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The information in this book is offered as a general guidance on the topics featured and in particular the information within the chapter Fitness and Diet is based on the author's personal experience. Whilst attaining a reasonable level of fitness is likely to be beneficial to most riders, it may be that individuals would be better suited to regimes, techniques and equipment other than those described in these pages. Anyone wishing to begin a dietary or fitness programme should seek confirmation from a medical professional that what they propose will be suitable to their circumstances. Neither the publisher nor the author accept any responsibility for any legal or medical liability or other consequences which may arise directly or indirectly as a consequence of the use or misuse of the information in this book.
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Foreword


MARY WANLESS BHSI BSc





PETER DOVE has written about the principles of dressage and good competitive test riding, in a very accessible way that will benefit the many riders who either aspire to ride competitively, or who already do so at the lower levels. Even upper-level riders will find great advice in this book.


I have known Peter for over twenty-five years and have admired his smart, logical brain, that chimes unusually well with his feel and intuition. As well as being a rider and coach, he has played chess in international tournaments and is a maestro in computer programming. These skills combine a step-by-step understanding of the task with the vision of a desired long-term outcome, just as he has done in this book. (I, in contrast, have never even managed to learn the rules of chess!)


Peter has judged a huge number of lower-level tests and has maintained the ability to perceive those tests, and the challenges they present, from the viewpoint of a rider who struggles to perform well at those levels. He does not write as someone who thinks that these lower levels present so few challenges that they ought to be easy. He breaks down the various aspects of riding the test in helpful ways that you may not have thought of, starting with accuracy and fluidity. He then considers your understanding of the school movements, how you practise from day to day, and how you review your rides, both at home and after competition.


Peter describes the geometry of a test so well that, if you do throw away marks through inaccuracy, it will not as a result of misunderstanding the pattern you should be riding! Sadly, almost all riders make the same mistakes when they ride corners, circles, diagonal lines, serpentines, etc., so judges see these again and again. Riding the movements accurately takes an understanding of the ‘hows and whys’ of the pattern you are riding, good riding skills, and focused concentration (or presence of mind). Skilled riders prepare the movements well, flow smoothly between them, and demonstrate the harmony between horse and rider that judges love to see.


Peter’s practical guidelines include an introduction to my own field of rider biomechanics, which elucidates the ‘how’ of riding. Without this, you are more likely to make the same mistakes over and over again, even though you know that you should be getting a different result by now. With it, you are more likely to develop the skills that (for instance) prevent your horse from falling in or out through his shoulder and allow you to ride him on the line that is your choice, rather than his!


In your day-to-day training, it helps enormously to meld an understanding of the biomechanics of the rider/horse interaction with an understanding of the purpose of the school movements. How you practise at home has a huge bearing on whether or not you are able to improve your horse’s carriage and movement, thus improving his ‘rideability’, his athleticism, and the scores your receive in your tests. But this can only happen if you improve too! Sadly, the power of the habits that would limit your learning (the lure of those same old mistakes) is very, very strong.


Peter helps to clarify how riding skills mesh with training skills, suggesting an approach to learning that also helps you to develop an appropriate, benevolent attitude towards your horse, yourself, and your riding. This honours the challenges you face and does not gloss over difficulties. It puts you and your horse on the same team and makes you a fair taskmaster. It enables both of you to benefit from step-by-step learning.


The school movements set a specific series of challenges both individually and in the many possible sequences that you might ride, both at home and in competition. The ways they are put together in a test are designed to demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses of your training to the judge. The feedback you receive on your test sheet can really help you plan your training, as can the feedback you are receiving from your horse in each moment, and within each ride as a whole. Few people work as well with this feedback as they could, mentally reviewing their rides and learning from them. Peter makes this easier, by helping you to improve your focus, and by giving you specific tools that have value for riders at all levels.


Read this book to help you understand and develop the skills that good trainers often take for granted. Students and teachers all benefit when these are made explicit, giving a road map that can take us from point A to point B. This is a journey of increasing skills and scores, designed to bring more satisfaction to your riding.

















About Edition 2





After the initial publication on Amazon of edition one, I was lucky enough to be contacted by Quiller Publishing who were interested in printing a colour, expanded edition of Master Dressage.


This was a really exciting proposition as I had continued writing on some of the existing topics after the book was released and wanted to add in that new material. It was also a chance to add in some new photos, including aerial shots of the 20 x 60m arena, and produce a high-quality book and resolve some of the grammar and typos that appeared in the self-published version.


It also opened up the possibility of covering more topics than before and, with that in mind, I have added in chapters on groundwork and fitness. In the first edition I alluded to the groundwork system I was using but did not go into any of the specifics. This has now been rectified and the basics of the system have been presented. The section on fitness covers the system I used to lose weight and develop the core strength needed to ride well. I also go into the difference that fitness makes to my riding skill so you understand what the benefits are.


Finally I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone who purchased edition one, those who left such wonderful reviews on Amazon and all those who took part so constructively as the book was being put together. Thank you!

















Introduction





MORE AND MORE people are gravitating towards dressage; we are seeing a dramatic increase in the number of riders competing, training and looking for more specific information on how to get started with dressage. With eventing and jumping becoming more and more expensive, dressage is a cheaper and less stressful way to compete with your horse, especially for non-professional riders.


The difficulty facing most riders is that it is hard to know where to start with dressage competition. There are countless tests and numerous levels. In some centres they even make up their own tests!


In addition to understanding the judge’s comments and how to apply those comments to their performance, competing at dressage requires riders to understand the movements and how to perform them. This is why I have written Master Dressage; this book has been designed to help people from the starting levels to Elementary (2nd level US) for both unaffiliated (schooling shows) and affiliated level. However, even riders competing at the higher levels will benefit from the increased focus on accuracy and the training plans in this book.


The world of horse riding is changing: people are no longer satisfied with vague instructions, the mystique of talented riders or the mishmash of teaching methods which seem to contradict each other and lack long-term effectiveness. Riders want answers! Riders today are becoming more intelligent about their training and are much more concerned with the welfare of the horse and using ethical training methods.


The new model of learning to ride and compete well is a holistic approach that covers such topics as rider biomechanics, the geometry and purpose of school movements, test riding, nutrition, saddlery, farriery and equine physiotherapy – to name just a few.


Riders now need to have a strategy for improvement and competition so that they stay true to the horse and his welfare.


In terms of learning to ride tests, using school movements well and competing successfully, riders without a strategy and an overall understanding of the whole process will be left in the dark, wondering why they aren’t improving and why their scores aren’t going up. In fact, this can lead to the rider becoming disillusioned with the sport and even with their equine partner.


I was very lucky to be rescued from this confusion in my early twenties by an amazing coach, Mary Wanless – author of the Ride With Your Mind books and DVDs. I had become part of a culture which saw the horse as the antagonist and me as the victim – with the horse resisting my aids and evading work.


Before my awakening I never realised that I was completely responsible for everything that happened! Mary taught me the psychology, the physiology and the tools to create profound change in myself and the horse. At the time of writing this book I am not a qualified RWYM (Ride With Your Mind) coach, though all my coaching is based on RWYM ideas and techniques and it is a situation I intend to correct, time willing!


In this book you’ll discover how to learn more effectively, how to develop a better relationship with your horse and how to develop an end-to-end strategy for training yourself and your horse to compete at dressage. I will show you the map, give you the right tools and be your guide to a more successful competitive experience.


One might ask how a book of this thickness could possibly help you ‘master dressage’: surely you would need a book of a thousand pages to do that? What I offer in these pages is a structured approach to improving your dressage that will allow you to make progress no matter where you are in your dressage learning. I would hope that, after reading this book, you will know exactly what to do if you get stuck, have a better understanding of test riding and have a better relationship with your horse. You and your horse are on the same team; it should never degenerate into a ‘him versus me’. In essence this book is, in large part, instruction in riding dressage but is also about teaching you how to learn more effectively.


Whilst this book contains plenty of ‘how to’ information on riding movements, improving your training, solving training problems and getting higher marks, it is not an exhaustive manual for riding. So don’t be too disappointed when you don’t find detailed instruction on how to train your horse to do half-pass, or complex rider biomechanics to teach you to sit well, or the specifics of lungeing a horse. Such a scope, as pointed out earlier, would need a book ten times the size of this. Let me assure you though, that in addition to the ‘how to do’ there are also lots of ‘how to think’ ideas about dressage training and riding.


Each of the following chapters builds upon the chapter before it. Together they’ll create an actionable framework for you to improve both with an instructor and by yourself.


Chapter 1 covers the typical problems riders face as they attempt to learn dressage and then goes on to explain the new approach that is needed.


In Chapter 2 I give you the overall strategy I use to train riders to improve their marks. There are five steps you need to appreciate to have a successful approach to learning and riding and this chapter explains those steps.


In Chapter 3 we cover accuracy, the mechanics of the movements and where people typically lose marks. This is a very important chapter as it will instil good habits in you, and you will develop the confidence to ride many different tests.


Chapter 4 addresses fluidity, which is how to string movements together, the ability to see ahead more than one movement and how to become aware of what needs to change from one movement to the next.


Once a rider has accuracy and fluidity, the next stage is understanding the purpose of the movements and the benefit they have. This understanding of the purpose behind the movements is fundamental but is often lacking. Too many riders learn movements like shoulder-in ‘because it’s in the test’, without understanding its value as a training exercise. These movements were used to good purpose centuries before competition dressage as we know it existed. Chapter 5 will give you the confidence to enter the school to train your horse knowing what you are aiming for and why you are doing it. The solid base of fundamentals, strategy and knowing what you are trying to achieve will reduce the stress of the entire process on you and your horse.


Chapter 6 is about practice. Typically, instructors expect riders to know what practice is and how to go about it. Practice requires a lot of responsibility and commitment from the rider. You will learn to practise perfectly for the sake of the horse and ultimately to develop consistency.


Chapter 7 rounds off the last of the five steps with a review. To make sure you’re making meaningful improvements you must regularly review your progress, benchmarking it against your goals and ideals and choosing how to influence your practice, understanding, fluidity and accuracy as you progress.


Chapter 8 is a about rider psychology and confidence in both training and competing, and was provided by Jo Cooper of www.equestrianconfidence.com – this chapter will really help improve your confidence and help calm those nerves whilst competing.


Chapter 9 is an introduction to rider biomechanics by Mary Wanless BHSI BSc – www.mary-wanless.com. This chapter will help you develop greater balance and stability while riding.


Chapter 10 is a practical piece by Sue Palmer MCSP on massage and physiotherapy, which your horse will really appreciate!


Chapter 11 is new for Edition 2 and covers a system of groundwork based on the work on Dr Andrew McLean. This will give you a great fallback system when you are having trouble with rein and leg aids. It will assist you to turn a bolshy horse into a better-mannered one, and create a better relationship with your horse.


Chapter 12 is also new for Edition 2 and covers fitness. I wanted to show how much difference fitness can make to your skill level. In this chapter I will give you a step-by- step system to improve your fitness, and explain what parts of your fitness to work on and how you can do this with the minimal of equipment. I will also show you how I lost weight as part of the fitness programme.


Chapter 13 recaps the system with the most important points, and gives you some additional steps to begin immediately on the process of learning and improving for dressage.


Chapter 14 contains a list of questions and answers from my Facebook fans. I recently asked them for any dressage-related questions they had, so I hope you find an answer in there for any questions you might have.


Finally, the Learning Resources section includes a reading list I’ve compiled. It’s not the definitive list and I am sure I have left off lots of stellar texts, however the books listed are all worth reading. The Resources section also offers some website links and mentions other coaching media that can help with your training, learning and progress in dressage.

















CHAPTER 1


Getting Into Dressage





DRESSAGE IS MORE popular than it has ever been before. There is an influx of riders at the lower levels and an abundance of competition types suitable for new riders at the unaffiliated level.


The main problem facing riders wanting to start dressage though, is that there is still little information on test riding. Everywhere we look there are diagrams describing the shapes of the movements but it’s harder to find good information on how to ride them well or what would get the rider a 7 or an 8 and so on in a dressage test.


It is also very difficult to get feedback on your progress without spending lots of money on lessons, and even feedback on test sheets is limited by lack of space. Also, people often seem to be left surprisingly in the dark as to the relationship between schooling and competition dressage and there is sometimes little information provided on this even when riders have lessons. Furthermore, instructors often assume that a pupil will know what to do when the pupil is by themselves in the arena with no instruction. In order to combat this, an overall strategy for streamlined progress is needed.


Despite the initial confusion, riders new to the dressage experience are seeing a number of improvements. More and more centres are putting on dressage, the science of rider biomechanics has advanced and riders are beginning to understand that the responsibility to change is theirs. Certainly dressage is now much more under the spotlight after Britain’s success at the 2012 Olympics and the further major achievements that have followed, such as the team silver medal in the 2015 European Championships and two gold medals for Charlotte Dujardin and Valegro. To succeed, a rider has to understand many different aspects including horse training, rider biomechanics, nutrition, psychology, physiology, and animal welfare.


For the average rider this means there is a lot to learn. You are going to need a coherent plan, with actual steps you can take to get you from where you are now to where you want to be. One of the aims of this book is to shine a light into all the different areas for improvement, even though we are somewhat focused on school movements and test riding.


Faster improvements are there for the taking by riders who are willing to invest the time beyond the weekly lesson. It is no longer sufficient to ride your horse and then forget about your riding afterwards. You must be thinking and planning beyond the current lesson and have a desire for constant improvement. By developing discipline and a sense of responsibility to yourself and your horse you can take charge of your own destiny and find rapid improvement in both you and your horse.


Fitness plays a major role in your ability to ride well. When we are riding, the horse is exerting upon us a lot of different forces. Even in something as simple as rising trot, the horse jumps forward and up in every single stride. If we as riders do not have the correct muscle tone and fitness then we will simply be a paper boat in the stormy sea of the forces acting upon us.


Without a real determination to seek out new knowledge riders can find themselves frustrated with their horses, stuck on a learning plateau and losing interest in dressage. Without a holistic understanding of training and learning it’s very easy to buy into the culture of blaming the horse for resisting or evading rather than accepting responsibility for the way things turn out.


Good riders and trainers accept responsibility for themselves and their horse; they read, seek out knowledge, find help and look inward and outward to improve. They apply what they’ve learnt, they practise what they’ve learnt and they review the results. When a rider commits to developing a rounded understanding of the entire sphere of horsemanship they find again their beginner’s mind, the joy of learning, and experience daily improvement.


My own learning came to a head early on in my career. I had become stuck on a plateau and was laying the blame for it directly at the hooves of my horse. My belief, backed by what other people were saying, was that my horse was evading me, my horse was resisting and my horse was avoiding doing work.


The saying goes that when the pupil is ready the teacher appears and, luckily for me, I found a coach who saved me and my horses. I began to start reading, exploring and questioning everything. Now, twenty years on, I study, practise, review, use mental rehearsal and treat my horses with respect and understanding. In the end it is often the horses who teach me!


I remember once being asked to school a mare and having a pretty bad ride the very first time I sat on her. At the end of the session I was exhausted and a little distressed at how poorly things were turning out. However that evening, as I lay in bed, I spent quite a lot of time in mental review, replaying my previous ride and within a short space of time the solution had dawned upon me. It was one of those ‘Doh!’ moments.


It occurred to me that on more experienced and balanced horses I am thinking about many things simultaneously. I am lifting the horse’s back up, I am keeping him straight, keeping him reaching out onto the end of the rein, maintaining impulsion and rhythm and so on. I realised that what had gone wrong on this less experienced mare was that I was trying to correct too many things at once. It was just too much for the mare. The very next day, when I schooled her again, I allowed her to be less straight. She remained rhythmical, round, with reasonable impulsion and with a better contact on the rein. It turned out that asking her to be straight was just one step too far for her. Things progressed much more quickly after that.


The photos I use in this book include some of my daughter, Milly, on her pony mare. Having this combination available was, of course, convenient, but it was very useful that Milly is sufficiently skilled to be able to demonstrate correct and incorrect versions of problems riders face – however, she is not so skilled that we are unable sometimes to notice minor faults in the ‘correct’ photos. For me this results in a really nice combination that demonstrates key points to the reader, but also helps train the eye to spot other things too. Therefore, when describing the good points of certain photos, I will also point out what could be improved.


In summary, dressage is a complex skill. To do it well you will need to be open-minded and take the responsibility for improvement seriously. The game of dressage is the best game in the world, and once you start playing it you will become addicted to that thrill of new discovery and new skills.

















CHAPTER 2


The System





TO PICK UP MARKS fast on your dressage score, I could simply teach you how to be more accurate. However this will be very limiting to your learning process. To give you the best chance of improvement, I have broken down my system into five sections and I will describe each one of them here briefly.


Accuracy


Becoming accurate isn’t just a question of performing the movements at the right markers; the movements themselves must be performed accurately and the horse must be presented in his best light. The need for accuracy when schooling your horse is often overlooked and because of this we often allow the horse to step and move inaccurately. At the lower levels, this is seen in cutting corners, drifting through the outside shoulder on circles, and lack of straightness on the centre line.


As you will see in Chapter 3, inaccuracy can cause loss of balance and increased difficulty for your horse during the test. Riders can unwittingly lose marks because of the path they take around the arena. From another point of view, it is important to get into the habit of being accurate as, until you know what accurate is, how do you know you have deviated from it? For instance, if you know the exact path of your circle you can more easily feel when you are losing control of the horse’s shoulder.


In Chapter 3 I will show you typical errors that both horse and rider can make, the mechanics of the various school movements, ground-based strategies that can help improve your accuracy, and I will also talk about the management of your horse’s current capabilities.


As mentioned at the start of this chapter, accuracy is the quickest way to pick up marks that riders would otherwise typically lose and, whilst you may think you’re quite accurate, after reading Chapter 3 I am sure you will see there is more to it. You will see that by improving your accuracy your horse will appear more balanced, more supple, and present a smoother test.


Many of my pupils receive comments against the rider’s marks along the lines of ‘well presented test’ or ‘smoothly ridden’. And if that isn’t enough of an incentive, then just reflect on the fact that if you lost a single mark per movement through inaccuracy then you would have lost approximately 6–8 per cent from your marks – especially when you take in the effect on your collectives. Why have a 62 per cent test when you can have a 70 per cent test?!


Fluidity


What is fluidity? Fluidity is how smoothly the horse changes bend and how smoothly he moves from one gait to another. It is how well the horse maintains rhythm and tempo through movements and moves with a constant contact and outline. Fluidity is that easy grace which can make watching dressage a wonderful experience.


Fluidity is understanding where your horse is and where he needs to move to, in terms of body positioning, in terms of direction and in terms of gait changes and variations.


One element that influences fluidity is preparation. Preparation can be something as simple as creating a slight bend before your turns, through to managing your horse’s known issues and difficulties when going into a movement.


Fluidity can be achieved through practice. A typical movement that I like to practise, which can pick up a lot of marks, is the ability to move smoothly from medium walk to free walk on a long rein and back again to medium walk.




NOTE


Throughout this book ‘free walk on a long rein’ refers to the British Dressage definition of this movement. The USEF and FEI version is called ‘stretching on a long rein’.





Does your horse move smoothly from one gait to the next? Can he remain in a consistent outline moving from walk to trot? In Chapter 4 I’ll provide some tips which will help develop smoothness in transitions, smoothness in turns and ways of reducing the obviousness of negative issues that may be faced when performing a test.


A rider who has understood fluidity can help their horse maintain balance and create an air of competence during the test. The impression is of complete harmony between horse and rider. A rider who has understood fluidity tackles their test strategically, thinking not only movement by movement, but how the whole test fits together and how the movements will affect their horse.


When horse and rider perform the movements smoothly they gain marks, not only for each movement, but also in the collectives. The horse appears more supple, more obedient, more balanced and has greater harmony with the rider.


Understanding


‘Understanding what?’ you may ask. There is great benefit in understanding the purpose of the movements in a test. The movements in a test are put together in such a way as to help demonstrate to the judge that your horse has reached a certain level of training. The marks you receive tell you how successfully you have trained your horse to that particular level.


Understanding the purpose of the movements will help you perform them better and will assist you in structuring the training programme for your horse more effectively. My instructor, Mary Wanless, often states that there are two toolkits that a rider can use. The first toolkit is your own body, in other words your position, your balance and the way you communicate with your horse. The second toolkit is the school movements. Provided that you are riding competently and have a good baseline in the first toolkit, riding the school movements correctly will help improve your horse’s balance, suppleness and athleticism.


Understanding the school movements will give you a greater number of tools in your second toolkit. When schooling you will be able to choose the correct movement to perform next with your horse, to improve his balance or correct a fault. You will also have a better understanding of the ‘levels of challenge’ the different school movements possess and how this can affect and help structure the training of your horse. Let’s say that your horse now performs a 20m circle easily; what do you do next? Do you perform a 15m circle, a 10m circle, a serpentine, or some other movement?


Practice


What is practice? Practice is essentially anything you are doing with your horse! You are always practising something; everything you do counts; everything to be done matters. Mary Wanless often says that practice makes perfect, not what you think you are practising, but what you are actually practising. What does this mean? It means that every time you allow your horse to fall out, he is practising falling out and every time you make a smooth transition from walk to trot you are practising and therefore getting better at making smooth transitions!


Good practice requires diligence; you are always practising. You should practise perfectly or at least strive to practise perfectly. I’m not saying that a rider should never make mistakes, but rather I am saying that a rider should always be present in the moment and trying to be aware of the consequences of what they are doing.


A typical example of this, that I have seen in many tests, is that a rider has been told their horse must be ‘off their leg’. This is not a bad thing; however, riders can implement this to the exclusion of all else. I see horses move from walk to trot quickly but hollow while doing so. This horse may now be ‘off the leg’; however the rider is practising hollowing from walk to trot.


When is it okay to choose not to practise perfectly? Sometimes when training our horses, in order to make progress, we have to sacrifice a little perfection so that the horse does not feel overwhelmed or overfaced. For instance, I would always prefer the horse to make a smooth transition from walk to trot before asking him to make a quick transition. I choose to sacrifice the speed of the transition in order to produce a smooth one. Once the horse is making smooth transitions we can ask him to make them quicker.


The key point here really is the word ‘choose’. The word implies, as previously mentioned, that we are aware of the consequences of what we are doing and are fully present from moment to moment. Many riders suffer from under-focus and many pieces of information about what is happening underneath them pass them by. A good analogy here is that of film. Moving pictures are made up of individual frames, all running past the projector at 25 frames per second; it’s all happening so fast it looks smooth. This is what happens when you see a good rider; it all looks so easy and effortless, as if they are doing nothing. However, their ability to focus from one moment to the next and feel the smallest changes underneath them, allows them to react quickly and subtly to the smallest errors. Without enough focus, a rider can be halfway around the circle before realising that they have lost their horse’s shoulder.


In Chapter 6 I will give you some strategies to improve your focus, make your practice more efficient and try to give you a sense of how you would go about practising for your tests. We will also talk a little about how to prepare your horse for competitions so that he experiences less stress.


Review


Reviewing your work, your practice, and your competitive results will dramatically improve your progress. It is often very easy to get lost in the ‘doing’ and miss important patterns and information which could be uncovered with more reflective thinking.


In Chapter 7 I provide several tools which will help you understand where you are at with your training and how you can spot errors that you would otherwise have missed without a conscious review process.


It is very easy to visit your horse, ride for your allotted time and then forget about the whole thing until the next time you ride, especially whilst attempting to hold down a full-time job or with countless other sources vying for your attention.


Many of my breakthroughs, both in my own skill set and in overcoming a training hurdle with a horse, have come through review sessions after I have ridden. One can use mental rehearsal, watch a video, keep a diary, ask friends or even create a spreadsheet for competition results.


Without such a review, it would be very easy to turn up to the next training session ready to ‘do battle’ with the ‘difficult horse’.


As the supposedly more intelligent being it is up to us to ‘figure it out’. It is not up to the horse to become a good boy, or learn his lessons, or stop being such a brute. The responsibility for how well the horse goes, or at least the vast majority of it, lies with us. If you ever find yourself saying ‘If only my horse would just …’ then it’s time to carry out a review of your riding, tactics and strategy. This review could come in the form of coaching or help from a more experienced rider.


Finally …


Getting better at dressage and improving your score may, from reading the above, seem like a lot of work. This is, in fact, why a lot of people don’t make the progress they want, because of the complexity of the task. Rather than being overwhelmed, we simply start from the beginning taking what steps we can, one at a time. Towards the end of the book you will find a chapter on which steps you should take next to get immediate results. The easiest to implement will be focusing on accuracy. This is why the chapter on accuracy comes so early in this book; without accuracy all the other stages will get undermined.
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