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	 The origins of the British empire







 


This chapter will cover:


•  the scale and character of the empire


•  the adventurers and explorers who created the early empire


•  the growth of Britain’s North American colonies.


Mad dogs and Englishmen


An appropriate place to start is with one of the wittiest and most instructive songs ever composed. Noël Coward’s ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’ manages to convey the essence of the colonizers’ air of superiority and the bewilderment of the colonized at the inability of the British to understand the constraints of local traditions and climate. It captures the confidence, the foolhardiness, the willingness to bear hardship of the British rulers and hints at concealed mockery of the rulers by the ruled. In addition it offers a lightning tour of the main parts of what was a vast empire on which the sun never set. It must be pointed out that Coward’s song touches on only the tropical regions and even then leaves out Africa. It takes for granted the sheer physical range of the empire, an empire that included territory on every inhabited continent.


Even flat on the page, without Coward’s extraordinary voice so redolent of imperial glories, and his impeccable timing, the song is a mini geography and history lesson.


In tropical climes there are certain times of day
When all the citizens retire
To tear their clothes off and perspire.
It’s one of those rules that the greatest fools obey,
Because the sun is much too sultry
And one must avoid its ultry-violet ray.


The natives grieve when the white men leave their huts,
Because they’re obviously definitely nuts!


Mad dogs and Englishmen
Go out in the midday sun,
The Japanese don’t care to.
The Chinese wouldn’t dare to,
Hindoos and Argentines sleep firmly from twelve to one.
But Englishmen detest a siesta.
In the Philippines
There are lovely screens
To protect you from the glare.
In the Malay States
There are hats like plates
Which the Britishers won’t wear.
At twelve noon
The natives swoon
And no further work is done,
But mad dogs and Englishmen
Go out in the midday sun.


It’s such a surprise for the Eastern eyes to see
That though the English are effete,
They’re quite impervious to heat,
When the white man rides every native hides in glee,
Because the simple creatures hope he
Will impale his solar topee on a tree.


It seems such a shame
When the English claim
The earth
That they give rise to such hilarity and mirth.


Mad dogs and Englishmen
Go out in the midday sun.
The toughest Burmese bandit
Can never understand it.
In Rangoon the heat of noon
Is just what the natives shun.
They put their Scotch or Rye down
And lie down.
In a jungle town
Where the sun beats down
To the rage of man and beast
The English garb
Of the English sahib
Merely gets a bit more creased.
In Bangkok
At twelve o’clock
They foam at the mouth and run,
But mad dogs and Englishmen
Go out in the midday sun.


Mad dogs and Englishmen
Go out in the midday sun.
The smallest Malay rabbit
Deplores this foolish habit.
In Hong Kong
They strike a gong
And fire off a noonday gun
To reprimand each inmate
Who’s in late.
In the mangrove swamps
Where the python romps
There is peace from twelve till two.
Even caribous
Lie around and snooze;
For there’s nothing else to do.
In Bengal
To move at all
Is seldom, if ever done,
But mad dogs and Englishmen
Go out in the midday sun.


Source: The Complete Lyrics by Noël Coward. Methuen Publishing Ltd. Copyright © The Estate of Noël Coward.


To start our tour of the British empire, let us examine each of Coward's key references:


•  Japan did not become part of the empire, but Britain did bring it into the modern world by imposing trade treaties on it in the nineteenth century. With great skill and adaptability, the Japanese copied western industrial and military patterns to turn themselves into a dominant force in Asia. After fighting as allies in the First World War, Britain and Japan were bitter enemies in the Second. It was Japan’s crushing victories over her that helped to undermine Britain’s confidence that she could maintain her empire east of Suez.


•  Japan’s neighbours, the Chinese, had a much less impressive record until 1945. Britain did not colonize China but in the nineteenth century she led the European powers in imposing a set of unequal treaties on the Chinese, which left much of their trade and many of their ports under foreign control. China came into the First World War on Britain’s side in 1917; this led to many thousands of Chinese serving as labourers on the Western Front. Four years after the Japanese invaded China in 1937, Britain joined the war as an ally of China. To show her good will during the struggle, Britain gave up all claim to special rights in China with the exception of Hong Kong; she also recruited many Chinese to serve as seamen in the British merchant fleet. Any hope that Britain might renew her dominance over China disappeared in 1949, the year the Chinese Communists under Mao Zedong took control of the country. Britain finally gave up Hong Kong in 1997 on the expiry of a hundred year lease, signed in 1898.


•  Reference to the Hindoos (more usually spelled as Hindus) points to the sub-continent of India, the ‘jewel in the Crown’, the most-prized of Britain’s imperial possessions. Hinduism was one of the three major religions of the Indian people, the other two being Islam (Mohammedanism) and Sikhism, a faith that had broken away from Hinduism. The great religions were frequently in conflict, a complicating factor throughout modern Indian history which explains why, when independence from Britain came in 1947, the sub-continent was partitioned between Hindu India and Islamic Pakistan, which was further sub-divided into the two states of West and East Pakistan. The Sikhs remained an embittered third element who felt their rights had been ignored.


•  There are parts of Argentina where Welsh is still spoken. This is a legacy of a nineteenth-century migration to South America of mine workers from Wales, Scotland and England. Argentina was never part of the British empire, but it had an important and sometimes chequered relationship with Britain. In 1828, for example, British naval strength was used to oblige the Argentines to give up their attempt to take over neighbouring Uruguay. But later in the century British investment helped considerably in the development of Argentina’s railways. Britain also bought quality race horses and polo ponies from Argentina. With the development of ships with refrigerated holds, trade in quality flesh of another kind came with the large-scale importing of Argentinian beef into Britain. Fray Bentos was the best known variety of this. In 1982, in what was arguably the last great example of British imperialism in action, Britain retook the disputed Falklands Islands which had been occupied by Argentinian forces.


•  The Malay states were a British Crown colony between 1867 and 1946. The British had made their first settlement on the Malay peninsula, a land rich in spices, rubber and oil, in 1786. During the following century the claiming of the key ports of Penang and Singapore led to all the main regions being brought under control. It was to be the loss of the Malay peninsula to the invading Japanese forces in 1942 that first raised the demanding question as to whether Britain was any longer physically capable of clinging on to her empire. The Malay states, after being defended against Communist insurgents by British troops during the Emergency of 1948–57, eventually gained independence as the new Malaysia in 1963.


•  Coward’s reference to the toughness of Burmese bandits was appropriate and accurate. For centuries Burma had been the home of lawless bands who refused to accept the authority of any form of central government. These brigands were among the most feared in Asia. Burma, a huge area of land lying between India and China and above Malaya, was of vital strategic importance to Britain as her empire expanded in the nineteenth century. Three wars were fought in 1826, 1852 and 1885 before British forces took control of it, and declared it to be part of British India. During the Second World War Burma was largely overrun by the Japanese, with Rangoon, the capital, and Mandalay both falling in 1942. The country became the scene of ferocious jungle fighting before the Japanese were finally defeated. A key role in this was played by a special force, who took the name Chindits after the fierce lion sculptures that were common in Burma. Led by the unorthodox but brilliant Orde Wingate, who died in action in 1944, the Chindits operated behind the Japanese lines constantly harassing and disrupting.


Coward, who composed his song in 1927, was writing of the British empire at its zenith in the twentieth century. What of its origins over four centuries earlier?


The early empire


‘Vast honour is paid him and he goes dressed in silk and these English run after him like mad.’ These words are from a letter by a foreign visitor describing the excitement aroused in England by the exploits of John Cabot, a Venetian explorer based in Bristol. If the expansion of England overseas can be said to have a specific beginning, the starting date would be 1497. In that year, Henry VII, the first Tudor monarch, had helped finance Cabot on an expedition to explore the coast of north America. His commission to Cabot read:


John and his sons or their heirs and deputies may conquer, occupy and possess whatsoever such towns, castles, cities and islands by them thus discovered… acquiring for us the dominion, title and jurisdiction of the same towns, castle, cities, islands and mainlands so discovered.


The King’s motives were not a simple love of adventure. He was much more hard-headed. Five years earlier, in 1492, Christopher Columbus had discovered central America and claimed the lands for Spain. Two years after that, in 1494, Spain and Portugal, with the Pope’s approval, had signed a treaty claiming to divide the New World between them. To show his contempt for such arrogance, Henry urged Cabot to provide grounds for an English counter-claim in the Americas. Cabot obliged by crossing the Atlantic in his ship the Matthew and making a number of landings on the North American coast. In the soil of what later became the Canadian province of Newfoundland, he planted two flags. One was the Cross of St Mark, the patron saint of Venice; the other was the Cross of St George, the symbol of English authority. This was Britain’s first tentative step towards acquiring an overseas empire. But neither Cabot nor Henry VII was aware of this. They could not know the extraordinary way in which that empire would develop over the next five centuries.


Although Cabot’s success enlivened interest in exploration, there was no immediate effort to follow this up by creating overseas settlements. Henry’s assertion of English rights had been essentially a gesture, a protest against the power of Spain and Portugal. As was so often the case throughout the history of the empire, little direction came from the top. When governments took action it was invariably in response to what had already happened.
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Figure 1 John Cabot’s explorations


This was clearly the case in the ‘golden age’ of expansion – the reign of Elizabeth I (1558–1603). Britain’s great Elizabethan heroes were the ‘seadogs’ such as John Hawkins, Francis Drake and Martin Frobisher. These men, whom the Queen ceremoniously elevated to knighthood, were pirates. They made their living by violently stealing other people’s property, principally that of the Spaniards.


The English sea dogs and explorers


John Hawkins


John Hawkins came from a family of sailors who had become wealthy through a mixture of trade and piracy. One of the richest men in the west country, Hawkins had been a member of parliament in the reign of Henry VIII (1509–47). His special contribution to his country’s overseas expansion was to introduce England to the benefits of the slave trade. Knowing that the Spanish needed workers to mine gold and silver in Mexico and Peru, a deadly underground activity for which few free men would volunteer, Hawkins led a fleet of five ships to the west coast of Africa in 1562. There he made contact with a number of tribal chiefs, offering to fight for them in their wars against neighbouring tribes on condition that instead of killing their prisoners, as was their usual custom, they handed them over to him. The chiefs agreed; the result was that Hawkins then sailed with hundreds of captured Africans for the Spanish colonies. Ignoring a Spanish law that prohibited non-Spaniards from trading in slaves, Hawkins sold his human cargo for a large profit. Two such slaving expeditions were successfully completed. However, on a third venture in 1567, the Spaniards cut up rough and tried to recover their money. Fighting broke out; some of the English crew were captured and tortured to death. Hawkins, accompanied by his young nephew, Francis Drake, managed to escape. They came home seething with hatred for Spain.


Francis Drake


In 1577, Drake with money advanced from some of the richer English merchants and with approval, though no financial backing, from the Queen, set out to sail round the world. His aim was not exploration for its own sake. He wanted to get his own back on the Spaniards for cheating him over the slavetrading deal ten years earlier. Yet Drake himself was hardly faultless. In the intervening decade he had matured into a brilliant seaman and captain who used his skills to patrol the waters off Spain in order to seize the treasure ships that came back loaded with gold, silver, diamonds and sugar from the Americas. It was piracy, but since some of the captured money found its way through gifts and levies into the royal treasury, the practice had the blessing of Elizabeth and her government.
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Figure 2 Drake’s voyages


Whatever Drake’s motives, and the modern age tends to judge him far more harshly than ever his English contemporaries did, the voyage itself was an extraordinary story of seamanship and courageous, if ruthless, determination. Starting from Plymouth, Drake sailed with five ships south across the Atlantic, through the Straits of Magellan into the Pacific, and then north up the coast of South America. His main targets were the Spanish treasure ships in the undefended ports of Chile and Peru. In a series of ferocious attacks he seized a huge amount of loot. One plundered vessel yielded up 12 chests of pieces of eight (the English term for the Spanish silver dollar) and gold bars and nuggets weighing over 80 pounds. Drake’s own ship, the Golden Hind was no longer ballasted with stones and clinkers but with gold and silver bullion.


The Spanish, whose bitter term for Drake was ‘the dragon’, sent out men-of-war to intercept his convoy as it sailed north after its raids, but he eluded them. Drake’s hope was that he would discover a strait that would lead back into the Atlantic. Not finding one, he eventually reached California where his ships were refitted and restocked. He then explored further north hoping to find a north-west passage that might take him back into the Atlantic. Calculating that he was unlikely to escape the Spaniards a second time if he sailed back the way he had come, Drake made the momentous decision to sail for home westward across the Pacific. Putting in at the Moluccas islands in Indonesia, where they took on a cargo of spices, his ships then sailed south, rounded the Cape of Good Hope at the tip of the continent of Africa, and then north again. Eventually, in 1580, three years after he had set out, Drake sailed into Plymouth harbour. He had circumnavigated the world. The delighted Queen asked him to bring his ship to London. At Deptford, on the deck of the Golden Hind, Drake knelt to be knighted ‘Sir Francis’ by a beaming Elizabeth.


Drake’s character and methods were described by a Spanish prisoner:


Drake is of small size with a reddish beard, and is one of the greatest sailors that exist, both from his skill and power of commanding. He has a hundred men, all in the prime of life and well trained for war. He treats them with affection and they him with respect. He dines and sups to the music of viols. His ship carries thirty large guns, and a great quantity of ammunition, as well as workmen who can do necessary repairs.


Drake’s astonishing voyage around the world reveals many features of the early empire: Anglo-Spanish rivalry, the extraordinary skill and daring of British seamen, and the eye for trade, plunder and profit. The backers who had helped finance Drake's adventure realised a return of 5,000 per cent on their original investment.


Drake did not sit back and indulge his fame and fortune. He continued to be a menace to Spanish shipping. His most outrageous exploit yet came in 1587 when, in English parlance, he ‘singed the King of Spain’s beard’, by sailing into the port of Cadiz, sinking the ships moored there and blowing up all the store houses in the harbour. Among the supplies destroyed were the staves of seasoned wood used in ship repairs and in the making of barrels to hold water or gunpowder. The Spanish shipbuilders and coopers were reduced to working with unseasoned wood with the result that ships set sail with leaking seams and barrels that were liable to burst. This was to have fateful consequences a year later.


Spanish anger against Drake and his fellow English pirates for their State-backed, if not State-sponsored, terrorism led King Philip II to seek vengeance by launching an attempted invasion of England. In 1588, the Spanish Armada set sail only to be scattered in the English Channel by a combination of bad weather, poor tactics by the attackers and spirited resistance from the defenders. The lumbering Spanish galleons looked magnificent, but their lack of manoeuvrability made them easy targets for the English fire ships – unmanned boats loaded with gunpowder – which were set ablaze, and directed to drift into the Spanish fleet. A tale that Victorians later loved to tell has Drake waiting on Plymouth Ho for the Spanish and nonchalantly continuing with a game of bowls when told that the Armada had been sighted. Whether he actually said ‘Let us finish our game’ is less important than that the yarn neatly captures the essence of the man. He proceeded to patrol the Channel, forcing the Spanish ships to take harbour at Gravelines near Calais on the French coast. It was there that the fire boats inflicted their greatest damage.


Frobisher and the north-west passage


Many explorers around this time were inspired by the desire to find ‘a north-west passage’. Now fully aware that that the world was round, explorers were intrigued as to whether by sailing west they could eventually reach the east. What prevented this was the American continent. The hope, therefore, was that there was a strait or opening waiting to be discovered that would allow ships through. Much of the transatlantic exploration had this as an objective. At about the same time as Drake was on his startling circumnavigation, another Englishman, Martin Frobisher, was seeking the elusive passage. Believing America to be a giant island that it was possible to sail round, Frobisher in his ship Gabriel made three voyages between 1576 and 1578. He reached what became known as Frobisher Bay and then sailed some 150 miles westwards along the northern coast of Baffin island, thinking that he had reached Asia. He had not, nor had he discovered the passage he dreamed of, but he had added hugely to the world’s knowledge of the northern seas and lands.


Henry Hudson


England’s explorers and adventurers aroused the resentment of the other seafaring nations of Europe – Holland, Spain, France and Portugal. Yet, in the midst of the growing rivalry, there were times of co-operation. In 1609 the Dutch East India Company, seeking a shorter and cheaper route to Asia other than by going round the Cape of Good Hope, commissioned Henry Hudson, an Englishman, to lead an expedition to look for a northern passage. Hudson, who had learned a great deal about northern waters as a member of the Muscovy Company which traded with Russia, set sail from Amsterdam in a ship provide by the Dutch, the 80-ton Half Moon. It carried a crew of 20 men drawn from both England and Holland.


Hudson intended first to look for a north-east passage, but after a troublesome journey along the coast of Norway during which the crew threatened to mutiny, Hudson turned west to America. After exploring Chesapeake and Hudson Bays in the hope that they might lead to a strait, he went north and turned into New York Bay. He then sailed up the river, which now bears his name, as far as Albany before realizing yet again that there was no way through. Hudson’s own term for the waterway he had discovered was ‘River of Mountains’. He described the region as ‘as pleasant a land as one can tread upon’.


After both trading and fighting with the Indians near an island called Manhattan, the expedition sailed back across the Atlantic, reaching Dartmouth after a total journey of nine months. Here Hudson parted company with his Dutch employers; he stayed in England while the Half Moon, with its Dutch sailors, returned to Holland. Undaunted by having failed to find a passage, Hudson agreed a year later to lead a further expedition, this time funded by a group of London merchants. As captain of the Discovery, he set out in the summer of 1610. After stopping off in Iceland for a brief period, he sailed by the tip of Greenland, into the Hudson Strait and then turned south into the vast area of Hudson Bay, eventually making landfall in James Bay. These, of course, were all names that were given later to his discoveries. It was in James Bay that his ship became trapped in the ice, obliging him to remain there for the winter of 1610–11. By the time the spring thaw came, food had run low and the crew had mutinied. Hudson, his son, and four other loyal crew members, were cast adrift in an open boat. They were never seen again and their remains were never recovered. Whatever Hudson’s faults may have been, and he seems to have had a knack of upsetting his crews, it was a tragic and unfitting end for a man whose daring ventures, like Frobisher’s, had done so much to increase understanding of the northern hemisphere.
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Figure 3 Voyages of Frobisher and Hudson


Early attempts at settlement – Raleigh and Virginia


Drake had made no attempt to occupy the territories he landed on. The first genuine effort at English settlement came five years after Drake’s voyage and it ended in disaster. Queen Elizabeth, not wishing to antagonize Spain unduly, had agreed to restrict English exploration of the Americas to the areas north of the Spanish possession of Florida. In 1585 Walter Raleigh led a party to Roanoke island. His aim was not permanent settlement what he had in mind was the setting up of a base for explorations further into America to find the gold that he and many Englishmen of the time believed was there in abundance. The dream proved false. There was no gold. Raleigh sailed home.


Nevertheless, the hope that the area, which he named ‘Virginia’ in honour of the virgin queen, might yield up other riches led to further expeditions to the area. In 1587 John White landed there in the hope of making it habitable for a group of English families who had travelled with him. They had a hard time of it. In a desperate attempt to save his people White sailed back to England to obtain fresh supplies. However, by the time he returned three years later there was no trace of them. The likeliest explanation of their fate was that they had been carried off as slaves by Red Indians, the colonists’ term for the native American tribes. English settlers came to have a love–hate relationship with the Indians. While the two sides often tried to destroy each other, there were times when they co-operated. Much of the knowledge that the settlers acquired which enabled them to survive in a harsh environment came from the Indians who taught them what type of crops to cultivate and animals to rear.


Walter Raleigh ranks with Hawkins and Drake as a great Elizabethan buccaneer and adventurer. He may not have discovered gold but he did bring back two outstanding items from Virginia that were to bring benefit and pleasure to millions of Britons over the succeeding centuries – potatoes and tobacco. It was Raleigh, who himself puffed a silver pipe, who introduced the joys of smoking to the royal court. It was an art learned from the native Americans who cultivated a precious herb which they called ‘uppowoc’, and which the Spaniards translated as ‘tobacco’. From the beginning, however, there were killjoys who tried to ban smoking. Elizabeth I’s successor, James I (1603–25) condemned it as a ‘barbarous and beastly’ habit, fit only for ‘the godless and slavish Indians’. He changed his mind, however, when, caught in a thunderstorm while out hunting, he took shelter in a pig-sty. Finding the foul smell too much to bear, he ordered his attendants to light up their pipes.


Raleigh died as dramatically as his lived. Condemned on a trumped up charge, he was executed in 1618 on the King’s orders as part of a policy to appease Spain with whom James was trying to develop better relations. Raleigh behaved with characteristic dignity on the scaffold. Declining to be blindfolded, he asked the crowd who had come to see him beheaded to pray for him and to remember him as ‘a seafaring man, a soldier and a courtier’. One of the consequences of his remarkable life was the quickening of England’s interest in overseas territories both as sources of profit and places of settlement.


Despite the disaster of the first venture, another attempt was made to settle Virginia in 1606. James I granted a royal charter to a company specially formed to develop the area. A group of 105 people made their way to Chesapeake Bay and created a settlement known as Jamestown. Within a year, hardship and disease had reduced their number to 32, but these hardy souls persevered. They were joined in 1608 by Captain John Smith whose toughness as a leader helped save the colony. Elected president of the local council in September 1608, he demanded strict discipline from the colonists, warning them that only by their own efforts could they survive. His watchword was: ‘He who will not work, neither shall he eat.’ Smith also made sincere attempts to get on good terms with the surrounding native tribes, joining in their rituals and learning their language. It was Smith who first befriended the young Algonquian princess Pocahontas after she had interceded for him when she mistakenly thought her father intended killing him. Pocahontas, whose name means ‘playful little girl’ later married an Englishman and went to live in London where she became something of a celebrity. There is a monument to her in St George’s Church in Gravesend in Kent, recording that she had been buried there in 1617, having died at the age of 22.


Encouraged by the colonists’ determination, the Virginia Company raised more capital and offered those who chose to settle full ownership of the land instead of merely tenant rights. The offer worked; by 1622 there were 1,500 people in the colony. However, in that year things rapidly changed. An Indian attack wiped out 350 of the settlers in the remoter regions. On top of that, the Virginia Company, unable to pay a dividend to its shareholders, was wound up in 1624. Things looked bleak for the Virginians. Salvation came in the form of a government takeover. The Crown declared itself to be the owner of the colony. To regularize the new position a permanent Governor was sent to Virginia to act on the King’s behalf. His chief task was to oversee the colony’s trade and internal affairs. But, in an interesting move, the colonists were granted an elected assembly which had a considerable say in domestic matters.


New England


The principal motive in the establishing of Virginia had been a commercial one. Quite another purpose inspired the creation of a number of colonies north of Virginia. A group of believers known for the strictness of their faith as ‘Puritans’ – they wished to ‘purify’ worship of all unnecessary rituals – decided to leave England and settle in America. Their aim was to create a religious community free of the control of the Anglican Church whose doctrines they rejected. In 1620, together with a number of merchants, these ‘Pilgrim fathers’ led by Miles Standish and William Bradford, set sail across the Atlantic in the Mayflower. After 67 days at sea, they made landfall in Massachusetts Bay at a place they named Plymouth. There they began creating ‘a city on a hill’, their term for a settlement based on religious principles and observance.


What began in 1620 as a small village had grown by 1643 into a large town of 25,000 people, many of the newcomers being religious refugees from England where anti-Puritan persecution had been intensified under Charles I (1625–49). Life was hard for the colonists. The soil and climate did not make for easy farming; famine was a constant threat. This was why the settlers turned for their livelihood to the sea for cod fishing and whaling and to the forests for shipbuilding. A combination of burning religious conviction, sheer hard work, and a realistic grasp of basic economics saw Massachusetts and the other colonies of the area, known as New England, survive and begin to prosper.


Maryland


One concept of religious freedom inspired the setting up of the New England colonies; another lay behind the founding of Maryland. In 1632, Charles I accepted a petition from Lord Baltimore asking for permission to establish an American colony where Catholics would be free to practise their faith. Two years later, the first group of Catholics sailed into Chesapeake Bay and then up the Potomac River to a base called St Mary’s, around which they began to construct a new settlement. As a mark of loyalty and gratitude to the King’s Catholic wife, Henrietta Maria, they christened the new colony, Maryland. As in Virginia, its neighbour state, Maryland began to build a successful economy mainly on the growing and selling of tobacco. This led, by the end of the seventeenth century, to an increasing reliance on black slave labour, brought from west Africa, to work the large plantations on which the tobacco was grown.
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