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Dedication

I dedicate this book to the memory of my father, Angel de la Torre, the first Spanish golf professional and the person to whom I owe my success in the golf profession. His knowledge of the golf swing and his ability to teach it remain unequaled to this day.

He and I had a marvelous relationship, not only as father and son but in golf instruction as well. He was an excellent player in his day, having won the Spanish Open six times. His knowledge of tournament attitudes and techniques has been invaluable to me as a competitor.

Anytime he or I thought of a new teaching technique or a new way of applying our teaching principles, there would be hours of discussion and hours spent on the golf course trying out the new way or new approach to determine the validity of the new idea before trying it out on our students. Sometimes we proved that what seemed a better way was not a better way at all, and was far from being successful. Sometimes, to our delight, what we tried did prove to be a better way.

I admired my father for teaching me so many things about the golf swing, but especially his conviction that when a student was told to do something, the more the student did it, the better the results were to be. Nothing should be told to a student that could be overdone, because if it were overdone, it would create another problem that would have to be corrected in the future. He taught me so many things, not only about golf, but about people and about life. I am most grateful to him for all of that.

Not only was Angel de la Torre exceptional in the golf profession, he was an exceptional human being, and he was exceptional in his relationships with people. All who knew him never forgot him, and never an unkind word was said about him.
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Foreword

by Carol Mann

Editor’s Note: The first section of the foreword was written for the first edition of Understanding the Golf Swing in 2001. Following Manuel’s passing, Carol Mann added the second part starting on page xvii for inclusion in the 2018 edition of the book.

I was inducted into the LPGA Hall of Fame in 1977, the Women’s Sports Foundation Hall of Fame in 1983, and The World Golf Hall of Fame in 1998. Between July 1962 and 1977, I received an astounding education in golf—the golf swing, appropriate goal setting, and how to compete—from Manuel de la Torre. His instruction made it possible for me to pursue my passion for playing golf at the highest level even under the most intense pressure.

I joined the LPGA Tour as a somewhat ragged rookie in 1961, with no idea how to play the kind of golf that wins championships. One of the best players in the world then was Mickey Wright, winner of 82 tournaments, whose golf swing Ben Hogan called “the best of all time, man or woman.” Then, as now, the older, more veteran players of the Tour often helped younger struggling ones. Mickey Wright became one of my friends and she suggested I read Ernest Jones’ book Swing the Clubhead, during the summer of my rookie year. I read this book and was fascinated by its simple concept.

During the winter of 1962 in Dunedin, Florida I told a club professional friend, Mike Cavanaugh, what I had discovered in Jones’ book. Mike turned to me and said, “I work for a pro who teaches Jones’ principles. How would you like to come see him in Milwaukee?” Excited, but skeptical about my chances, sheepishly I asked, “Could I? Do you think he would see me? When?” Mike assured me that he could arrange it. The Tour had a stop in Milwaukee later that summer, so I waited until then, little knowing that this occasion would change my future.

Manuel was the head professional at the Milwaukee Country Club. His lesson tee was a private area set on an outcropping of the hillside to the left and below the first tee. I’ll never forget walking down the treelined, shadowy, narrow footpath, with Mike leading the way. I was nervous and excited.

Manuel is a striking man, thick-chested, with handsome features, wearing rimless eyeglasses (ahead of his time!). He was very pleasant and gracious, greeting me with a smile and a strong warm handshake. After a few warm-up shots he asked, “What are you trying to do?” I fell right into his trap by reciting the litany of things I was working on during the past year or so. There were probably eight specific positions or actions I was trying to produce. Of course, I already knew it was not possible to do all of them at once. My overall method of achieving flush contact with great power was in pieces. There was no glue connecting everything together.

Manuel coaxed and coerced with his questions, enabling me to see that I was really only trying to produce one thing—a swing! I left that first session feeling as if I had discovered the Holy Grail. Everything Manuel said made so much sense.

My energy and motivation, already high, increased dramatically. I could not wait to play in the pro-am part of the tournament the next day. I started making notes immediately and wrote for a couple more hours that night. Manuel didn’t know it but he had created a monster when he took me on as a student. I became a sponge for learning from him. Our sessions might end at dark and then continue in the golf shop for hours more—questioning and answering, looking at the films of my swing, discussing great players’ swings, or reviewing current magazine articles. I was at a “Golf University” when I was with Manuel. I went to the local college bookstore and found two books: one on the brain, including motor learning, and the second, Physics Without Math, on explanations of objects in motion, actions and reactions, etc. I felt my intellectual heavens had parted because of Manuel’s knowledge, patience, and extraordinarily selfless willingness to help me learn. No one ever had a better teacher for any subject.

First of all, Manuel taught me a simpler approach to the swing. He also taught me the ball flights that are essential for any tournament player—to be able to shape shots and alter trajectories. His perspective of cause and effect was the soundest basis for problem solving on or off the course that I have ever heard. I learned an array of shots, some of which today’s players still do not know.

Probably the most important of Manuel’s teachings was how to use my mind to direct my physical actions. It seems our notion—if we are performing a sport—is to work with the body only. How can we make ourselves understand that the mind directs the body to do what we want the body to do?

I worked on my mental discipline as often as I hit golf balls, ultimately developing it into perhaps my most useful tool during competition. Instead of focusing on all that could go wrong and what the outcomes might be, Manuel taught me to think completely, but simply and “in the present” concerning what I wanted to do. I can testify that learning to think like this prepares the mind for action even under the greatest of pressures. But you must know what you want to do. Oh my, I sound like Manuel! Unfortunately too many of us do not know what we want to do, or what we want to do is incorrect, or we overload our minds with too many things to do.

Manuel is a patient, kind man who cares passionately that you learn to play golf with greater ease and success. I’ll never forget the period when my ball striking became much better but my scores didn’t reflect the improvement due to poor putting. I became extremely agitated, impatient, and frustrated so I went to Milwaukee with an emotional edge. Fear and doubt, which are the absolute worst feelings for a driven tournament player, clouded my putting performance. They would certainly thwart a career.

At my 6:30 appointed time, Manuel entered the putting green circle in front of the clubhouse, happy, smiling, walking briskly, and eager to work. I started complaining. My attitude was pitiful. He asked again, “What are you trying to do?” Of course, I was trying to “make these putts so I can score lower!” Manuel proposed that I was misplacing my focus and attention by trying to create the outcome of making putts. He suggested that I “roll the ball, on the line you select, as far as the hole.” Pretty soon I started yelling that this idea could not possibly work because I had to try to make the putt. Imagine—I was yelling at my teacher on his home ground!

Manuel, I say again, was as patient as a saint with me. He didn’t raise his voice or change his attitude one iota for one second. Thank heavens I had the good sense to trust him. Eventually I did adopt Manuel’s concept of rolling the ball … and went on to use it to win 37 LPGA titles and the U.S. Women’s Open. I set scoring records repeatedly. At one point I even won Golf Magazine’s “Putter of the Year” by a vote of my peers. I became a very good putter.

Letting go of my old notions of the swing and putting was a process of transformation. Manuel provided stability and constancy with his beliefs. His thorough comprehension of the swing, and the blend of mental and physical skills needed for performing it, allows me to say that he is by far the best teacher I have ever had or have knowledge of.

I am so glad for Manuel and for you that he dedicated years to writing this book. The results of his lifelong study, learning, and teaching deserve to be shared with everyone.

You will decide how he can help you. Be prepared to read this book more than once. Be prepared to think about many of Manuel’s profoundly simple ideas. Be prepared to abandon some long-held myths. Be prepared to have others disagree with you. Be prepared to hear, “It can’t be that easy!” Be prepared to use your mind to direct your golf actions. Be prepared to become more aware during the swing. Tune in. You will be amazed to discover your sensitivity to it. Be prepared to discard chaos while practicing or on the course. Be prepared to be less emotional. Be prepared to commit to a new way of being on the course. Be prepared to enjoy learning and playing in a full, rich state, blending mind, body, and club.

After you read this book and if you assimilate and follow Manuel’s teaching, you will join me in thanking Manuel de la Torre every day of your golfing life.

* * *

Manuel passed away in April of 2016. My last visit with him was in August of 2015. He was using a walker and was very frail. We went out for lunch to his favorite place. As he ate he also shared with me his latest findings on teaching. To be honest with you, I was not able to listen. My mind jumped from the past to the future. I thought about how vibrant he’d been and now how frail he’d become and how soon he might be gone. Part of me had wonderful memories, but another part of me did not want to see the future without him. I have saved his phone messages at Christmas each year, knowing that someday I would not be able to hear his “live” voice again.

At the celebration of his life service hosted by his family and Milwaukee Country Club, I met a lot of people who were close to Manuel. Family included his beautiful daughter, Lynn, her adult children, and their children. Wow! A dynasty exists!

Friends of Manuel were made up of neighbors, caregivers, buddies, members, students, and disciples, the golf teacher kind. I learned even more about him listening to their stories. A buddy who visited him in the hospital and at home a lot told a tale of which I had no prior knowledge.

Manuel served in the military during World War II. According to the story, his landing on Omaha Beach, where there had been massive deaths and casualties, was providential. Manuel and his Army buddy missed the wave of men from their amphibian and got moved over to the one next to theirs. That craft deployed many tanks that covered the men behind them coming onshore. That event prevented our dear Manuel from either early death or injury!

Many golf instructors who came from far and wide to show their respect and gratitude attended Manuel’s service. These teachers have formed a bond and commitment to continue sharing and spreading Manuel’s principles and philosophies. A website has been formed with more specific teacher names and lesson locations. As I also discovered recently with the formation of “My Manuel Library,” there are lots of Manuel teaching/lecture movies on YouTube!

Thank you, Manuel! You live in my heart and mind! You live in my computer! You live in this exquisite book! You live within all your de la Torre family members! You live within our family of teachers and players! We miss you … and as you would wish … we shall carry you on!

Carol Mann
The Woodlands, Texas
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Introduction

When a young man enters the golf profession, there are two reasons for making that decision for his life’s work. One is to play the game competitively, and the second to be a club professional. Then there is the opportunity to be involved in both. In my case, I combined the two. When I turned professional in 1949, sponsors for aspiring players on the tour were nonexistent, so those of us who wished to play competitively had to supply our own funds, which meant that we had to work and save.

After graduating from Northwestern University, I started to work at the Lake Shore Country Club in Glencoe, Illinois, a suburb just north of Chicago, as an assistant to my father, Angel de la Torre, who just happened to need an assistant. I remained in this position for three years. I enjoyed working with my father and also enjoyed learning the golf professional business from him. Of all the things that I learned, the one thing that fascinated me the most was the way that I could make a golfer play better golf and therefore enjoy his or her game a great deal more. Observing my father give lessons, I realized that this was to be my goal and that it was very achievable. This, of course, was my summer work, since Mother Nature forces us to change our activities during the winter months when we live in the Midwest. So in the winter, I would play competitively on the Fall and Winter PGA Tours.

Thus, I started my career always striving to be the best instructor I could be within the golf profession. In looking at the science of teaching, I decided that in order to teach well, I had to understand the principles under which the swinging motion of the golf club operated. Once I understood that, I had to pass that information to my students in such a way that, one, they understood what I was telling them, and two, it was easy for them to do.

By studying the swing with the aid of my father, I found that the swing of a golf club is not a complicated thing that requires some superhuman talent or ability. It is really quite simple, and to prove it, just watch children. Unfortunately, adults feel that a great deal of detail will produce what they are looking for, rather than a simple understanding of what the golf swing really is.

Because of the success of this approach, I wrote my first book, Understanding the Golf Swing, so that those of you who are trying so hard to get better, as well as those of you who would like to take up the game, can feel more at ease during both attempts and will succeed.

It has been most rewarding to receive such numerous calls and letters telling me of the successes people have achieved just by reading the book. I hope that you will keep this edition handy for reference. Remember that sound principles never die; gimmicks do.
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Angel de la Torre
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Angel and Manuel de la Torre
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In search of better golf,
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A Note to the Reader

This book has been divided into various sections covering different aspects of the game. Some help you to build your swing, some teach you what to do to play different types of shots, while others offer you different ways to correct your swing. It suits the purpose of all types of players as well as golf instructors.

How to Use This Book

If you are a beginner, you should concentrate on Parts I and II. When you start improving, you should proceed to sections 7 and 8 in Part IV.

If you are an established player, every section of the book will be helpful with special emphasis on section 9 in Part IV, and all sections in Part V.

Regardless of your playing ability, if a certain part of your game seems to present some difficulty, you should refer to that section which discusses that part of your game.

•   If you are having problems with ball flight patterns, refer to Part III.

•   If your problem is sand play, refer to Part IV, section 6.

•   If your problem is chipping or pitching, refer to Part IV, section 7.

•   If your problem is putting, refer to Part IV, section 8.

•   If you wish to add versatility to your game, refer to part IV, section 9.

•   If your problem is performing on the golf course, refer to Part V, sections 11, 12, 13, and 14.
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The Most Important Concept

The Swing

If you look up the word swing in the dictionary, it is defined as a backward and forward movement or a to-and-fro movement.

Being a movement, the golf swing should be studied, produced, and felt as a movement.

It is the movement of the golf club as a whole that we should be concerned with.

The swinging motion of the golf club is not a series of actions or parts which, even if they could be learned, can be put together consciously to achieve a single smooth movement. If the swinging motion were attempted as a series of actions, then after one action has been completed, something else would have to be done to produce the next one, failing to produce the smoothness and the continuity that the golf swing must have.

The emphasis in this interpretation of the golf swing is on the golf club. It is the tool we must use properly in order to send the golf ball to a specific target, while allowing everything else that happens to be a direct result of the club’s motion—the swing.

The most enjoyable thing about this way of interpreting and producing the golf swing is the few things that you have to keep in mind or think about while executing a golf shot. Since it only takes about 2.5 seconds to make a golf swing, one cannot expect to think about more than one thing in such a short time span. Players who try to think of four, five, or more things invariably forget all but one. In the next shot, they will think of one of the forgotten ones, but still forget the rest.

In my opinion, this is the proper approach to the golf swing. You do not have to think about keeping your left arm straight, keeping your head down, consciously shifting your weight on the forward swing, keeping your elbow close to your body, pulling down with your left hand to start the forward swing, snapping your wrists to generate power as the club nears the ball, etc.

The swinging concept maintains that if you produce a swinging motion with the golf club:

  1. The left arm will be extended (not straight) by the centrifugal force produced by the swinging motion. It simply has to be responsive.

  2. The head will remain down sufficiently long through the instinctive human reaction of looking at whatever is going to be struck.

  3. The weight will transfer to the left foot (right foot for left-handed players) after the club strikes the ball by having the body respond to the centrifugal force created by the swinging motion.

  4. The body turn that takes place on the forward swing as the body responds to the club’s swinging motion will produce a definite closeness of the body and the right elbow. It is not the elbow that gets close to the body.

  5. By using the arms in the forward swing, the club will start correctly from the beginning of the forward swing without trying to use a pulling action with the left hand (right hand for left-handed players) to start it.

  6. Wrist action will be an involuntary reaction to the coiling action (backswing) and the uncoiling action (forward swing) of the club. It is caused by the circular motion needed to swing the club over the right shoulder (left shoulder for left handed players). In the forward swing it is caused by the centrifugal force created through the swinging motion.

The problem with trying to do any of these things consciously is that we overdo them, and, furthermore, whatever we try to do will be at the wrong time.

To repeat, the emphasis in our presentation is that, having set the club on a true swinging motion the golfer must then allow the body to respond to the motion of the swing itself.

In Chapter 4 we discuss how to develop a true swinging motion with the golf club. First though it is important to understand that proper grip, stance, and alignment are essential preparations to a consistent swing.


Part I

Preparing to Swing: Grip, Stance, and Alignment
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Chapter 1

The Grip

The golf club is an implement, a tool we hold in our hands to propel a golf ball in a cer ain direction, and the way it is held is extremely important. There are various ways of positioning the hands on the club, but they should be placed in such a way that it is easy for the player to return the clubhead to the ball so that it is at a right angle to the line in which the golf ball is to be sent.

Note: If you are a left-handed golfer you have to reverse the reaction of the hand positions.

The Overlapping Grip
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Figure 1
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Figure 2

•   For right-handed players, the high hand is the left hand, the low hand is the right hand.

•   For left-handed players, the high hand is the right hand, the low hand is the left hand.

Three types of grips are in common use, and their names describe each one.

Overlapping Grip: The little finger of the low hand is placed over the index finger of the high hand. See Figures 1 and 2.

Interlocking Grip: The little finger of the low hand interlocks with the index finger of the high hand. See Figures 3 and 4.

Ten Finger Grip: All ten fingers are in contact with the club. This is commonly known as the baseball grip. See Figures 5 and 6.

Before considering these grips in detail, you should understand some very important characteristics that all the grips have in common.

The Interlocking Grip
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Figure 3
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Figure 4

The Ten Finger Grip
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Figure 5
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Figure 6

  1. The club rests diagonally across the palm of the high hand. If the club is placed too far toward the fingertips, when the holding pressure is applied, the club will be rotated by the fingers and the clubhead will end up closed.

  2. The club rests diagonally across the fingers of the low hand in the overlapping and interlocking grips. In the ten finger grip, the club also rests diagonally across the palm of the low hand.

  3. The V formed by the thumb and index finger of each hand should point to the center of the body.

What can be expected if the Vs are not lined up to the center of the body?

a. V of high hand centered and V of low hand points to right shoulder: At time of contact with the ball, the clubhead will be closed.

b. V of low hand centered and V of high hand points to right shoulder: At time of contact with the ball, the clubhead will be closed.

c. V of high hand points to left shoulder and V of low hand centered: At time of contact with the ball, the clubhead will be open.

d. V of low hand points to left shoulder and V of high hand centered: At time of contact with the ball, the clubhead will be open.

e. V of both hands point toward the right shoulder: The clubhead will be closed at time of contact with the ball, but the effect will be double that of a and b.

f. V of both hands point toward the left shoulder: The clubhead will be open at time of contact with the ball, but the effect will be double that of c and d.

g. V of each hand point in opposite directions (one toward the left shoulder and one toward the right shoulder): Most unpredictable since it is very difficult to have both hands working in the same direction, therefore, whichever hand becomes dominant during the swing will affect the clubhead at the moment of ball contact.

  4. When the hands are opened:

a. The palms should face each other.

b. The fingers will point vertically downward.

With the hands in the position described, they are in balance:

•   With each other

•   With the clubhead

•   With the target line—the direction in which the ball is to be sent

When the hands are in balance, they do not work against each other, they always complement each other.

When the grip is properly taken, if you open your hands, the palm of your low hand should be facing a direction parallel to the target line. See Figure 7. The face of the clubhead will then also be at a right angle to that target line at the moment of impact.

If you use your hand to hit the ball such as when playing handball, the palm of the hand making contact with the ball will be facing the direction in which the ball is to be sent. In golf, since we are using two hands, if the palm of the low hand is facing a line parallel to the target line, the high hand will be facing the opposite direction. Thus the hands will be in a palm to palm relationship.

It is not difficult to have a good grip, if the reasons for it are understood and accepted.
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Figure 7

When there is a defect in the grip, in order to have the clubhead meet the ball so that it is at a right angle to the target line, the player has to make some sort of compensating action or movement to send the ball straight to the target. The problem with this compensation is that it has to be exactly the right amount every time the club is swung. If it is more or less than needed, accuracy will not be very good. When the grip is correct, there is no need for these compensating actions or movements.

Overlapping Grip

In the overlapping grip, the high hand is placed on the club first and usually it is placed correctly without much difficulty. Fitting the low hand with the high hand is another matter—the problem is usually the little finger of the low hand. It is responsible, most of the time, for the incorrect positioning of the low hand. Most golfers think that in order to feel that their grip is secure and powerful, the little finger must be hooked around so that it reaches the knuckles of the high hand. This is a false interpretation of security and power, even though it may be real in the player’s mind.

The little finger is quite short and to reach the knuckles of the high hand, it forces the low hand to slide under the shaft so that the palm is almost facing the sky. See Figure 8. In this position, the low hand will influence the clubhead to be very closed. Getting the golf ball into the air will be difficult, and if it does rise, it will curve rapidly to the left for right-handed players and to the right for lefthanded players. The little finger of the low hand should be the last finger to be placed, not the first. Place the hands correctly on the club without the little finger, and then let the little finger fold naturally over the index finger of the high hand. This will eliminate the problem completely.
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Figure 8

Interlocking Grip

The interlocking grip is taken by placing the high hand on the club in the same manner as in the overlapping grip, but when the low hand is placed on the club the little finger is interlocked with the index finger of the high hand. The thumb of the high hand may remain in the same position as in the overlapping grip, inside the low hand, or it may be placed over the fingers of the high hand, outside of the low hand.

This hand position has the disadvantage of separating the thumb and index finger of the high hand, a most important combination for control and feel in both hands. However, for those who wish to use the interlocking grip, be sure that both hands are in balance as in the overlapping grip, that is, with each V pointing to the center of the body.

Ten Finger Grip

In this grip, all ten fingers are in contact with the club. The hands should be placed as close as possible without crowding them. They should be in balance, with each V pointing to the center of the body.

It is preferable to call this grip the ten finger grip instead of the baseball grip because you hold a baseball bat at a right angle to the fingers and this cannot be when holding a golf club. Due to the angle at which the golf club is held when the clubhead is on the ground behind the ball, and the inclined plane on which it is swung, it must lay diagonally across the hands and fingers. If the club were held at a right angle to the fingers, it would be difficult and most uncomfortable to place the clubhead on the ground at the address position. The clubhead would have a tendency to approach the ball too high, resulting in topped shots.

When is the 10 Finger Grip Recommended?

Although my preferred grip is the overlapping grip, there are circumstances that make it more beneficial to the player to use the 10 finger grip.

Following are my reasons for using it:

  1. Very young children—their hands are too little to use any other grip.

  2. Adults with very short fingers.

  3. Adults with very small hands.

  4. Adults who have developed arthritis and using any other grip is rather painful.

As long as the hands are in balance as described, the 10 finger grip is a perfectly good way to hold the golf club.

Grip Pressure

Golfers are always much concerned with the amount of pressure they should use to hold the golf club and which fingers apply the greatest pressure. The same attitude should exist in taking the grip when using a golf club as when using a tennis racket, holding a pencil, or holding a ball you are going to throw. No one worries about which finger holds tighter or which fingers are responsible for doing one thing or another when holding any other tool. Why should we have this worry in golf? We should not have it, it is unnecessary.

All fingers should be used equally to get the best grip on a golf club. There should be a feel of oneness—not two hands or ten fingers. When the grip is first taken, the pressure used should be equal from the little finger of the high hand to the thumb and index finger of the low hand. This is static pressure—the club is at rest.

Once the club is swinging, the grip pressure moves up and down through the hands and fingers, based on the speed of the swing. The greater the speed, the greater the pressure in the high hand. Because this shift in pressure is inevitable and uncontrollable on the conscious level, it can never be exactly determined.

Should the grip pressure at the swing speed of 100 miles per hour be increased that 20% at the beginning of the swing, at the beginning of the forward swing, at the impact point? (Is this percentage correct? Should it be a different number? Who could ever tell?) Effort to determine such things keeps people from learning the game easily and quickly; it creates unnecessary complications that seriously affect your game.
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