
Ethel Carnie Holdsworth 

Sshh, clash, sshh, clash, sshh, clash. 

Is it the echo of the looms or the echo of my heartbeat? Am I drifting away finally now? 

Still the rhythm of the past is pulsing through my mind. 

A dark smoky town, dim, faded images of home and hearth, piled high and fragile on a 
creaking cart. Exchanging our familiar grim streets for strange grim streets. Clattering clogs, 
mile upon mile, different rooms, but the same, different factories, but the same: the same dirty, 
hard life and streaming mean cobbles. 

Escape into the cramped schoolroom, rigid rows of bent heads over sloping desks. A bright 
hope where my thoughts condense on a clean black slate. My liberated ideas brought out, read 
aloud, heard by few, but understood by many. 

How soon though, incarceration for half my days in the clattering mill. No time or slate for 
writing there, just endless rhythmic noise. 

The words come, almost unbidden, in time and tune with the looms. Carried home and scribed 
before sleep claims them. 

Now all my days are filled with the cruel grind. Around me, worker ants toil in the heat, smoke 
and noise. Men, women and children slaving for their bread. Living and dying all around me. 

Nine years of toil in the clanking mill. The slavery of the factory, harsh and unforgiving. The 
poverty and squalor of those mean streets and streaming cobbles. 

But still the words come. 

They gather in tattered sheets and grubby notebooks, and finally on bright, white paper 
untainted by oil and grime. 

Again these words are heard and understood – now by many, bringing me the chance to 
escape the factory floor and to labour instead with my pen to shine the daylight into those 
hopeless lives, toiling daily to serve the rich. A chance to meet and to marry – to bear 
daughters. 

But still the world grinds on, pushing towards a hopeless war, which will consume our youth 
and talent. Forcing young men and boys, conscripts against their will, into sodden mud-filled 
trenches, cannon fodder for politicians and empire builders. 

We must fight this enforcement – it will take my husband, my brothers, my friends and 
neighbours. We must oppose this together. 

But it is a fight we cannot win, and my Alfred is gone, taken by the maw of the cannon. My 
children and I wait -    and wait -    and wait. … No news. 

But still the words come, now born of grief and loss - poems, novels, articles still pour from my 
pen. 

The hopeless war trickles to an end. So many dead, wounded, damaged, but out of the mud 
and smoke, unlooked for, comes Alfred. The same, but not the same. Though we fight together 
again, against fascism and injustice, he is so changed. 



A newspaper, the Clear Light, the very first anti-fascist warning to the world, we write and print 
in our home. Here in Slack Top the clarion light still shines to illuminate hatred and 
intolerance, greed and inequality. 

But Alfred does not stay. He drifts away, lost in the echoes of the trenches. And we three are 
left. Mute casualties of the same hopeless war. 

But still the words come – now slowly, now fading, drifting through time to my end. Alone, 
poor, in dark mean streets of streaming cobbles. 
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