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  To Corporal Bob Bowtell, who died in the tunnels at Ho Bo


  Woods, Cu Chi, South Vietnam, in January 1966. To all those


  soldiers who served with 3 Field Troop Royal Australian


  Engineers, September 1965 to September 1966, and all the


  Tunnel Rats, Australian and American, who followed them


  into the Vietcong’s underground cities.
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  A plan of the Cu Chi Tunnels searched on‘Operation Crimp’, January 1966. Four soldiers were killed or wounded from the enemy bunker at A. Engineers commenced their underground search from point A.




  PROLOGUE


  GOING UNDERGOUND




  You launch yourself headfirst down a hole in the ground that’s scarcely wide enough for your shoulders. After a couple of metres of slipping and wriggling straight down, the narrow tunnel takes a U-turn towards the surface, then twists again before heading off further than you can see with the battery-powered lamp attached to your cap.




  Because the tunnel has recently been full of smoke and tear gas, you are wearing a gasmask. The eyepieces steam up and the sound of your own breathing competes with the thump of your heart to deafen you. You know you are not safe. You are in your enemy’s domain and one of your comrades—a friend—has already died in a hole in the ground just like this one.




  This is the stuff of nightmares: a tunnel that’s almost too small to crawl along, dug by and for slightly built and wiry Vietnamese, not broad-backed Aussies or Americans.




  Every inch forward has to be checked for booby traps, so you have a bayonet in one hand. Every corner could conceal an enemy soldier, perhaps one who can retreat no further, so you have a pistol in the other. There’s no room to turn around. Going forward is difficult enough; backing out is nigh impossible. You know that the enemy knows you’re there. You know your miner’s light makes a perfect target. You switch it off. The silence is ominous, though not quite complete as the pounding of your heart throbs through your body. The velvet darkness is all-engulfing.




  Then it becomes harder to catch your breath. You become light-headed, then dizzy and confused as the air runs out. Reason and sense evaporate as the darkness claims you. But you get a grip . . . you breathe . . . you bring it all back under control because the alternative—blind panic—means death. And you move on.




  That’s how it felt to be a Tunnel Rat. That’s what it was like to know real fear—fear of being trapped, fear of an unseen enemy, fear of ever-present booby traps and, most of all, fear of the unknown. There was no military textbook, training class or official orders that told the diggers in 3 Field Troop who went down the Vietcong’s tunnels what to expect and how to deal with it, for the very simple reason that they were the first. No Australian or American had ever explored a major tunnel system before.




  On New Year’s Day 1966, one of the most remarkable episodes in Australian military history began with a last-minute change of plan. The engineers of the newly formed 3 Field Troop had just been helping to free six armoured personnel carriers stuck in swamps near the Cambodian border. On their way back to camp, they were diverted to an area known as Ho Bo woods, north of Saigon, which was believed to contain the Southern Command headquarters of the Vietcong and North Vietnamese army. Intense Vietcong activity supported this theory but while carpet bombing of the area and intense artillery bombardments drove the enemy troops out, they seemed to reappear again soon after.




  The Americans (and Australians, New Zealanders and Koreans) knew their South Vietnamese allies’ HQ was riddled with Vietcong spies and assumed the Vietcong were getting advance warning of attacks, so that they could make themselves scarce. So they decided to order the launch of Operation Crimp in the field—a last-minute decision was taken to divert large numbers of troops to the area for a major search and destroy mission. It was called ‘Crimp’ because the American 173rd Brigade was to go through the north of the area while the Australians of the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1 RAR) squeezed the enemy from the south.




  But the day before the assault, 1 Battalion Operations Officer Major John Essex-Clark suspected, rightly, that they might be the ones caught in the jaws of a trap and demanded they switch to another landing zone. The suspiciously bare earth he had spotted in a reconnaissance flight would, indeed, turn out to be enemy defensive positions.




  Even so, their ‘hot insertion’—deployment by air under covering fire—met stiff resistance. The Australians were dodging bullets from the moment they hit the ground in their Huey helicopters. A signal from Saigon, warning the Vietcong that Crimp was on, was intercepted minutes before the first stick of choppers dropped onto the new landing zone.




  This still didn’t add up. The pounding the area had taken from artillery and air strikes should have cleared Vietcong forces before the ground troops went in. But they were still there and putting up one hell of a fight, popping up on all sides as the main wave of Aussie troops landed.




  The Aussies were under constant sniper fire and skirmishes would break out as groups of Vietcong seemed to materialise out of thin air. Booby-trap bombs were going off, the diggers came under friendly fire from gunships who thought they were Vietcong, and their own artillery shells were creeping closer by the second.




  It became apparent that the landing area Essex-Clark had rejected would have been in the middle of a web of Vietcong crossfire that would have cut the Aussie troops to shreds. Even so, the Vietcong still had one trump card to play. When infantrymen tried to secure the clearing originally planned to be the landing zone, they discovered it was well defended with booby-trap bombs and spikes. When a couple of soldiers came under fire they dived into a washed-out gully beside a track and were shot at close range. Again, this didn’t make sense. The area had been cleared and there shouldn’t have been any enemy troops within range. When two medics crawled in to help the wounded, they too were both shot and killed.




  That’s when the Aussies realised the shots were coming from narrow slits in a mound of earth that looked no more threatening than an anthill. That deadly anthill would turn out to be the key to the Vietcong’s secret weapon. The Aussies slept uneasily that night. They had discovered and neutralised the secret machine-gun posts but they could hear Vietnamese voices coming, it seemed, from the gates of hell below them. They didn’t know they were right on top of their target—their enemy’s command HQ was an underground city housing thousands of troops.




  The following dawn, men from 3 Field Troop would blow that ‘anthill’ open and for the next week they and their comrades would go where no Westerner had gone before—down into the labyrinth of Vietcong tunnels that spread for kilometres in all directions and many metres into the bowels of the earth.




  These weren’t the first tunnels that American and Australian troops had encountered, but those they had come across previously had been short escape routes out from under huts and compounds. The standard procedure up to that point was to smoke out the inhabitants then blow up the entrances.




  But the tunnels in Ho Bo Woods were no mere rat runs or boltholes. The Vietcong had set out to build underground cities with classrooms, hospitals and storerooms, and they had achieved their aim.




  Had it not been for a bunch of larrikin Aussies who decided to explore the tunnels more thoroughly than anyone ever had before, that might never have been known. The men of 3 Field Troop went further than any Western troops had previously gone and in so doing became the original Tunnel Rats.




  1. WHOSE WAR IS IT ANYWAY?




  With the benefit of hindsight, the Vietnam War—from 1955 to 1975—was an inevitability. At the end of the Second World War, the political situation in Vietnam was precariously balanced between indigenous people who justifiably demanded the freedom to determine their own destinies and European powers who felt entitled to control their colonies. Under the rule of France, long before the war, control of Vietnam was passed around like an unwanted gift . . . to anyone but the Vietnamese themselves. It was also a pawn in a Cold War chess game in which the West’s attitude to who should run the country was ABC—Anyone But Communists.




  During the Second World War, the pro-Axis Vichy French government invited the Japanese to occupy the country. Afterwards, when Vietnam was ‘liberated’ by the British, the local population demanded independence. This did not sit well with the Western powers and, incredibly, Japanese prisoners of war were freed and armed to help subdue local nationalists. The Potsdam treaty, in which the victorious Allies shared the world among themselves, saw Vietnam split between Chinese control of the north and British control in the south, but both soon withdrew and it was returned to French control.




  The Vietnamese wanted freedom and they were ripe for revolution. Up to two million Vietnamese died in the north during a famine in 1945 caused largely by the French government’s insistence that more land be given over to cash crops than food production. The charismatic Ho Chi Minh declared independence from France and encouraged the peasantry to rise up and loot the rice stores he believed had worsened the food shortages. A protracted war with France ended at the battle of Bien Dien Phu in March 1954 when an attempt to lure the Vietminh guerrilla forces into a conventional battle backfired. Instead of attacking the French, the Vietminh surrounded them and infiltrated their lines with the extensive use of tunnels while Vietminh reinforcements arrived from all over the country, building their forces up to about seven times that of the besieged French.




  Facing defeat, France had asked America to intervene and even discussed the use of nuclear weapons against the Vietminh, but US President Dwight Eisenhower wouldn’t get directly involved unless their British allies were there too. Britain said they preferred to wait until meetings in Geneva, convened to also resolve the conflict in Korea, sorted out the future of the country.




  Outthought and outfought, French troops were routed at Bien Dien Phu and France announced it was quitting Vietnam. In Geneva it was proposed that an independent Vietnam be divided into North and South, but no formal government be formed until after democratic elections in both parts. Ho Chi Minh believed, rightly, that he had enough support throughout the country to form a government in his own right but his Chinese backers pressured him into accepting partition.




  The United States delegation proposed Ngo Dinh Diem as the new ruler of South Vietnam. The French argued against this, claiming that Diem was ‘not only incapable but mad’. However, eventually it was decided that Diem presented the best opportunity to keep South Vietnam from falling under the control of communism.




  Had there been free elections in both North and South, Ho Ch Minh would probably have won overwhelming support to lead a unified Vietnam. This view was shared by President Eisenhower. ‘I have never talked or corresponded with a person knowledgeable in Indochinese affairs who did not agree that had elections been held at the time of the fighting, possibly 80 per cent of the population would have voted for the communist Ho Chi Minh,’ he wrote later.




  In any case, the despotic Diem refused to hold elections, saying the South (and America) had never signed an agreement. A devout Catholic in a predominantly Buddhist country, Diem embarked on a campaign of repression that saw tens of thousands imprisoned and executed. His targets were other religions and pro-communist political groups readying themselves for an election that would never take place. In fairness, the North also endured bloody purges but Diem’s ruthless suppression of all possible dissenters and his promotion of Catholics in the government and army, regardless of their ability, had a whiff of the Borgias and the Spanish Inquisition rather than the excesses of Stalin and Mao.




  Instead of elections, Diem staged a farcical referendum, run by his brother, that ‘voted’ against reunification by 98 per cent. Despite advice from American advisors not to over-egg the pudding, a miscalculation in the vote rigging meant Saigon voted 130 per cent in his favour.




  So the North’s National Front for the Liberation of Vietnam (better known in the West by the somewhat pejorative term ‘Vietcong’) began an insurrection in South Vietnam, targeting government symbols such as police, civil servants and teachers for assassination and infiltrating every level of government with spies and activists. Meanwhile, Diem continued to be an embarrassment to his American supporters but the ‘domino theory’—that every time a country fell to communism, its neighbour would be under threat—convinced many Western leaders to stand by him regardless of his lunacies. This was a pattern America would repeat throughout Latin America where any government, no matter how corrupt, brutal or oppressive, was supported in preference to popular socialism.




  The Cold War between Russia and the West was in full swing and American President John F. Kennedy had suffered the ignominy of the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba and the challenge of the Berlin Wall being built, so he felt he had to draw a line in the sand to protect America’s status as leader of the free world and a bastion of democracy against the spread of communism. Vietnam, he decided, was where that line would be drawn.




  But Kennedy did not want American troops to be fighting South Vietnam’s war. Instead, like his predecessor President Eisenhower, he sent advisors to help train the South Vietnamese army (ARVN) in the hope they could withstand a growing insurrection themselves. But the ARVN was riddled with corruption and nepotism, with senior officers promoted on political and religious grounds and the troops focused more on deterring coups than fighting the North. The ARVN soldiers were brave and disciplined but their leaders were all too often weak, incompetent and corrupt.




  With American involvement having increased from the initial allocation of 900 advisors sent by Eisenhower to 16,000 US personnel ‘training’ the ARVN, the US let it be known to disgruntled South Vietnamese military leaders that they wouldn’t overreact if Diem and his brother were overthrown. There was a coup and they were both executed. Even so, Kennedy was still wary of direct military intervention and was actually pulling American advisors out when he was assassinated. His successor, Lyndon Johnson, had no such qualms. With a series of post-Diem military takeovers crippling the South Vietnamese leadership, the US military allegedly invented an attack on one of its own ships in the Gulf of Tonkin in 1962, so that Johnson could persuade the American Congress to give him permission to attack the North directly. America was now in a war in Vietnam, boots and all.




  Back in Australia, Robert Menzies, the longest-serving Prime Minister in the country’s history, had still to retire and the sixties had not even begun to swing for his country. Aborigines still didn’t have the vote or citizenship (although they could fight for their country) but ten-pound Poms—Brits encouraged to emigrate to Australia by cheap passages—could vote and they didn’t have to become Australian citizens to do so.




  To right-wing Australians, old and new, the black and white rhetoric of the Cold War and the domino theory must have sounded like perfect sense. Few people had heard of Vietnam and fewer still knew or cared where it was. Australia was still much more British than Asian and the public fear was that the Great Southern Land was too close to teeming third world countries for comfort. Also, Australia had obligations to America after the war in the Pacific and wouldn’t turn its back on its allies.




  America wanted it to seem that the South Vietnamese government wasn’t a US puppet regime so they launched their ‘many flags’ policy of inviting other nations to fight alongside them. South Korea, for instance, sent more than 300,000 troops—six times the Australian commitment. Also, unlike Australian soldiers, American troops had little recent experience in jungle warfare, so the Australians’ help was badly needed. At first, in 1962, there was a small force of 30, the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam, which by the end of 1964 had been joined by 200 Australian soldiers.




  Late that year Prime Minister Menzies announced that there would be conscription for National Service and throughout 1965, in preparation for the arrival of National Service soldiers, regular Australian troops started arriving in Vietnam in significant numbers. Among them was the specially created 3 Field Troop, comprising 68 engineers drawn from ten serving engineer units, who were confronted with the full spectrum of engineering tasks, from dealing with booby traps to preparing the ground for the arrival of the first wave of conscripts.




  Legend has it that when the army called for volunteers for 3 Field Troop, every serving engineer stepped forward. Why wouldn’t they? They were regular soldiers, after all, and a trip to Vietnam would have seemed like an adventure. Then, according to 3 Field Troop lore, with more volunteers than vacancies, sergeants who’d been given the task of choosing who should go realised this was an opportunity to rid themselves of all the troublemakers in their units. Thus, the story goes, 3 Field Troop was made up of all the larrikins and ne’er-do-wells in the Australian Army’s engineering ranks, brought together in one place.




  This story is, of course, insulting to all the highly professional, responsible and committed soldiers who joined 3 Field Troop simply because they were the best men for the job. On the other hand, some of their colleagues turned out to be among the wildest bad boys ever to serve under the Australian flag, so the yarn has a tang of authenticity about it.




  Back in Vietnam, the Americans were still struggling to get to grips with the complexity and magnitude of their task. ‘We thought that we were going into another Korean War, but this was a different country,’ General Maxwell Taylor, one of America’s principal architects of the war, noted in hindsight. ‘We didn’t know our South Vietnamese allies and we knew less about North Vietnam. Who was Ho Chi Minh? Nobody really knew.’




  They were beginning to discover that the South Vietnamese ARVN was disorganised, demoralised and riddled with Vietcong sympathisers, so the South was never going to be able to effectively fight the war on its own. And while the North Vietnamese army, even though armed by China, could have been wiped out in a conventional war, the Vietcong, far from being the fanatical peasant rabble the propagandists would have had the West believe, were well organised, committed and unendingly resourceful.




  Confronted by an enemy with overwhelming wealth, firepower and technology, they fell back on what they knew: their land and their people. Their heartfelt commitment to their cause and their use of booby traps, mines and especially tunnels made them impossible to beat.




  The men of 3 Field Troop had to adapt very quickly to a form of warfare that not even they were prepared for. As engineers they were involved in construction of their facilities and destruction of the enemy’s. One day they’d be dismantling booby traps and bombs, the next they might be building a bridge. But their basic training also made them much better equipped as jungle fighters than most of the Americans, who were expecting a different kind of war.




  They were a different breed of soldier in a different kind of war and, one way or another, they were destined to make their mark on history.




  2. A CONFLICT OVERSEAS




  When 3 Field Troop was created, it was in response to a specific need. The Americans and the handful of Australians who had already seen action in Vietnam realised they were fighting a different kind of enemy. The Vietnamese had been fighting the French in a guerrilla war for decades and they had won. They were confident and competent.




  So when a young captain called Sandy MacGregor was given his first active service command, he was provided with examples of booby traps, bombs and grenades that the first troops had encountered—obviously, the ones that hadn’t gone off. As well as getting their basic training up to scratch, he had six weeks to knock the troop into shape.




  The fact that they had been recruited from ten different units exacerbated the problem and their default position was to form different cliques based on where they’d come from or where they might previously have served together. And then there’s the simple fact that engineers are a breed apart in any army. Their unofficial motto ‘Facimus et Frangimus’ (‘We make and we break’) sums up their unconventional, almost bipolar approach to their jobs.




  ‘Your average sapper is often not a pretty sight,’ recalls Sandy. ‘While the artillery and the tank corps might strut and preen in their razor-sharp uniforms and battle fatigues, the sapper is at his best in shorts and singlet and up to his elbows in mud.




  ‘Engineering is a dirty job and a good engineer doesn’t notice how filthy he gets while he’s getting the job done. But that same scruffy soldier will also be the one who is called forward when the infantry spot a booby trap. He’ll be the one who unfastens the tripwire and unscrews the detonator, asking himself if this bomb will be the one that is booby-trapped itself; or wondering if it’s there to lure him into a sniper’s sights.’




  As he prepared 3 Field Troop, Sandy remembers there was a sense—and it may have been a feeling filtering down from senior officers—that they really didn’t know what they could expect in Vietnam. There was also a belief that once the might of the Australian and American armies turned up on their doorsteps, the Vietcong would retreat to the north and, in that fateful phrase used in so many wars, they would all be home by Christmas.




  ‘I trained them hard on booby traps, mines and explosives, but they still seemed to lack the conviction that they would even hear a battle, let alone be involved in one,’ he says. ‘Whatever it was, there was an air of unreality about their preparations.’




  Six weeks is not a long time to build a combat troop from scratch and Sandy’s task was made harder by the fact that the men were still arriving in dribs and drabs, some right up to the week before they were due to set sail. In the meantime, the troop would need to be virtually self-sufficient from the moment they set foot on Vietnamese soil and he had to organise everything from trucks to blankets.




  Sandy MacGregor had tried everything in his power to get the troop working together, even sending them off on cross-country runs so that, if nothing else, they’d be unified in their hatred of him. But he wasn’t there when they finally gelled as a unit—even if the fight was with their own side.




  It was September 1965 when 3 Field Troop trudged up the gangplank of HMAS Sydney, a dilapidated aircraft carrier long overdue for decommissioning, en route for Vietnam. Sandy had flown ahead with Sergeant Gus Sant, to prepare the way while the rest of the troop followed by sea. It was on board the ship, when they were just a small number of men amid hundreds of others, that they started to show signs that they were coming together as a group.




  They had been at sea for a few days when an announcement was made at the evening meal. The 105th Field Battery, Royal Australian Artillery, were on board and the gunners had decided to telegraph the Queen, their commander-in-chief, to inform her that they were on their way to Vietnam.




  A reply had been received from the Palace and silence was demanded while one of the artillery officers read it aloud. ‘From the office of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II,’ it said. ‘Her Majesty has learned of your embarkation to join the conflict in Vietnam. She wishes you godspeed in your voyage, a successful completion of your mission and a safe return to your loved ones.’




  The artillery blokes applauded, drowning out the hoots of derision from the other, less regally blessed units. Engineers and artillerymen are about as far apart as you can get in the Australian Army. The artillery see themselves as an elite, and award themselves the nickname the Nine-Mile Snipers. But to the larrikin engineers and other infantrymen, they are ‘drop-shorts’ who are supposed to fire over their own lines and into the enemy; any shells that land too close to their own front lines are going to generate a mixture of fear and anger.




  As a result, the next night the parade was hushed when Staff Sergeant Laurie Hodge got to his feet and yelled: ‘Could we have some quiet please. Three Field Troop has received the following telegraphic message, which I would now like to read out.’




  A respectful if puzzled silence descended on the assembled troops, as Laurie pulled himself up, ready to address them. ‘From Big Julie and Technicolour at the Railway Hotel. Bon voyage. Try not to get killed and we’ll see you when you get back. Hope you don’t mind if we screw your replacements while you’re away! Cheers!’




  The place erupted as 3 Field Troop, to a man, roared with laughter. Big Julie and Technicolour were what Sapper Keith Kermode called ‘Railway Debs’ at the troop’s favourite drinking hole, the latter having earned her somewhat insensitive nickname from the large and vivid birthmark on her face. The gunners were furious and Laurie was whisked away by some officers. He didn’t reappear for a couple of hours and never told anyone what was said to him but you can guess it was a lecture on respect for tradition . . . only at high volume and in colourful language.




  The rest of the two-week voyage was spent with the troops reinforcing their basic training with exercises like target practice (shooting balloons off the back of the ship) and political indoctrination during which the padre explained the evils of communism, despite the fact that he was pretty much preaching to the converted. These were regular soldiers; half of them were already anti-communist and the other half didn’t care if the enemy was red, green or blue. If the government said they were the enemy that was all they needed to know.




  If the members of 3 Field Troop were expecting their landing at Vung Tau to be akin to the Normandy landings they had seen many times on film, they were about to be both relieved and disappointed. It was seven in the morning of 28 September 1965 when the Sydney dropped anchor off Vung Tau, about 130 kilometres south-east of Saigon.




  The air was thick with expectation and Aussie accents but, as the sun’s first rays lit Vung Tau beach—now a popular holiday resort—the Australian troops’ anticipation gave it an air more reminiscent of Gallipoli than Bondi. First the soldiers had to clamber down rope ladders from the Sydney’s decks to the landing craft that bobbed below them. Then they surged towards the shore like the invading force they felt themselves to be.




  Les Colmer remembered standing in the landing craft half expecting a volley of Vietcong bullets to spray them as they churned through the surf. They hit sand, the ramp crashed down, a whistle was blown and they charged . . . then jogged . . . then walked up the beach. Then they caught sight of their first Vietnamese—women and children selling Pepsi-Cola to the country’s newest arrivals.




  Bien Hoa, where the Australians would be based, is about 30 kilometres north-east of Saigon and is now a suburb of the renamed Ho Chi Minh City. It was only 150 clicks at most from Vung Tau but it had been decided to fly all the men, their essential stores and tents there. The rest was to be unloaded at the docks in Saigon and transported by road. The arrangements were a complete shambles and the units that were supposed to meet the troops and organise their transit to Bien Hoa didn’t turn up.




  Sandy MacGregor ended up organising the whole operation himself, even down to getting the stores loaded onto the transport planes. Even then, 3 Field Troop had to spend one night at Vung Tau while they found space on the transport planes to take them to Bien Hoa. And when they got there they discovered that their camp was no more than a clearing between the American lines and the bush. And it was pouring with rain.




  Bien Hoa was the main air base in South Vietnam. The 173rd Airborne Brigade, comprising two American battalions and the Australian battalion (1 RAR), was given the dual task of defending the air base and of being the reaction force for an area that stretched from Cambodia in the west to the South China Sea in the east, and from Saigon in the south to Phuoc Long in the north. It was an area of about 25,000 square kilometres, slightly smaller than Wales in the UK and Maryland in the USA, and half the size of Tasmania.




  Three Field Troop’s base was 180 metres from the engineers of 173rd Airborne Brigade. It was a scrap of land smaller than two football pitches which had to accommodate 60-odd soldiers and all their earth-moving equipment. They were billeted with the Americans for three days and got themselves set up in time, but only after working 18-hour days. Despite the chaos at Vung Tau, all their gear arrived, but they were lucky—other units lost whole pallets of stores.




  ‘It was just a paddock of swamp, water everywhere, and we had to just build that into a camp,’ says Mick McGrath. ‘So you put your ammo boxes down, put your stretcher up between the ammo boxes, and Bob’s your uncle. Except at Bien Hoa in the morning you’d still be wet because the ammo boxes just sink straight down into the quagmire.’




  Les Colmer suffered worse than most because he was on picket duty on the first night. ‘I just got there and they handed me my gun and told me I was on guard duty. By the time I was ready to set up my bivvy, all the good spots had been taken and I was down at the bottom where it was all mud.’




  The Australians were understandably envious of the Americans’ large dormitory tents. ‘They were like big barrack rooms, when we only had four-man tents,’ said Mick McGrath. ‘It’s a bit different if you’ve got 40 people all to pitch in and get one tent space ready. Out of the four people to put up our tent there’d be only two, because in that tent there might have been two of them out working. One thing about us was that we were always full-on at work. You had a job every day, whether it be mess duties, doing some road project, building a culvert, building a shower block or you were in the field.’
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