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Introduction


The foundation blocks of letterpress printing were laid all the way back in the fifteenth century, when Johannes Gutenberg created the first wooden press. Fast forward over several hundred years, through the creation of metal cast iron presses, movable cast lead type, beautiful wood type and all manner of new ideas on how to print faster and cheaper, printed matter became available for the masses.
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Wood type.





The high-paced development of technology that ensued during the industrial revolution meant printing took its place in history and helped to shape the modern world. The creation of this massive industry allowed the printing of books, tickets, newspapers, advertising, and more. Whilst letterpress is, and always will be, a key part of the history of the development of the modern world as we know it, it has stood the test of time and has gone through many periods of re-incarnation.


Some of these periods have been kinder to letterpress than others, with the value of what this process has to offer, including equipment, tools, type and a love for a craft and industry being seen differently by evolving generations, giving this unique process a true sense of working in the past, surviving in the present and evolving into the future.
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Print/trip lever on Vandercook printing press.





At its core, letterpress printing is a very simple form of relief printing. A very smooth and flat surface has a layer of ink applied, then paper is placed on top and through the application of pressure the printing block is squeezed into the paper, transferring the ink to it from the block, creating a print that mirrors the original block. This logic applies to all forms of letterpress printing whether printing with a collection of ancient wood type, moveable lead type, vintage picture blocks or some lovingly hand-cut lino. As a craft that draws on skill and experience, letterpress can be complicated and daunting at times, sometimes feeling more difficult than it actually is.


For me, letterpress evolved out of a love of design and of the classical type aesthetic that was really founded in early printing. This, fused with the concepts of hand-made, traditional craft and mass production was a winning combination for me. I came to letterpress as a graphic designer, and I still approach printing as one. That is to say that I have a passion for design and I do not mind how long the printing takes to achieve it. Letterpress has practical limits but at the same time, anything is possible. Creating in a workshop brings me joy, and working with type feels interactive and responsive rather than the more passive feeling of designing sitting in front of a screen.


I have written this book to try to share some of my 20-ish years of experience working with letterpress.Turning to letterpress early in my design career offered me the chance to design and make.


This soon spiralled out of control and led me to buying, collecting and owning a large collection of both type and presses, teaching myself how to use, restore and work with everything letterpress along the way.


As a designer and printer, I have had to make letterpress work in the modern world – this is not a history lesson, instead it’s about respecting the history of letterpress and seeing how it can work in the here and now, how we can preserve what we have and expand to the future. The layout of this book is such that you can either read it as a whole or dip in and out, and look at some pretty pictures along the way. The aim is to get you started printing (if you are new to it) or for the more experienced printer, show you how I do things, with the same open and honest approach I give when teaching practical workshops.


So, let’s get printing.
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This chapter is to guide you through the basic equipment that you will need, with some tips of what is useful to have to get you started.


Letterpress has been around for a long time, so there is a lot of weird and wonderful equipment out there.


Often this can feel overwhelming, as you can’t buy everything. Nor do you need to. So here I will guide you through what you need to start pulling prints.


A top tip is to get everything out that you may need – having a selection of general art equipment to hand is always helpful.




General handy stuff to have when printing


I would suggest always having a note pad, pencils, a rubber, pens, a craft knife, a ruler, scissors, tracing paper, a flat head screwdriver, a small flexible artist pallet knife and masking tape. Try to get organised and work tidily; aim for everything to have its place and stay there. It makes printing a lot more fun when you are not constantly looking for what you need. I am a fan of old tool boxes, and I have a general printing equipment one, which has all the useful day-to-day stuff in, so when I start printing I can just grab the tool box and everything is ready to go.
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Repurposed & hand sign painted vintage toolbox.





Cleaning


You are going to need some rags. It’s surprising how much material you can get through when cleaning up, so collect plenty. Old T-shirts and similar items that would not be fit for the charity shop can be cut up into perfect cleaning down rags. You will also need some cleaning chemicals. There are a variety of different options depending on your setup and where you plan to print. Low-odour white spirit works great on cleaning down type and rollers, but you do need ventilation so this may not be ideal for some.


Another option is orange oil, which I use when working outside of my own workshop. There are brands like Zest-It who sell large and more portable sizes. As you can guess it’s made from oranges and does indeed have a strong orange smell which a lot of people seem to like – I am personally not a fan of the smell. It’s a good idea to have rubbish bags on hand so as soon as you have cleaned your rollers, type, etc., you can bag and bin your used rags.


Invest in a storage box for your rags. You would ideally have one for clean rags and one for previously used but not really dirty yet! I have a very large vintage Swarfega tin that I use for storing clean rags and cleaning chemicals in and an old army ammo tin for dirty rags. Old army ammo tins can be easily purchased at army surplus stores and are not expensive, they also are often airtight and hold in any smells. Gloves are a very good idea to protect your skin when cleaning ink, I personally use black disposable gloves sold for tattoo artists as they seem slightly stronger than the standard blue nitrile gloves and are usually sold in boxes of 100 pairs. I usually get quite a lot of wear out of one pair so I do not throw them away after each use – they can be taken off carefully and kept in the rag storage tin. These can be purchased easily online with a quick search of ‘tattoo gloves black’ – just check what size you need before purchasing. A packet of baby wipes is always a good thing to have to hand as they are great for cleaning stubborn ink off hands, worktop or roller handle.


Type


Letterpress type has become highly collectable in more recent years. I was lucky that I started my letterpress journey some 20 years ago when the general interest was not massive, so purchasing type was not particularly expensive. Buying type now is pricey and once you start collecting, it does feel like you can never have enough. The truth is, you never can have enough – just accept that you are starting to collect items that were part of a huge industry and there is no such thing as a complete collection. The reality is that the type does lead the design and during the process of creating, you will find that you have favourite fonts that just work for you. These fonts often are not the largest size or the most interesting in design. My most used fonts are the simpler fonts with a good number of letters, they are not heavily worn but have a nice charm of character when printed (showing a hint of the wood grain) and aren’t too large in size. Large fonts look great, but in reality you have only so much room on your sheet of paper and only so much space inside your printing press. If it does not fit then it will not print.


Lead type


Lead type is smaller, traditionally it was really only made up to 72pt size (about 25mm tall). This is due to the physical weight – when you have a full set of 72pt lead type you realise just how heavy it is and just why they didn’t make it any larger. It’s a good idea to have a collection of different-sized sets; you can buy them on eBay quite easily.
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Small sets of lead type.





When you search for letterpress lead type you will find that popular fonts like Gill Sans will be more expensive. Look for badly advertised and poorly photographed items – they may not attract as much attention so you may get yourself a bargain. You can also search for letterpress cabinets and buy lots at once as this can work out cheaper, but they may not be fonts you’d necessarily choose. In the UK Adana made small type cabinets that sit nicely on a desk and look very smart, they come up regularly for sale on eBay and often will come with a small collection of different fonts – this is how I started with a small cabinet of type. It is quite good to start collecting small and slow as then you can learn what you like and where to spend your time and money.


Wood type


Wood type in the modern world is what people tend to visualise when they think about letterpress graphically and artistically. It was used for posters, advertising and all sorts of wonderful things. Wood is obviously a lot lighter than lead so the font sizes increased massively beyond the 72pt lead type size. Today wood type is expensive and it can be hard to find complete fonts. Part-fonts present an obvious problem of not having some letters, which limits what you can do.
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Complete set of wood type in case.
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Mixed font wood type.





Online there are many sellers who split up full sets of type to sell the letters individually. This is something I discourage people from buying, as ultimately, breaking apart full sets of type means they can never be used as they were intended. Aim to get one full set to start with. You can also find mixed cases of type online (a case is the name of the trays used to store the type), a mixed case will have a large number of different letters from different fonts jumbled together – usually the letters do not make up anywhere near the full font in one typeface. These can be quite good to own as individual letters can be inspiring and you can mix these to create weird and wonderful graphical works of art, or individual words made of jumbled letters. Unlike when a whole case of one font is broken down and sold individually, these cases tend to be the flotsam and jetsam of a print workshop. All letterpress printers have some random letters that are just nice to experiment and play with.


Picture blocks


Letterpress was a massive industry with a lot of beautiful illustration and advertising materials printed, and as a consequence there are some wonderful illustrated printing blocks out there. I love my collection of picture blocks and am always adding to it. Car boot sales, antique markets and the like are great places to find random printing blocks. They often are quite cheap, and I usually only pay between £1-£3 per block. They’re great to spark inspiration or to add something interesting to a design, and are just fun things to own.
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Vintage picture blocks.





Ink


Oil, water or rubber-based – they are all available; a lot is down to personal preference and what and where you are printing. Water-based inks are comparatively new in printing; great for people working at home as they’re relatively odourless and easy to clean down with a rag. As these water-based inks are aimed at the newer market of creatives, they’re often available in smaller quantities, which does work out more expensive when you consider the value. However, when you’re starting out it is nice to have a selection of ink colours to experiment with whilst you learn and develop what works for you.
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Collection of ink stored at TypeTom workshop.





Rubber-based inks, I am personally not a fan of, as they have an unpleasant smell – I wouldn’t recommend them for people at home. Often these inks are more aimed at industrial or higher-scale printers. Rubber-based ink dries by absorption into the paper so can be slower drying than oil. It also does not really form a skin in the tin, which reduces waste and means the ink lasts longer, but it does go very thick with age and can be harder to work with (in my opinion). Rubber-based ink has a reputation for not drying on your press so it saves time on cleaning down, which is only really an issue for larger printers. I never risk leaving any ink on presses or rollers for more time than is absolutely needed, as it’s not worth risking the time and money for new rollers.


Oil-based ink is what I primarily use and started printing with. You can now buy small quantities of oil-based ink in tubes designed specifically for letterpress, something that has become available as the interest and passion for letterpress has grown over the years. Modern ink is often a blend of linseed oil and soy, and it gives a slightly punchier, bolder, heavier or denser appearance than water-based.
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Tin of orange ink made in 1972 (still usable).





Some of the letterpress ink colours that are produced now are bright and interesting, which is a really welcome addition to the age-old craft of letterpress. Oil-based and rubber-based inks do require some chemicals for cleaning down, which again means thinking about the environment that you will be printing in. You can now easily go online and search for letterpress ink, where you will find reputable companies such as Cranfield and Van Son inks. There is also an abundance of old ink still out there, sitting in tins wanting to be used. ‘Old ink is good ink’ is my motto. It is often also cheap ink! Most of the ink in my collection has come from when I’ve been collecting something else for my workshop and been offered a random box of stuff, usually for free. Often this ink is marked as litho or offset printing ink, but it works well for letterpress. Old oil-based ink in tins does form a skin, this is from the oil reacting with air around it and the process of ageing. You can simply use a fine pallet knife or wide flat head screwdriver to carefully break through this crust to get at the good ink beneath. You might find bits of the crust in the ink that can be picked out when putting the ink onto the inking glass before rolling out. It is surprising how long ink can really last – I have tins of ink in my workshop that are dated from the seventies and still can be used!


Paper


Paper is made in a variety of different ways; in the modern world most paper is heavily manufactured using wood pulp and different dyes/chemicals mixed in exact conditions and quantities to get consistent quality, texture and colours. You can still get handmade papers from specialist paper-makers; often made from natural fibres such as cotton, some are even made from more interesting raw materials like straw or elephant dung! Different papers have different characteristics. Coated and uncoated papers vary in finish, affecting how much moisture the paper absorbs and its general appearance. Acid-free and archival paper are made to last the test of time, and if looked after well, will last a lot longer with reduced yellowing when compared to more standard paper stocks.


To start with, go to your local art store and spend some time browsing and touching paper – simply buy stuff you like. Get a selection of different colours and aim for paper that is not too textured – do not buy anything that feels like water colour painting paper.


Also buy some cheap paper that you will not be precious over. I usually print using a 160gsm smooth wove paper, which is an own-brand from my paper merchant. It is not the best paper you can buy, but it is very consistent and has a nice texture with a smooth, uncoated finish. It’s also quite cheap, so when I am in the mood for experimenting, I’m not concerned by the cost of how many prints I am pulling.
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Close up of print onto recycled paper made with UK banknotes.





Get a ream of A3 printer paper – you can find reams available at a stationery store that are around 120gsm. This gives you paper to play around with inking and colour to your heart’s content pulling proof prints, then use your final paper choice for that perfect print. This gives you the freedom to experiment and see the printed results whilst keeping the process budget friendly, enabling you to save your better paper for final prints.


The interesting thing is that when I run workshops, students have a choice of different papers and they always seem to lean towards using the cheaper paper that is smoother and less textured. This is because with letterpress you are physically moulding the paper around the inked type surface to remove the ink and leave the impression and print of the type on the paper.


The more texture and the pulpier the quality of the paper, the more pressure you have to use to get a good impression, as you have to push the texture out of the paper to get the print. Depending on inking this often means you lose some of the very small and interesting detail the type has to offer. I have found through many years of printing that uncoated smooth wove paper is for me, as it offers the cleanest impression and the most control over the final print. However, it is fun to experiment, so it is always good to have a mixture of paper options. Just remember the most expensive materials do not automatically make the best prints, it is technique and the creative eye that does that.


Whilst textured paper does cause an issue with the printed finish, letterpress printing is not as limited as other processes such as screen-printing, as the inks used in letterpress do not really cause issues with wrinkling or shrinking of the paper. This means you can use very fine lightweight paper such as 33gsm onion skin paper (named for obvious reasons) or newsprint paper which is very cheap and often sold in larger quantities by kilogramme rather than by sheets. Whilst on the other end of the spectrum you can also print on super heavy weight cards and papers like GF Smith’s 700gsm cards. I personally have always enjoyed printing on greyboard, which has a heavily recycled finish and is available in a variety of thicknesses.


Printing on super heavyweight card is great for items like business cards and wedding stationery, as it allows you to add more of a deboss (punching the type a little harder into the card to leave a physical impression of the type behind).


Inking plate


Inking plates are usually large (about A3 size) thick glass sheets that you roll your ink out onto. These can be purchased online and from art stores. You can also get plastic ones that have a lip around the edge. You do not have to worry about the ink running off the inking plate with letterpress, as the ink is thick and sticky. Buying inking plates from art material supplies can be expensive – I purchased toughened glass shelves from Ikea that came with nicely ground smooth edges. You can also think outside the box – if you can find a plastic/acrylic sheet around 3mm thick, that would work well. The advantage to using a plastic sheet is that they are easy and light to store away. If you’re working at home and space is at a premium, this is worth considering.
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Inking roller/brayer on glass inking plate.





Galley


A letterpress galley is a metal tray that usually has three edges on it. It’s used to hold type, and in some cases to hold the type in when pulling proofing (test) prints. Some printing presses such as Farleys have an easy way to adjust the press height/pressure that the printing press rollers print at, countering the standard thickness of the galley tray, meaning you can print with the type in the galley. I personally only use the galleys for gathering type in, moving them around safely, and helping to transfer type onto the flat bed of my Vandercook printing press. Some also use the galleys to store regularly printed compositions of type in, rather than disassembling. These galley trays are then stored in a galley rack – a tall slim cabinet that holds a large number of galleys.
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Wood type in galley.





Chase


A chase is a metal frame that you will place your type or blocks into then pack them in place using spacing material (furniture) before locking in place with quoins (expanding metal blocks) ready to print. Chases either insert into a printing press and rest on locators to make sure the frame is secure and unable to move during printing (this is the case for presses that have a clam shell-like mechanism like Adanas, Cropper Charlton & Co. Peerless, Golding Pearls, Arabs, etc.). Or if you are using a flatbed press like a proofing press, Vandercook, Farley or the like, the chase lays flat on the printing press bed. The chase size varies depending on the size of the press, so if you are purchasing a printing press make sure it has one – it can be very hard to find the correct size separately. It can, however, be a very good haggling point when purchasing a press without a chase.
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Chases hanging in workshop.





Furniture


Furniture is the basic name of the spacing material that is used to pack out, space out, or surround your type, to then lock it in place. Furniture is usually made of wood (metal lead type has its own spacing material specifically for use with its relevant font). The furniture comes in a variety of lengths and widths and is cut to be lower than the type height. As the machining of furniture is done to a very high and exacting accuracy and standard, it is best to try to buy original wooden furniture rather than making your own. You really cannot have enough furniture as you will be using it to create your forme (forme – when type is arranged, locked out in a chase ready to print) that you will print from.


You often find furniture when buying other items of letterpress, as all printers required a lot of furniture so they kept hold of it. As you get started you can always browse your local DIY store’s timber area for nicely planed timber. I remember in the early days buying some door-framing timber and cutting it down into lengths. Just make sure that any timber you buy is not higher than type height (UK height 0.918in).


Quoins and quoin keys


Quoins are expanding metal blocks that sit inside the chase between the metal frame and the furniture surrounding the type/blocks. The quoins have a mechanism that requires a key to be turned, expanding them to grip the furniture against the type and locking everything tight for printing. There are a few different types, makes and styles of quoins, the basic ones are Hempel quoins, which are triangles that when locked slide against each other laterally to form pressure. These Hempel quoins are rarer and tend to be a bit problematic and fiddlier to use. In the UK the most common quoins are Cornerstone quoins that are straight forward and easy to use, and when locking type out they just expand and don’t slide to lock tight. There are also Adana quoins that were designed for the smaller-size print area of the Adana hand presses. It is useful to have a selection of quoins but you can start off with just two quoins. All quoins are manufactured to be lower than standard UK letterpress type height (0.918in) so they remain in place without being printed. These can be found easily on eBay.
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Cornerstone quoin locking type out in a chase.
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Hempel quoins and quoin key.





Galley magnets


Galley magnets are magnetic blocks that can be used on metal flatbed printing presses. They work by magnetically gripping to the print bed or a galley tray before being pushed into place up against furniture and type. Galley magnets can substitute quoins and can be used without a chase, although this depends on exactly what you are printing, and can be fiddly.
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Galley magnets holding type in place.





Galley magnets are very useful when creating experimental prints as it makes securing type in weird and wonderful forms much easier and can be a lot quicker than quoins, as you do not need to worry so much about arranging furniture around all the type. Original galley magnets are a bit tricky to find and they are expensive – an alternative is bar magnets that work as galley magnets. Some online suppliers advertise bar magnets for letterpress – see what you can find. I decided to have a go at making my own galley magnets as the cost of buying the number of magnets needed for my workshop was too costly – making these are discussed in this book’s last chapter Futureproofing letterpress.


Inking rollers


There are lots of different rollers out there, and often they are one of the most expensive items that you will buy for your printing. You really want to go for a medium soft roller that is not too big. Rollers that are advertised for lino printing tend to be of the right hardness. Ideally, go to an art store and have a look and a feel of rollers. You should be able to squeeze the roller slightly and there be some give. Have a chat with the staff in the store, most good stores have staff who have used the equipment and they can make recommendations.
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Inking roller.





It’s tempting to buy really big rollers because logically it means less rolling, but in practice it means more ink, more space used up on your inking plate, which means more cleaning down. The most common sizes of rollers that I use are around the 6-inch and 3-inch-wide sizes. Using smaller rollers means that you can have two or three different ink colours rolled out on a single inking plate. It is important to look after your rollers and make sure that you clean them properly, as once ink dries on a roller it can be impossible to get off, and it can be ruined. Store your rollers away from direct sunlight and heat sources like radiators. Ideally hang your rollers – in my workshop, I put two screws in the wall and rest the rollers on their frame. Hanging a roller means that no part of the rubber roller area is in contact with a surface for long periods of time – this can cause flat spots on the roller. You can also screw a hook in the end of your roller if the handle is wooden, though it can catch on things.
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So, in Chapter 1 we saw some of the basic tools and equipment, and which items are useful to have in your letterpress workshop. Now, let’s get serious and look at where to start! Starting out learning any new process and discipline can be slow and boring so let’s try to avoid that and focus on what you can do to just start and get printing as quickly as possible. I personally believe the best way to learn is to do.


Expecting that you will not have every piece of equipment and all the type you really want, you need to think of it this way: you are starting a collection. As with many good collections, there is never really an end or completion, that is the fun part – hunting down the rare item, that perfect font, a quirky picture block or the new thing! This should be part of the process. For 20-odd years I have been collecting type, presses and the weird and wonderful, and it has made me really respect and love the craft and the people that developed it. Letterpress is about these items and the companies and individuals that forged the trade and changed the world with printed matter for the masses. The slow process of collecting, while it may test your patience, does mean you meet a lot of different people along the way whose experience you can learn from.




I often think about a piece of advice from someone I purchased a press from in the early days about press maintenance, which was as simple as ‘keep it clean, keep it flat’. Twenty years on I repeat this to people on a semi-regular basis, as if you keep your press clean you can spot any problems and the machine is always ready to print. If you keep your press on a very flat surface then the press is balanced equally as intended, avoiding wear and tear that over a period of many years contributes to breaks and part failures. This chapter will introduce you to a number of printing presses and give you a general overview of them, with a chapter later on dedicated to their operation.


A very basic start…


Working on the principle that you are starting from scratch and with budget in mind, I have written up a very basic starting point. I will talk about printing presses as I love the interaction and connection between myself, machine and the creative process. However getting back to real basics is important and it is very surprising how much you can learn and in fact relearn by doing so.


Starting your printing journey can be as simple as buying a piece of lino, some cheap lino cutting tools and a small tube of ink from your local art store. Cut a pattern or a letter, or better still, both – this will give you the very basic principle of printing. Cutting a letter will teach you to cut a mirrored image of the intended design – the letter will be flipped. To make your first print you do not need a press, you can go really basic and use a baren (a flat tool used to rub on the back of paper to transfer ink from printing block to paper), or even the back of a wooden spoon from your kitchen (remember to wash it up well after use!). The basic principle is to ink the surface of your cut block then slowly lower your paper onto it, add a couple of sheets of scrap paper as packing sheets and rub in a circular and rhythmic fashion over the top of the paper, making sure you cover all areas of your printing block. You are then ready to see your print. This is the real foundation of printing and you can move from doing this to then trying printing with a piece of wood type or picture block that you have found – the principle remains the same. After these very basic steps, you can try mixing together traditional type, picture blocks and lino and seeing what is working for you. After these small tentative steps, you are probably starting to think about what’s next…


Let’s now look at a few different types of printing presses out there. I will focus mainly on presses that I have actually printed on. Where you are in the world will affect availability, but a lot of presses work in very similar ways. The information here can be applied across different presses, and is intended to make getting your first, second or third press that little bit less daunting!


Adanas and small hand presses


Adanas are small hand presses that were made in the UK from around the early 1920s till the late 90s. The most well-known model was the 8 × 5, so called because it took an 8 × 5 inch chase, though it is worth remembering that the chase size is not the print size. My first commission, to design and print a gift certificate was printed on an Adana. I designed the certificate to be 8 × 5 inches and realised that whilst the printing plate I had made fitted into the chase perfectly, it had to be packed out with card to secure it in place and because of the density of the design the rollers could not deliver as much ink as I needed. This meant I had to remove the rollers and hand-ink each print, which took ages!
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