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A SHORT HISTORY OF THE VIETNAM WAR


On 8 March, 1965, 3,500 United States Marines of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade made an amphibious landing at Da Nang on the south central coast of South Vietnam, marking the beginning of a conflict that would haunt American politics and society for many years, even after the signing of the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973.


For the people of North Vietnam it was just another in a long line of foreign invaders. For two thousand years they had struggled for self-determination, coming into conflict during that time with the Chinese, the Mongols, the European colonial powers, the Japanese and the French. Now it was the turn of the United States, a far-away nation reluctant to go to war but determined to prevent Vietnam from falling into Communist hands.


A Short History of the Vietnam War explains how the United States became involved in one of its longest wars, a conflict that, from the outset, many claimed it could never win. It details the escalation of American involvement from the provision of military advisers and equipment to the threatened South Vietnamese, to an all-out shooting war involving American soldiers, airmen and sailors, of whom around 58,000 would die and more than 300,000 would be wounded.


Their struggle was against an indomitable enemy, able to absorb huge losses in terms of life and infrastructure. The politics of the war are examined and the decisions and ambitions of five US presidents are addressed in the light of what many have described as a defeat for American might. The book also explores the relationship of the Vietnam War to the Cold War politics of the time.
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‘And it’s one, two, three,


What are we fighting for?


Don’t ask me, I don’t give a damn,


Next stop is Vietnam;


And it’s five, six, seven,


Open up the pearly gates,


Well there ain’t no time to wonder why,


Whoopee! we’re all gonna die.’


(I Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag, written by


Country Joe McDonald and performed by


Country Joe and the Fish)


***


A thousand years of Chinese reign.


A hundred years of French domain.


Twenty years fighting brothers each day.


A mother’s fate, our fields so dead,


And rows of homes in flames so red.


(From A Mother’s Legacy, written by


Vietnamese composer, Trinh Cong Son)









Introduction


The student of Vietnamese history could not be blamed for believing that country to have always been at war, blighted as its history is by invading armies and foreigners eager to hold sway over the Vietnamese people. On and off, for 2,000 years, war has raged on its soil as the Chinese, the Mongols, the French and the Americans have attempted to bend Vietnam to their will. To a greater or smaller degree, they have all failed and even the might of the United States, with its vastly superior firepower and all the technology of modern warfare, could not defeat a people fired by a passion for freedom, independence and the unification of their ancient land.


The conflict known as the Vietnam War is in reality several wars but is generally accepted to have begun in 1945 when the Viet Minh went into battle against the French colonial power. After the French had withdrawn from Indochina, following the catastrophe of the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, it fell to the Americans to try to keep communism at bay in the region. Thus did Vietnam become part of the global struggle between the two competing dogmas – capitalism and communism – that cast such a shadow over the second half of the twentieth century. Tens of thousands of Vietnamese, both North and South, Cambodians, Laotians, Australians, New Zealanders and Americans lost their lives in the ensuing war and the financial cost ran to billions of dollars. It was not a war that drew in many nations like the Second World War, but it is considered to be one of the most important conflicts of the twentieth century, affecting, as it did, the countries that fought in it, but also resonating down through the years with its impact on the domestic and foreign policy of one of the world’s superpowers, the United States. It influenced not only the policies of Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan but its lessons were also applied to American involvement in the Gulf War in the 1990s during the presidency of George H. W. Bush.


Khang Chien Chong My (Resistance War Against America), as the Vietnamese call it, is a war that is still the subject of a great deal of controversy and the sheer volume of books published about it is testament to the fascination it holds for historians and students of war and politics. It was a conflict filled with contradictions and puzzles. Most experts cannot even agree on when it began and when it ended, for instance. And debate continues about how the United States managed to become so involved in a far-away and deeply unpopular war and how successive presidents were reluctant to walk away from Indochina, instead gradually escalating American involvement until it was almost impossible to extract themselves from it.


This book may not provide the answers to the complex questions about the conflict that have exercised brilliant minds for the decades following the fall of Saigon. Rather, it seeks to follow the story of French and American involvement and the astonishing struggle of the North Vietnamese and many South Vietnamese to make their dream of unification come to pass.
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Two Thousand Years of Warfare


Invasion and Civil War


On 8 March 1965, 3,500 US Marines of Battalion Landing Team 3/9 waded ashore in full regalia on the sandy beaches of Da Nang in South Vietnam, their mission to provide security for the nearby air base that was thought vulnerable to attack. They were the first American combat troops to step onto Asian soil since the end of the Korean War in 1953. But they were by no means the first foreign army to set foot on Vietnamese soil.


Vietnam has one of the longest continuous histories in the world. Humans were first present there around 500,000 years ago and it boasts some of the world’s earliest civilizations, such as the Hoa Binh and Bac Son cultures. At the same time as Mesopotamia was discovering agriculture it was also being practised in Southeast Asia and pottery was also being manufactured. In approximately 2879 BC, the first Vietnamese state emerged in the Red River valley in northern Vietnam when the need to work together for flood prevention, for trade and for fighting off invaders necessitated a single authority that would take responsibility for organising such things. From there in 207 BC comes the first documented historical reference to a kingdom known as Nam Viet or Nanyue. At the time, the kingdom was ruled by a Chinese general, indicating that the Chinese controlled the region and they would, in fact, remain in power there for another thousand years. But, despite having a Chinese-style bureaucracy and using Chinese methods of rice cultivation, Nam Viet remained a separate kingdom. In 111 BC, however, Chinese Han Dynasty troops invaded and established new regions – Giao Chi in the Red River (Song Hong) delta; Curu Chan which stretched from modern-day Thanh Hoa to Ha Tinh; and Nhat Nam, stretching from modern-day Quang Binh to Hue.


During the thousand years that the northern part of Vietnam remained a Chinese province, it was dominated by the culture of its conqueror but still retained a keen hunger for independence. Unlike many other peoples under Chinese suzerainty, for example, the Vietnamese clung on to their distinctively Vietnamese culture. They maintained their totemic beliefs which were in contrast to Chinese practice, for instance. On the other hand, Confucianism, the ethical and philosophical system that supported Chinese society, pervaded the ruling class in Vietnam. In this set of beliefs, the emperor’s authority was inviolable and it was believed that he ruled with the so-called ‘Mandate of Heaven’; he had been bestowed the right to rule by heaven itself. This created an entire social and political hierarchy, featuring many elite Vietnamese families which seized upon Confucianism as a means of legitimising and maintaining their status in society. The majority of Vietnamese people, meanwhile, were peasants living in small villages that held on to Vietnamese traditions and practices.


Chinese domination eventually ended in 938 when a Chinese Southern Han force, sent to conquer the autonomous region of Giao Chi, was defeated by the army of the Vietnamese prefect and general, Ngo Quyen (897-944), at the naval Battle of Bach Dang River, near Ha Long Bay in northern Vietnam. During the next thousand years, Vietnam changed little. Authority was wielded by kings who worked hard to prevent any member of the elite from establishing a power base that could be used to challenge the ruler. Vietnamese society, governed by a class of Mandarin bureaucrats who endured similarly rigorous training to their Chinese counterparts, remained stable, immune to social, cultural or technological change and innovation.


There were a number of challenges to Vietnamese stability, however. The Chinese Song Dynasty, for instance, attempted to recapture the region in 1075, but its troops were repelled, as they were the following year. Subsequent decades saw more invasions. During the Vietnamese Tran Dynasty (1225-1400), there were three incursions by the all-conquering Mongols – in 1257, 1284 and 1287 – but their large armies were all defeated. Like their North Vietnamese and Viet Cong descendants some seven hundred years later, the thirteenth-century Vietnamese did this by refusing to face the Mongols in large-scale set-piece battles or in sieges, confronting them instead in locations that put the invaders at a distinct disadvantage, on terrain that would prove difficult to them. The Yuan (Mongol) fleet was decisively defeated by the Vietnamese at the 1288 Battle of Bach Dang.


The Chinese Ming Dynasty invaded and occupied Vietnam in the early 1400s, but its domination lasted for only around twenty years and once again stubborn Vietnamese resistance saw them off. The hero of the hour and one of the great figures of Vietnamese history emerged around this time. Wealthy farmer, Le Loi (r. 1428-33) waged war against the Chinese initially to restore the Tran Dynasty to the throne, but eventually, under the sobriquet ‘the Pacifying King’ (Binh Dinh Vuong), he took the throne. By 1427, Le Loi’s revolt against Chinese rule had spread throughout Vietnam, leading the Chinese to make one last attempt to control the country, by dispatching a huge army of around 100,000 troops. The Vietnamese force they faced, however, was 350,000 strong and the Chinese were destroyed in a series of battles in 1428, reportedly losing 90,000 men – 60,000 killed and 30,000 taken prisoner. The Ming Emperor Xuande (1399-1435) had no option but to accept Vietnamese independence, freeing Le Loi to establish his own dynasty.


Le Loi next embarked on the initiative known as the ‘March to the South’ with the objective of conquering the large kingdom of Champa that occupied the area of today’s central and southern Vietnam. This was achieved in 1471 and was followed, during the next two and a half centuries by the conquest of further southern coastal lands. The Le/Trinh and Mac dynasties fought for control of Vietnam between 1545 and 1592 when Hanoi fell to the Trinh and the Mac ruler was executed. Civil war between the rival Trinh and Nguyen families raged between 1627 and 1672 when a truce was agreed that effectively split Vietnam in two, the Nguyen family ruling the south and the Trinh family in control of the north.


By 1701, the southern half of the country reached as far south as the Ca Mau Peninsula, on the southern tip of the modern country of Vietnam, the Mekong Delta having been captured from the Khmer Kingdom between the middle of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century. Such expansion made it almost impossible to maintain central control, however, and, during this time, the country endured civil war and lengthy schisms.


The Arrival of the Europeans


Europeans had first visited Vietnam as far back as 166 BC when Roman merchants had made the long, perilous journey from Europe. The Venetian merchant and explorer Marco Polo visited in 1292 and Portuguese traders as well as other European merchants and missionaries arrived in the early sixteenth century. French influence in the region began with the arrival of the French Jesuit priest, Alexandre de Rhodes (1591-1660) who, having learned the Vietnamese language, created a Romanised version of its alphabet. De Rhodes worked initially in the north, but was expelled in 1630 after the ruler and his counsellors turned against Christianity. By this time Christian missionaries were being viewed as a threat to the Confucian social system and their activities were eventually curtailed towards the end of the seventeenth century.


In 1771, the Nguyen were overthrown by a revolt led by three brothers from the village of Tay Son, near Hue and in 1786 one of them, Nguyen Hue (no relation to the Nguyen lords), marched north and defeated the Trinh ruler and a supporting Chinese army. Nguyen Hue proclaimed himself Emperor Quang Trung (r. 1788-92) but died on the return march south in 1792. A prince of the Nguyen family, Nguyen Anh, took advantage of the confused situation to seize the southern part of Vietnam aided by the French priest Pigneau de Behaine (1741-99) who attempted to solicit French government help. When they refused to become involved, he turned to French merchants to provide the funds to pay for weapons and mercenaries, Nguyen Anh in return guaranteeing protection for French missionaries. In 1802, the surviving Tay Son rebels were defeated, allowing Nguyen Anh to proclaim himself Emperor Gia Long (r. 1802-20), leader of a united Vietnam and the first ruler of the country’s last dynasty. Under Gia Long, Catholicism was tolerated and the emperor even employed Europeans at his court as advisers, although subsequent emperors suppressed Catholicism. The West was again perceived as a threat to the Confucian social order and Catholics – both Vietnamese and European – were persecuted. The government of France, angered by the treatment of its missionaries, demanded protection for them. But the French not only sought protection for their missionaries; they, like the other major European powers, were seeking new markets for their manufactured goods as well as raw materials for industry. Eventually, in 1858, French Emperor Napoleon III (r. 1852-70) ordered Admiral Charles Rigault de Genouilly (1807-73) to mount a naval assault on the port of Tourane (modern-day Da Nang). The attack failed, but de Genouilly sailed south and captured the city of Gia Dinh (in the area of modern-day Ho Chi Minh City). In the next nine years the French gained control of the six provinces of the Mekong Delta, the colony they created becoming known as Cochinchina.


Having landed in northern Vietnam, the French took the city of Hanoi twice, in 1873 and 1882 and, after the Tonkin Campaign of 1883 to 1886, in which they fought against the Vietnamese, Chinese soldier of fortune Liu Yongfu’s (1837-1917) Black Flag Army and the Chinese Guanxi and Yunnan armies, they were in control of the whole of Vietnam. In October 1887, French Indochina was created. It was made up of Annam (Trung Ky, central Vietnam), Tonkin (Bac Ky, northern Vietnam), Cochinchina (Nam Ky, southern Vietnam, and Cambodia, with Laos being added in 1893). Cochinchina enjoyed the status of a colony, Annam was a protectorate with the Nguyen dynasty still in power and Tonkin was controlled by a French governor.


French Colonial Rule


French colonial rule would prove to be harsh and exploitative, the colonial authorities attempting to destroy Vietnamese culture and identity in the name of civilising the people. While the Nguyen monarchy remained in Hue, real power lay in the hands of the French governor general who exercised his authority with ruthless brutality. The French were in Vietnam to exploit the country and Vietnam, therefore, became a supplier of raw materials – rubber, rice and coal – to French industry while indigenous industries were deprived of the opportunity to develop. Villagers, who had worked their small family plots for generations, became little more than low-paid plantation workers or miners, in the employ of French businesses or absentee landlords. Poverty and political repression became rife and the Vietnamese grew increasingly hostile towards the native, Francophile upper class. Unsurprisingly, resistance movements emerged, some led by former court officials, others by peasants. They occasionally revolted, trying to oust the French and re-establish their old, feudal society but by the start of the twentieth century, a new feeling was abroad as young Vietnamese who had never known a pre-colonial Vietnam, became active in the resistance. Like Chinese reformers of the time, they looked to Japan where a movement known as ‘self-strengthening’ had become popular in the previous decade. Rather than hold Western technology in disdain, they wanted to harness it to serve Asian needs. The Dong Du (Eastern Study) movement was formed by Phan Boi Chau (1867-1940) in 1905, with the objective of sending Vietnamese students to Japan to be educated and prepared to lead an uprising against the French. Arrested by the colonial authorities in 1925, Phan Boi Chau spent the remainder of his life confined to his house in Hue. Political parties were outlawed, but a number of radicals formed clandestine cells. In 1927, the Vietnam Quoc Dan Dong (Vietnamese National Party), modelled after the Chinese Kuomintang, was founded and, three years later, it launched an armed insurrection with attacks on French military posts. Following these attacks, those who did not manage to escape to China were arrested and guillotined.


Ho Chi Minh and the Beginnings of Vietnamese Communism


During this time, three separate Communist parties emerged in Vietnam – the Indochinese Communist Party, the Annamese Communist Party and the Indochinese Communist Union. The Communist International (Comintern) was an organisation, formed in Moscow in 1919, to fight ‘for the overthrow of the international bourgeoisie and for the creation of an international Soviet republic’. In 1930, it dispatched a Vietnamese native, Nguyen Ai Quoc (‘Nguyen the Patriot’) to Hong Kong to coordinate the unification of these parties into one grouping that would become known as the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP). Nguyen Ai Quoc would later be better known to the world as Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969).


He was born as Nguyen Sinh Cung, in northern Annam in 1890. The son of a concubine, his father had studied hard and became a mandarin but would later abandon the imperial court and his family to roam the country as an itinerant teacher and healer. Ho was educated at a French lycée in Hue and was destined to become a teacher. Instead, in 1911, he found work in the galley of a French steamer, the Amirale de Latouche-Tréville, under the name Van Ba. It would be thirty years before he would return to his beloved Vietnam. In December 1911, he arrived in the French port of Marseille where he was disappointed by the rejection of his application for the French Colonial Administrative School. Until 1917, therefore, he continued his travelling, often working on ships. In the United States, he lived for a while in New York and Boston, doing menial jobs. During this period, he reportedly lived in London several times, working during one stay at the Carlton Hotel whose chef was the redoubtable Georges Auguste Escoffier (1846-1935), one of the great chefs of the twentieth century. Impressed by the young Vietnamese, Escoffier promoted him to assistant pastry chef. By 1919, Ho was in Paris where many Vietnamese had set up home during the war, working as soldiers or labourers. He worked as a journalist and even had a play he had written performed at the Club de Faubourg. When the Versailles Peace Conference opened, he applied to have US President Woodrow Wilson’s (1856-1924) concept of self-determination applied to Vietnam. Although unsuccessful, it was a bold move that attracted the attention of French socialists and, in 1920, Ho was one of the founders of the French Communist Party. In 1924, he travelled to Moscow where he met Stalin (1878-1953), Trotsky (1879-1940) and other prominent communist politicians. Unfortunately, they were too preoccupied with choosing the successor to their late leader, Lenin, to be interested in the fate of Ho’s Vietnam.


By 1925, Ho Chi Minh was in southern China, organising youth education classes and lecturing young Vietnamese revolutionaries who were attending the Whampoa Military Academy in Canton. He also worked as an interpreter for the Soviet agent, Mikhail Borodin (1884-1951), supplementing his income by selling cigarettes and newspapers. Ho was now calling himself Ly Thuy, but was also writing articles for the Soviet news agency and a Chinese newspaper under various pseudonyms. Returning to Moscow in 1927, following Chiang Kai-shek’s (1887-1975) anti-communist coup, he toured Europe before heading once again for Asia, arriving in Bangkok in July 1928 and working as a Comintern agent. In 1929, he was in India but a year later returned to Shanghai and, in early 1930 in Hong Kong, he brought together the various organisations that would make the Communist Party of Vietnam. In June 1931, he was arrested by the British but they released him in January 1933. He could next be found working in a restaurant in Milan and then for a few years he was in the Soviet Union recovering from tuberculosis. In 1938, with his influence on the wane amongst members of the Comintern, he was allowed to return to China where he worked as an adviser to the Chinese Communist army.


Thirty years after leaving his native land, he returned, using the name ‘Ho Chi Minh’ (‘He Who Has Been Enlightened’). By this time, he was viewed in Vietnamese revolutionary circles as something of a mythical figure and rumours had even spread that he was dead. As the Germans invaded France and set up the puppet Vichy government there, Ho made contact with leading members of the ICP, men such as Pham Van Dong (1906-2000) – later prime minister of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) – and Vo Nguyen Giap (1911-2013) – later defence minister and commander of the Viet Minh and the People’s Army of Vietnam. These two men created the League for the Independence of Vietnam (Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh), better known as the Viet Minh. Their objective was to expel from the region both the French and the Japanese who were now being allowed to build military bases in Indochina.
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The First Indochina War


1946 to 1954


Vietnam at the End of the Second World War


The fall of France at the start of the Second World War left the colonials in Vietnam isolated, forcing them to arrive quickly at an accommodation with the Japanese. In return for being permitted to continue to collect taxes and rents in the colony, they would allow the Japanese to use Indochinese ports, operate airfields in the region and take advantage of the region’s raw materials. Other colonial authorities had suffered humiliating defeats in the region, and, with this agreement, the French avoided that, but all depended on the continued success of the Japanese. The war, of course, ended in defeat for Japan but the fact that they initially did so well against the formerly omnipotent colonial powers changed attitudes. The Japanese had presented the conflict as one in which they were fighting on behalf of Asia against Britain and the United States and their initial success empowered local people and movements such as the Viet Minh to believe that they too could be successful in their various struggles for independence.


Based on Tonkin’s northern border with China, the Viet Minh spent the war recruiting. They did not use the vocabulary of the social revolutionary, however, insisting instead that they were motivated by the desire for independence and democracy for Vietnam. Their numbers swelled as the region endured famine and people became increasingly unhappy with the actions of their occupiers – both French and Japanese. Vo Nguyen Giap was tasked with turning them into a fighting force. Giap had first met Ho at the lycée in Hue they both attended as teenagers; coincidentally, Ngo Dinh Diem (1901-63), who was President of South Vietnam from 1955 to 1963, attended the same school.


Once France had been liberated in 1944, the Japanese ousted French colonial officials from their positions and, in an effort to curry favour with the people of Vietnam, announced that they were recognising the monarchy, in the form of the Nguyen dynasty’s heir, Bao Dai (1913-97). However, when Japan finally surrendered to the Allies on 14 August 1945, there was a power vacuum in Vietnam, giving Ho and his Viet Minh colleagues the opportunity they had been waiting for. In the ‘August Revolution’, Viet Minh followers seized positions of authority in the cities, towns and villages of the country. Government buildings in Hanoi were occupied and in Hue they marched into the royal palace, demanding the emperor’s abdication. On 2 September 1945, Ho Chi Minh mounted a dais in Hanoi’s Ba Dinh Square to proclaim the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). His speech would undoubtedly have pleased the few observers from the American secret service, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), who were present as he began it by quoting the American Declaration of Independence: ‘All men are created equal. They are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.’ Ho was named as Chairman, but his followers were small in number and mostly based in the north of the country and his independent Vietnam was short-lived. The Allies instead decided that the country should be occupied by British and Nationalist Chinese troops who were given the task of disarming the defeated Japanese but were also supportive of Ho’s opponents. It appeared that the French were about to return to reinstate the status quo but the situation became confused, with Ho quickly forming a government and appeasing some of his opponents by appointing former Emperor Bao Dai to the position of ‘supreme adviser’ to the new republic.


The wily Ho promised some seats in the National Assembly for the smaller parties, mainly to encourage the Chinese to believe that all was well and that they could leave. In reality, however, the Viet Minh took most seats. A constitution was drafted but the situation was still unclear. The Viet Minh still had little support in Cochinchina but some supporters made an unsuccessful attempt to seize control of Saigon. British troops occupied parts of the south of the country and limited the activities of the Viet Minh in the city. Meanwhile, militia groups were being formed and there was sporadic fighting between communist and non-communist forces. The Viet Minh remained in control until October 1945 when troops of the Corps Expéditionnaire Français en Extrême-Orient (French Far East Expeditionary Force or CEFEO) arrived under the command of General Jacques Leclerc (1902-47) with the task of restoring French rule. With around 50,000 troops, Leclerc began to take control of cities, towns and ports in Vietnam, Cambodia and, eventually, Laos. Realising immediately that total control of Vietnam was impossible, the general recommended to the politicians that the best way to avoid a long conflict would be to negotiate a political solution with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Soon, French politician Jean Sainteny (1907-78) seemed to have reached an agreement with Ho Chi Minh, a convention being signed that stated:


‘The French government recognises the Republic of Vietnam as a free state which has its government, its parliament, its army, and its finances, and is a part of the Indochinese Federation of the French Union’.


Gareth Power ed., Vietnam: A History in Documents,


New York: New American Library, 1981


Concessions had been made. Ho had agreed to allow France to station 25,000 troops in Vietnam until 1951 when they would be withdrawn. He had wanted recognition of his country as an independent state but Sainteny used the term ‘free state’ instead of ‘independent state’. He had, effectively, offered limited independence in the form of local autonomy but only with Vietnam remaining part of the French Union, the new designation for the former French empire. The agreement satisfied no one. Many Vietnamese were dismayed, although they largely remained silent due to the immense esteem in which they held their leader, and French business interests were disappointed by the possibility of losing the colonial privileges they had enjoyed before the war. Ultimately, it did not matter because the agreement was never finalised. On 1 June 1946, France’s High Commissioner for Indochina, Admiral Thierry d’Argenlieu (1889-1964), believing that France would prove too strong militarily for the Viet Minh, suddenly announced while the Viet Minh leadership was in Paris engaged in the negotiations, that France was recognising the ‘Autonomous Republic of Cochinchina’, a puppet French state that was granted the status of a ‘free state’. At a meeting in Paris later that summer, it was made clear to the Vietnamese representative, Pham Van Dong, that there would be no more concessions. A frustrated Ho Chi Minh spoke emotionally at a press conference: ‘It is Vietnamese soil. It is the flesh of our flesh, the blood of our blood.’
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