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    A great maritime power, schooled in the logic of battleship supremacy, confronts a diffuse, invisible menace that threatens its very lifelines and compels a reimagining of how wars at sea are fought, led, supplied, and ultimately survived.

The Crisis of the Naval War is a work of non-fiction by Admiral John Rushworth Jellicoe, set against the naval theaters of World War I and published in the immediate aftermath of the conflict, in 1920. Written by a senior commander who led the Grand Fleet and later served as First Sea Lord, it offers a vantage that is both operational and administrative. The book sits at the intersection of history, memoir, and policy analysis, situating its narrative within the North Sea, the Atlantic approaches, and the shipyards and offices that sustained the Royal Navy’s vast enterprise.

Jellicoe’s account concentrates on the period when the submarine campaign imperiled Britain’s commerce and the strategic coherence of the Allied war effort. Rather than a tale of single dramatic engagements, this is a study of a prolonged emergency: countermeasures debated, resources rationed, and methods adjusted under intense time pressure. The voice is measured, authoritative, and procedural, making space for context and rationale. Readers encounter not only ships and weapons but also processes and priorities—how decisions were framed, how risks were weighed, and how the Admiralty sought to align strategy with unfolding realities.

At its core, the book examines adaptation: a naval culture built around decisive surface action having to master protection of trade, broad-area surveillance, and the cumulative grind of attrition. It traces the evolution of priorities as threats shifted and as Allied cooperation deepened, particularly with partners whose industrial and naval capacities altered the balance at sea. Themes of doctrine versus innovation, centralized control versus local initiative, and the constant interplay of intelligence, logistics, and morale run through the narrative. The result is a portrait of strategy as disciplined responsiveness rather than fixed formula.

Equally present is the friction of policy. Jellicoe writes from the perspective of someone balancing parliamentary scrutiny, public anxiety, and the severe arithmetic of shipbuilding and manpower. He explores how competing remedies contended for scarce resources, and how judgments made under uncertainty shaped later outcomes. The book illuminates the burdens borne by institutions and individuals when consequences are national in scale and global in reach. Without dramatizing personalities, it nonetheless reveals the human dimension of high command—its obligations to explain, persuade, and persevere when evidence is incomplete and time is short.

For contemporary readers, the relevance is immediate. The crisis he describes turns on the fragility of supply chains, the challenge of countering dispersed threats, and the necessity of inter-allied coordination—questions that continue to animate debates about security, technology, and resilience. Jellicoe’s emphasis on method—testing assumptions, iterating practice, aligning means to ends—offers a case study in strategic learning. The book invites reflection on how institutions change under pressure, and on the costs of delay and misalignment, not as abstract lessons but as lived administrative and operational experience.

Approached as both a historical record and a meditation on command, The Crisis of the Naval War offers a sober, carefully constructed account of how a maritime nation confronted a strategic shock. It rewards attentive reading, especially by those interested in the mechanics of decision-making and the relationship between policy and practice. Without sensationalism, Jellicoe assembles a narrative that privileges clarity over drama and explanation over anecdote. The result is an enduring guide to the problems of war at sea when victory depends less on a single battle than on the steady orchestration of many interlocking efforts.
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    The Crisis of the Naval War presents Admiral John Jellicoes account of the British Admiraltys response to the German submarine campaign during the later years of World War I. Written from his perspective as First Sea Lord from late 1916 to late 1917, the book outlines the scale of the shipping emergency and the measures adopted to protect trade and sustain the Allied war effort. It follows the progression from initial assessment to the implementation of coordinated defenses at sea and in ports. The narrative emphasizes organization, materiel development, and international cooperation as central to overcoming the immediate threat to Britains maritime lifelines.

Jellicoe begins by describing the strategic position at the turn of 1916 to 1917. Merchant losses were mounting, destroyers and escorts were scarce, and U-boats operated from well-positioned bases with growing confidence. Early remedies included arming merchantmen, deploying decoy vessels, and instituting routing schemes, but these proved insufficient against concentrated submarine activity. The Admiralty, he explains, had to balance the Grand Fleets needs with the urgent requirement to protect trade. The narrative sets the stage for a shift from dispersed, largely defensive measures to a systemized approach, with revised staff structures and a review of practices across departments responsible for trade protection.

A central section details the examination and adoption of the convoy system. Jellicoe recounts trials, the evaluation of risks and resources, and the progressive extension from special trade routes to ocean-going convoys. The book outlines how assembly points, standardized procedures, escorted routes, and disciplined station-keeping significantly reduced loss rates. Destroyer allocation, trawlers, sloops, and later American destroyers all contributed to coverage. Routing intelligence and better scheduling supported safer passage. The narrative highlights April 1917 as a peak loss period, then tracks the steady improvement that followed the structured rollout of convoys across the North Atlantic and British coastal waters.

Anti-submarine warfare developments are cataloged with attention to practical effect. The text surveys depth charges, hydrophones, paravanes, and other countermeasures as they moved from limited availability to wider issue. Escort tactics, zigzagging, and standardized instructions were disseminated and drilled. Air patrols by seaplanes and airships provided reconnaissance and deterrence near key approaches. Decoy ships continued in use, though with diminishing returns as submarine methods evolved. Jellicoe notes the interplay between technology, training, and doctrine, stressing that progress depended on coordinated procurement, maintenance, and feedback from sea commands to the Admiraltys technical and operational divisions.

Mine warfare and barriers receive focused treatment. The book explains the strengthening of the Dover Barrage to restrict U-boat movement from Flanders bases, and the challenges of maintaining an effective obstacle in strong tides and busy channels. Attention then turns to the Otranto line in the Adriatic and the planning for a major North Sea mine barrage between Scotland and Norway. Material supply, laying techniques, and coordination with Allied forces are described, with emphasis on the large-scale nature of these undertakings. While results varied by theatre and time, the narrative presents minefields as part of an integrated system designed to channel, deter, and occasionally destroy submarines.

The protection of trade is linked directly to national endurance. Jellicoe outlines the creation of import programs, priority lists, and sailing schedules coordinated with the Shipping Controller and related ministries. Standardization of cargoes, control of bunker coal, and tighter port turnarounds aimed to extract maximum value from limited tonnage. Shipbuilding is treated as a parallel effort, with work on escorts and standardized merchant types to replace losses. The text details how convoy timing and port management interfaced, illustrating the dependence of operational decisions on logistics and civil supply. By aligning naval escort availability with economic priorities, the policy sought to stabilize food and material flows.

Wider Allied cooperation is presented as essential. The arrival of United States naval forces, especially destroyers operating from Irish bases, strengthened the convoy system and patrol coverage. French and Italian contributions in the Mediterranean and the reinforcement of escort routes in that theatre are recorded. The book notes Japanese destroyer support in the Mediterranean, assisting with convoy duties. Surface raiders and auxiliary cruisers are addressed, along with measures against them, as part of tightening control over distant sea lanes. Operations against Flanders bases and coastal bombardments are summarized to show efforts to constrain submarine activity at its sources, alongside protective measures at sea.

Organizational changes at the Admiralty underpin much of the narrative. Jellicoe delineates the roles of the Naval Staff, Trade, and Anti-Submarine divisions in planning and executing policy. He outlines the collection and analysis of reports, the development of routing advice, and the promulgation of tactical instructions. Intelligence assessments and operational summaries informed convoy routes and patrol dispositions. Training programs, materiel priorities, and interdepartmental coordination are described as the administrative framework for change. The book portrays decision-making as iterative, driven by loss data, trials, and feedback from commands, while constrained by ship and personnel shortages and the continued need to cover fleet commitments.

In closing, the book reports that by late 1917 the convoy system and associated measures had markedly reduced merchant losses relative to earlier peaks, though the threat persisted. Planning for expanded barriers, increased escort strength, and intensified air and surface patrols continued into 1918. Jellicoe frames the episode as a crisis managed through organization, allied assistance, and practical innovation, rather than a single decisive action. The concluding message emphasizes that safeguarding trade was central to Allied strategy and survival. The synthesis of convoying, improved anti-submarine warfare, and economic control provided the means to withstand and ultimately overcome the submarine campaign.
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    The Crisis of the Naval War, published in 1920 by Admiral of the Fleet John Rushworth Jellicoe, is set within the maritime theater of the First World War, principally the North Sea and North Atlantic between 1914 and 1918. It examines the British Admiralty in Whitehall, the Grand Fleet bases at Scapa Flow and Rosyth, and the Western Approaches from Ireland to the Channel, where merchant traffic converged. The temporal focus tightens on 1916–1918, when strategic decision-making, industrial mobilization, and maritime logistics determined survival for an island empire. The book recounts operations and policy from the vantage of the commander who led at Jutland and later served as First Sea Lord during the submarine crisis.

The pre-war Anglo–German naval arms race framed the conflict. Britain’s HMS Dreadnought (1906) revolutionized battleship design, and successive German Naval Laws built the High Seas Fleet at Wilhelmshaven and Kiel. When war began in August 1914, the Royal Navy imposed a distant blockade across the northern exits of the North Sea. Early actions—the Battle of Heligoland Bight (28 August 1914), the bombardment of Scarborough, Whitby, and Hartlepool (16 December 1914), and Dogger Bank (24 January 1915)—tested scouting, signaling, and gunnery. Jellicoe’s book mirrors this trajectory by showing how these engagements shaped fleet dispositions, convoy routes, and the doctrine of attrition that culminated in the major fleet action of 1916.

The Battle of Jutland (31 May–1 June 1916), fought off Denmark’s Jutland peninsula, pitted Jellicoe’s Grand Fleet and Vice-Admiral David Beatty’s battlecruisers against Admiral Reinhard Scheer’s High Seas Fleet and Franz von Hipper’s scouting group. Losses were heavy: Britain lost 14 ships and over 6,000 men, including the battlecruisers Indefatigable, Queen Mary, and Invincible; Germany lost 11 ships and about 2,500 men. Strategically, the High Seas Fleet remained contained, the blockade endured, and the German surface challenge became a fleet-in-being. In Jellicoe’s narrative, Jutland explains the calculus of risk that informed later policy: preserving capital ships to enforce the blockade, protecting sea lines, and reallocating destroyers and cruisers from line-of-battle screens to anti-submarine and escort duties in 1917.

Germany’s U-boat war escalated in waves. After the Lusitania was sunk on 7 May 1915, diplomatic pressure led to restrictions, then the “Sussex pledge” (May 1916). On 1 February 1917 Berlin resumed unrestricted submarine warfare, targeting all shipping to and from the British Isles. Sinkings surged to catastrophic levels: in April 1917 alone, roughly 860,000 gross tons of Allied and neutral shipping were lost, threatening food, munitions, and coal supplies. Bread prices rose, and voluntary rationing began while shipyards strained to replace tonnage. The book centers this period as the true “crisis,” documenting Admiralty deliberations, the reallocation of escorts, the creation of an Anti-Submarine Division, and the search for layered defenses that could blunt torpedo attack without exposing the battle fleet to ruinous attrition.

The decisive British response was the systematic adoption of convoys in 1917. Starting with Gibraltar and North Atlantic routes in May–June and expanding by September, merchantmen sailed in escorted groups shielded by destroyers, sloops, and armed trawlers. With U.S. entry on 6 April 1917, Admiral William S. Sims coordinated American destroyers based at Queenstown (Cobh), intensifying patrols in the Western Approaches. Airships and seaplanes widened surveillance; hydrophones and improved depth charges increased lethality; deception “Q-ships” added uncertainty. Room 40’s signals intelligence aided routing, while the 1918 North Sea Mine Barrage—over 70,000 mines laid chiefly by British and U.S. forces—choked transit lanes. Jellicoe presents data showing convoy loss rates falling below 1 percent per voyage by late 1917, vindicating centralized control and escort concentration.

Economic warfare through blockade remained the war’s maritime backbone. From late 1914, Orders in Council and a Northern Patrol closed the North Sea’s exits, channeling neutral trade through British contraband control and the navicert system. The blockade squeezed German imports of nitrates, fats, and grain, contributing to the “Turnip Winter” of 1916–1917 and eroding industrial output. It also generated diplomatic friction with neutrals, notably the United States before 1917 and the Scandinavian states throughout the war. Jellicoe’s account links the fleet’s posture after Jutland to the blockade’s endurance, arguing that preserving capital strength and controlling choke points at the Shetland–Norway gap and Dover Strait were prerequisites for Britain’s economic pressure.

The wartime political context reshaped naval administration. In December 1916 David Lloyd George formed a War Cabinet; Arthur Balfour gave way to Sir Edward Carson and then Sir Eric Geddes as First Lord of the Admiralty (1916–1919). Jellicoe became First Sea Lord in December 1916 and was succeeded by Admiral Sir Rosslyn Wemyss in December 1917 as the staff structure matured. Cooperation with the United States deepened, while special operations—the Zeebrugge and Ostend raids (23 April and 9 May 1918) led by Vice-Admiral Roger Keyes—sought to bottle up Flanders U-boat bases. The book frames these changes as necessary for integrating intelligence, production, and operations during the convoy campaign’s peak.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the costs of delayed adaptation and fragmented authority. It portrays how institutional caution, dispersal of escorts, and underestimation of merchant vulnerability enabled the U-boat’s near-success in early 1917, while highlighting the bravery and losses of largely working-class merchant seafarers and fishermen turned trawler-escorts. Jellicoe criticizes ad hoc decision-making and demands data-driven coordination among the Admiralty, War Cabinet, Dominions, and Allies to safeguard food and fuel for civilians. By insisting that strategic risk be measured against the security of trade and labor ashore, he indicts complacency and elevates maritime logistics as the era’s central political responsibility.
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Owing to the peculiar nature and demands of naval warfare, but few dispatches, corresponding to those describing the work and achievements of our great armies, were issued during the progress of the war. In a former volume I attempted to supply this defect in the historical records, which will be available for future generations, so far as the Grand Fleet[1] was concerned, during my period as its Commander-in-Chief. The present volume, which was commenced and nearly completed in 1918, was to have been published at the same time. My departure on a Naval mission early in 1919 prevented me, however, from putting the finishing touches to the manuscript until my return this spring.

I hesitated as to the publication of this portion of what is in effect one complete narrative, but eventually decided not to depart from my original purpose. There is some reason to believe that the account of the work of the Grand Fleet gave the nation a fuller conception of the services which the officers and men of that force rendered in circumstances which were necessarily not easily appreciated by landsmen.

This second volume, dealing with the defeat of the enemy's submarine campaign, the gravest peril which ever threatened the population of this country, as well as of the whole Empire, may not be unwelcome as a statement of facts. They have been set down in order that the sequence and significance of events may be understood, and that the nation may appreciate the debt which it owes, in particular, to the seamen of the Royal Navy and the Mercantile Marine, who kept the seas during the unforgettable days of the intensive campaign.

This book, therefore, gives the outline of the work accomplished by the Navy in combating the unrestricted submarine warfare instituted by the Central Powers in February, 1917. It would have been a labour of love to tell at greater length and in more detail how the menace was gradually overcome by the gallantry, endurance and strenuous work of those serving afloat in ships flying the White or the Red Ensigns, but I had not the necessary materials at my disposal for such an exhaustive record.

The volume is consequently largely concerned with the successive steps taken at the Admiralty to deal with a situation which was always serious, and which at times assumed a very grave aspect. The ultimate result of all Naval warfare must naturally rest with those who are serving afloat, but it is only just to the Naval officers and others who did such fine work at the Admiralty in preparing for the sea effort, that their share in the Navy's final triumph should be known. The writing of this book appeared also to be the only way in which I could show my keen appreciation of the loyalty and devotion to duty of the Naval Staff, of the many clever, ingenious and audacious schemes developed and carried through for the destruction of submarines and the safeguarding of ocean-borne trade, and of the skilful organization which brought into being, and managed with such success, that great network of convoys by which the sea communications of the Allies were kept open. The volume shows how the officers who accompanied me to the Admiralty from the Grand Fleet at the end of 1916, in association with those already serving in Whitehall and others who joined in 1917, with the necessary and valuable assistance of our comrades of the Mercantile Marine, gradually produced the measures by which the Sea Service conquered the gravest danger which has ever faced the Empire.

There were at times inevitable set-backs as the enemy gained experience of our methods, and new ones had then to be devised, and we were always most seriously handicapped by the strain imposed upon the Fleet by our numerous military and other commitments overseas, and by the difficulty of obtaining supplies of material, owing to the pre-occupation of our industries in meeting the needs of our Armies in equipment and munitions; but, generally speaking, it may be said that in April, 1917, the losses reached their maximum, and that from the following month and onwards the battle was being slowly but gradually won. By the end of the year it was becoming apparent that success was assured.

The volume describes the changes carried out in the Admiralty Staff organization; the position of affairs in regard to submarine warfare in the early part of 1917; and the numerous anti-submarine measures which were devised and brought into operation during the year. The introduction and working of the convoy system is also dealt with. The entry of the United States of America into the war marked the opening of a new phase of the operations by sea, and it has been a pleasure to give particulars of our cordial co-operation with the United States Navy. The splendid work of the patrol craft and minesweepers is described all too briefly, and I have had to be content to give only a brief summary of the great services of the Dover and Harwich forces.

Finally, an effort has been made to suggest the range and character of the work of the Production Departments at the Admiralty. It is impossible to tell this part of the story without conveying some suggestion of criticism since the output never satisfied our requirements. I have endeavoured also to indicate where it seemed to me that changes in organization were not justified by results, so that in future years we may benefit by the experience gained. But I would not like it to be thought that I did not, and do not, realize the difficulties which handicapped production, or that I did not appreciate to the full the work done by all concerned.

It is unfortunate that attempts to draw attention to the lessons taught us by the war are regarded by many people either as complaints of lack of devotion to the country's interests on the part of some, or as criticisms of others who, in the years before the war or during the war, were responsible for the administration of the Navy. In anticipation of such an attitude, I wish to state emphatically that, where mention is made of apparent shortcomings or of action which, judged by results, did not seem, to meet a particular situation, this is done solely in order that on any future occasion of a similar character—and may the day be long postponed—the nation may profit by experience.

Those who are inclined to indulge in criticism should ever bear in mind that the Navy was faced with problems which were never foreseen, and could not have been foreseen, by anyone in this country. Who, for instance, would have ever had the temerity to predict that the Navy, confronted by the second greatest Naval Power in the world, would be called upon to maintain free communications across the Channel for many months until the months became years, in face of the naval forces of the enemy established on the Belgian coast, passing millions of men across in safety, as well as vast quantities of stores and munitions? Who would have prophesied that the Navy would have to safeguard the passage of hundreds of thousands of troops from the Dominions to Europe, as well as the movement of tens of thousands of labourers from China and elsewhere? Or who, moreover, would have been believed had he stated that the Navy would be required to keep open the sea communications of huge armies in Macedonia, Egypt, Palestine, Mesopotamia and East Africa, against attack by surface vessels, submarines and mines, whilst at the same time protecting the merchant shipping of ourselves, our Allies, and neutral Powers against similar perils, and assisting to ensure the safety of the troops of the United States when they, in due course, were brought across the Atlantic? Compare those varied tasks with the comparatively modest duties which in pre-war days were generally assigned to the Navy, and it will be seen how much there may be to learn of the lessons of experience, and how sparing we should be of criticism. Wisdom distilled from events which were unforeseeable should find expression not in criticisms of those who did their duty to the best of their ability, but in the taking of wise precautions for the future.

Little mention is made in this volume of the work of the Grand Fleet during the year 1917, but, although that Fleet had no opportunity of showing its fighting power, it must never be forgotten that without the Grand Fleet, under the distinguished officer who succeeded me as Commander-in-Chief at the end of 1916, all effort would have been of no avail, since every operation by sea, as well as by land, was carried out under the sure protecting shield of that Fleet, which the enemy could not face.

I am conscious of many shortcomings in the book, but it may prove of interest to those who desire to know something of the measures which gradually wore down the German submarine effort, and, at any rate, it is the only record likely to be available in the near future of the work of fighting the submarines in 1917.

June, 1920.
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It is perhaps as well that the nation generally remained to a great extent unconscious of the extreme gravity of the situation which developed during the Great War, when the Germans were sinking an increasing volume of merchant tonnage week by week. The people of this country as a whole rose superior to many disheartening events and never lost their sure belief in final victory, but full knowledge of the supreme crisis in our history might have tended to undermine in some quarters that confidence in victory which it was essential should be maintained, and, in any event, the facts could not be disclosed without benefiting the enemy. But the position at times was undoubtedly extremely serious[1q].

At the opening of the war we possessed approximately half the merchant tonnage of the world, but experience during the early part of the struggle revealed that we had not a single ship too many for the great and increasing oversea military liabilities which we were steadily incurring, over and above the responsibility of bringing to these shores the greater part of the food for a population of forty-five million people, as well as nearly all the raw materials which were essential for the manufacture of munitions. The whole of our war efforts, ashore as well as afloat, depended first and last on an adequate volume of merchant shipping.

It is small wonder, therefore, that those who watched from day to day the increasing toll which the enemy took of the country's sea-carrying power, were sometimes filled with deep concern for the future. Particularly was this the case during the early months of unrestricted submarine warfare[2] in 1917. For if the menace had not been mastered to a considerable extent, and that speedily, not only would the victory of the Allies have been imperilled, but this country would have been brought face to face with conditions approaching starvation. In pre-war days the possibility of these islands being blockaded was frequently discussed; but during the dark days of the unrestricted submarine campaign there was ample excuse for those with imagination to picture the implication of events which were happening from week to week. The memories of those days are already becoming somewhat dim, and as a matter of history and a guide to the future, it is perhaps well that some account should be given, however inadequate, of the dangers which confronted the country and of the means which were adopted to avert the worst consequences of the enemy's campaign without ceasing to exert the increasing pressure of our sea power upon his fighting efficiency, and without diminishing our military efforts overseas.

The latter points were of great importance. It was always necessary to keep the Grand Fleet at a strength that would ensure its instant readiness to move in waters which might be infested by submarines in large numbers should the Germans decide upon some operation by the High Sea Fleet[3]. The possibility of action between the fleets necessitated the maintenance of very strong destroyer forces with the Grand Fleet.

Similarly our oversea military expeditions, with the consequent large number of merchant ships in use as transports or supply ships, required a considerable force of destroyers and other small craft. These commitments greatly reduced the means at our disposal for dealing with the hostile submarines that were attempting to prevent the import of food and raw materials into the country.

Readers of books, and particularly books dealing with war, show a natural avidity for what may be described as the human side of a contest as well as for the dramatic events. But, whether it be prosecuted by sea or by land, war is largely a matter of efficient and adequate organization[2q]. It is a common saying that we muddle through our wars, but we could not afford to muddle in face of the threat which the enemy's unrestricted submarine campaign represented. It is impossible, therefore, to approach the history of the successful efforts made by sea to overcome this menace without describing in some detail the work of organization which was carried out at the Admiralty in order to enable the Fleet to fulfil its new mission. In effect those responsible for the naval policy of the country conducted two wars simultaneously, the one on the surface, and the other under the surface. The strategy, tactics and weapons which were appropriate to the former, were to a large extent useless in the contest against mines and submarines which the enemy employed with the utmost persistency and no little ingenuity. Even in the Russo-Japanese war, where the mine was little used, it exerted a marked influence on the course of the war; the Germans based their hopes of victory in the early days of the struggle entirely on a war of attrition, waged against men-of-war, as well as merchant ships. The submarine, which was thrown into the struggle in increasing numbers, represented an entirely new development, for the submarine is a vessel which can travel unseen beneath the water and, while still unseen, except for a possible momentary glimpse of a few inches of periscope, can launch a torpedo at long or short range and with deadly accuracy. In these circumstances it became imperative to organize the Admiralty administration to meet new needs, and to press into the service of the central administration a large number of officers charged with the sole duty of studying the new forms of warfare which the enemy had adopted and of evolving with scientific assistance novel methods of defeating his tactics.

Whilst the enemy's campaign against merchant shipping always gave rise to anxiety, there were certain periods of greatly increased activity. During the summer months of 1916 the losses from submarine attack and from submarine-laid mines were comparatively slight, and, in fact, less than during the latter half of 1915, but in the autumn of 1916 they assumed very serious proportions. This will be seen by reference to the following table, which gives the monthly losses in British, neutral and Allied mercantile gross tonnage from submarine and mine attack alone for the months of May to November inclusive:

May 122,793

  June 111,719

  July 110,757

  August 160,077

  September 229,687

  October 352,902

  November 327,245
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