turi and Conan as they rode home in the twilight. If they 

could master the art of making a carnyx, they could teach it to others in their tribes. They 

couldn’t help feeling daunted at the challenge, but excited too. Armed with war horns 

like these, their peoples could face the strongest Roman legion. 

As they reached the outskirts of the Iceni village, a girl and a boy were having a 

play-fight. They scuffled with simple wooden clubs, but their blows were fierce and 

dangerous. The girl’s hair was the same colour as Boudica’s, the reddish gold of the 

feathery reed heads in the low winter sunshine. She was slim and slight, but with one 

blow she floored her opponent. 

“She looks as if she’s had training as a warrior,” Turi said, smiling. “Iceni girls 

train as warriors, just as the boys do. But when we rise up against the Romans, it won’t 

be just the warriors fighting: it will be ordinary men, women and children, even the 

younger ones. We must all be rebels now.” 

“Down with Romans!” the girl called over to them, waving the club in the air. 

“Don’t worry. Our carnyces will send them back to Rome!” Conan shouted back. 

“Keena’s voice can shout louder than any carnyx,” the girl roared. 

But as she stood watching them, her little brother crept up behind her, knocking 

her feet from under her. She tumbled to the ground. 

“Keep practising, Keena!” Conan laughed. 

 


