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		Suddenly a puff of wind, a puff faint and tepid 
 and laden with strange odours of blossoms, 
 of aromatic wood, comes out of the still night – 
 the first sigh of the East on my face. That I can never forget. 
 It was impalpable and enslaving, like a charm, 
 like a whispered promise of mysterious delight.
 Joseph Conrad, ‘Youth’
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		Prologue

			

	
									The life of Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski reads like an adventure story, an adventure story written by somebody like Joseph Conrad. 
 During the twenty years from the time that he left Poland in October 1874 until he signed off his last vessel in January 1894, Konrad worked in ships. For fifteen of those years he served under the Red Ensign as a British merchant seaman, and Konrad describes it as ‘the finest day in his life’ when in 1880 and at the age of twenty-three he received his certificate as a second mate in the British Merchant Navy. Eventually Konrad would make his home in England and apply for British nationality, which was granted in 1886. 
 Konrad served aboard numerous ships as a crew member and then as third, second and first mate, until eventually achieving the rank of captain and command of the three-masted barque Otago. He lived an adventurous life at sea in the final and glorious days of sailing ships, the three-masted square-rigged ships that were the most beautiful vessels to ever sail the oceans. The seamen on these sailing ships were at one with the elements, the wind, the waves, the tides and the currents, and it required great skill to harness nature to their purpose. The sea emphasised the dependence of man upon man, and loyalty to the ship, as a condition of survival against the hostile elements of nature. It was a dangerous life and of the first seven British sailing vessels that Konrad worked, five of them were ultimately lost at sea.
 Konrad’s favoured destination was Asia, the bustling transit port of Singapore, the remote islands and ports of the Dutch East Indies. It was from Singapore that he made four voyages as first mate on the steamship Vidar to a small trading post which was forty miles up a river on the east coast of Borneo. A river and a settlement which he described as ‘one of the lost, forgotten, unknown places on earth’ and where he would meet the people, places and events that he describes in his first novels. 
 Towards the end of his sailing career, at the age of thirty-five, with no ship and no immediate prospect of a command, Konrad’s days were empty. Idle in London he began to write of his experiences of the people he had met at that isolated trading post on the Berau River in eastern Borneo. The idea of writing an entire book was then outside his imagination, but the characters he had met in Borneo began to visit him in the front sitting room of his furnished apartment in a Pimlico square. 
 About half of everything Joseph Conrad ever wrote takes place in Southeast Asia: six novels, plus more than a dozen short stories and novellas, which are all evocative of the exotic East. Although his love was for sailing ships and the world’s great oceans, his voyages on the tramp ship Vidar to the Java Sea, the Macassar Strait and the east coast of Borneo inspired more of Conrad’s fiction than any other period in his life. His Borneo books – Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the Islands, Lord Jim, Victory and The Rescue – were all based on the places he had visited, the stories he had heard, and the people he had met during his voyages in the Indonesian archipelago. It is his excellent visual memory of people, landscape, estuaries, rivers, climate, jungle foliage, commerce, local politics, religion and dress that bring his fictional world to life. 
 In Almayer’s Folly Conrad introduces us to the anti-hero of his first two novels, who is based on a Dutchman born in Java known as Charles Olmeijer, the resident trader of that small outpost on the Berau River. He left a deep impression on Conrad because of the vastness of his ambitions compared to his derelict appearance and his actual situation. Conrad later wrote that ‘If I had not got to know Almayer pretty well, it is almost certain there would never have been a line of mine in print’. 
 Almayer’s Folly was published in 1895 under the anglicised name of Joseph Conrad and he then devoted himself full-time to writing. He wrote slowly, always struggling with deadlines and anxious about money. Although his work was frequently interrupted by agonising periods of writer’s block and persistent illnesses, he went on to write some twenty novels as well as some of the world’s greatest short fiction. His books were a critical success but he only obtained commercial success late in his career after the publication of Chance, one of his few novels that had a happy ending. 
 Conrad was important because he was an outsider who had not grown up with the popular myths of the glory of the British Empire. He became British but viewed the world from a non-British perspective and was one of the first English writers of the period to pierce the popular assumptions of superiority that had grown up around the British Empire, colonials and colonial life. The place he now occupies in letters is as the English critic Walter Allen wrote: ‘Conrad’s best work represents a body of achievement unequalled in English fiction this century by any writer except [Henry] James.’ While Henry James wrote in a letter to Conrad: ‘No one has known – for intellectual use – the things you know, and you have, as the artist of the whole matter, an authority that no one has approached.’ Conrad’s greatness lies in his ability to create an absolutely convincing illusion of reality and for Joseph Conrad his greatest honour was to have his novels regarded as English classics in his own lifetime and despite the fact that English was not his native language.
 My interest in Conrad began when I arrived in Indonesia from the sea and as a young man around the same age as Joseph Conrad. During my years of residence and my travels throughout the Indonesian archipelago, I, like Conrad, fell in love with its people its extraordinary mixture of races, ethnic groups, religions, languages, cultures and its endlessly fascinating history. 
 In his writing, Conrad was able to convert actual events of his own experience into enduring fiction and he once said that everything about his life can be found in his books. Not all of Conrad’s fiction is based on his real life, but the material in many of his books is mainly autobiographical and in this book I am able to use a mixture of my words, together with his, to tell this story of Joseph Conrad’s eastern voyages and how he made the connection between his own life experiences and the characters and events in his first novels.
 This book aims to intertwine Conrad’s own reflections with my observations and experiences in Indonesia and Singapore, offering a unique perspective that bridges past and present, fiction and reality. It is my hope that this retelling not only pays homage to Conrad’s legacy but also inspires a deeper appreciation for the rich tapestry of cultures and histories that he encountered during his voyages. 
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		Voyage of the Palestine, 1881

			

	
									And this is how I see the East. I have seen its secret places and have looked into its very soul; but now I see it always from a small boat, a high outline of mountains, blue and afar in the morning; like faint mist at noon; a jagged wall of purple at sunset.
 Joseph Conrad, ‘Youth’
  
 For his first voyage to the Far East, Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski found an insignificant little three-masted barque covered in rust, dust and grime lying in a dark pool in one of the smaller London dockyards. The Palestine needed a second mate, and he appears on the ship’s articles as Konrad Korzeniowski, aged twenty-four, of Gittomir, Poland. What Konrad was looking for was at least twelve months of certified experience as a regular watchkeeping officer in a deep-sea vessel. The captain of the Palestine was Elijah Beard, a gnarled seaman of the old school who had spent his life sailing the rigours of the North Sea. A fine old man, he had been long overlooked as this was his first command and Konrad believed he was ‘sixty if a day’. The mate was an experienced Irish seaman of fifty years who had a Roman nose and a long snow-white beard; his name was Mahon. Both were thoroughly good seamen and between these two grizzled old sailors Konrad felt like a young boy standing between two grandfathers. 
 In Conrad’s short story ‘Youth’, which is essentially autobiographical, he changes the name of the Palestine to Judea and the captain from Elijah Beard to Brierly, but all other elements are almost the same. The voyage would be life-changing for Konrad because it would bring him to the Far East, to Singapore, to the Malay Archipelago and to the Dutch East Indies, places that would become the background for his first books: Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the Island and Lord Jim.
 The Palestine had been laid up for such a long time that she was covered in dust, soot and dirt. However, underneath all this grime she was a well-built British wooden sailing vessel, a barque of symmetrical rig and graceful form. As Conrad first describes her in ‘Youth’:
 
To me it was like coming out of a palace into a ruined cottage. She was about 400 tons, had a primitive windlass, wooden latches to the doors, not a bit of brass about her, and a big square stern. There was on it, below her name in big letters, a lot of scroll work, with the gilt off, and some sort of a coat of arms, with the motto ‘Do or Die’ underneath. I remember it took my fancy immensely. There was a touch of romance in it, something that made me love the old thing – something that appealed to my youth!
 
 The Palestine departed London on 21 September 1881, reaching Newcastle and the River Tyne where it remained for five weeks loading its cargo of coal. The vessel then left Newcastle in November with six hundred tons of coal to deliver across the Indian Ocean and halfway around the world to Bangkok in Thailand. This was Konrad’s first voyage as a ship’s officer and his first voyage to what he described as the mysterious East. At only twenty-four years of age his voyage on the Palestine was going to be a great adventure:
 
O Youth! The strength of it, the faith of it, the imagination of it! To me she was not an old rattle-trap carting about the world a lot of coal for a freight – to me she was the endeavour, the test, the trial of life. I think of her with pleasure, with affection, with regret – as you would think of someone dead you have loved. I shall never forget her.
 
 A new technical innovation had completely revolutionised sea freight. Built in Britain in 1839, the oak-hulled SS Archimedes was the world’s first screw propeller-driven steamship designed for open-water voyages. Screw propulsion had considerable influence on ship development and its positive effect on commercial vessels resulted in its adoption by the Royal Navy. Ten years later the revolutionary SS Great Britain, built by Brunel, became the first iron-hulled and screw-driven ship, the first ship to combine these two innovations and the first ship of its type to cross the Atlantic. In the beginning, these first ocean-going steamships also kept their sails because they could not carry enough coal or water for long-distance voyages and their engines were not always reliable. However, the greater size and reliability of steamships allowed them to load much more freight than sailing ships and, importantly, the insurance premiums for their cargo were much less. 
 The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 cut three thousand eight hundred miles off the journey from London to China and gave the steamships a critical advantage over sailing vessels on the busy Europe to Asia route. The canal was not a practical option for sailing vessels, as using a tug to haul them through was expensive. Steamships immediately made use of this new waterway and found themselves in high demand in China for the start of the 1870 tea season. So successful was steamship trade using the Suez Canal that forty-five new steamships were built in the Clyde shipyards in 1871 for the Eastern trade. 
 Coal was needed to fuel the iron steamships that were now traversing the world’s oceans and coal bunkers were positioned at ports around the world. To the regret of many, including a whole breed of ocean-going sailors, graceful sailing ships were converted into grimy coal colliers. However, it was much more difficult for the steamship to take over the long-haul trades to Australia, New Zealand, Chile and California which entailed rounding the Cape of Good Hope or Cape Horn and it was on these routes that sailing ships lasted well into the twentieth century. 
 By 1883 the total tonnage of British steamships exceeded that of sail for the first time. The total tonnage had risen as the size of the iron steamships increased but the total number of vessels declined and it was estimated that two hundred and sixty shipmasters lost employment every year. This was not a good time to be employed as a merchant seaman but despite all these difficulties Konrad refused to go into steam as he loved the fine lines and character of the great sailing ships of the day. Competition with steam meant that sailing ships increasingly carried too much canvas, with too few men to safely work these ships. It was a dangerous life and Conrad wrote:
 
Like a beautiful and unscrupulous woman, the sea of the past was glorious in its smile, irresistible in its anger, capricious, enticing, illogical, irresponsible, a thing of love, a thing of fear. It cast a spell, it gave joy, it lulled gently into boundless faith, then with quick and causeless anger it killed. But its cruelty was redeemed by the charm of its inscrutable mystery, by the immensity of its promise, by the supreme witchery of its possible favour. Strong men with childlike hearts were faithful to it, were content to live by its grace – to die by its will.
 
 The Palestine departed Newcastle in beautiful sunny winter weather which lasted all the way down the North Sea, the English Channel and three hundred miles out into the Atlantic Ocean before the wind came around to the southwest and as described by Conrad:
 
In the stormy space surrounding us there was as much flying spray as air. Day after day and night after night there was nothing round the ship but the howl of the wind, the tumult of the sea, the noise of water pouring over her deck. There was no rest for her and no rest for us. She tossed, she pitched, she stood on her head, she sat on her tail, she rolled, she groaned, and we had to hold on while on deck and cling to our bunks when below, in a constant effort of body and worry of mind. 
 
 The Palestine started taking on water, forcing the crew to man the pumps in four-hour shifts. According to Conrad they pumped all night, all day, all week. They pumped for dear life, watch after watch and for their exhausted bodies it seemed like an eternity:
 
And we pumped. And there was no break in the weather. The sea was white like a sheet of foam. Like a cauldron of boiling milk: there was not a break in the clouds, no – not the size of a man’s hand, no – not for so much as ten seconds. There was for us no stay, there were for us no stars, no sun, no universe – nothing but angry clouds and an infuriated sea. We pumped watch and watch for dear life … we had forgotten how it felt to be dry.
 
 Despite the conditions, this was a great test for Konrad – as second mate he had to supervise his crew, not only ‘to keep his chaps up to the mark’ as he describes it, but to work alongside them and to ‘keep himself up to the mark’. It was a life-confirming experience and like the words written on the ship’s stern – ‘Palestine, London. Do or Die’ – Konrad and his vessel braved the worst of the elements and survived. If he did not know this already, Konrad soon learned that life on a ship was a unique life and demanded the total loyalty and discipline of its crew. Not from any terms of service or compulsion by its officers, but as a means of one’s own survival. 
 Once the storm abated the Palestine was forced to return to Falmouth for repairs. Strained beyond endurance she had spat out all the oakum that sealed her lower seams. Most of the crew considered she was unsafe, refused duty, and deserted the ship in Falmouth. The initial and hasty repairs did not fix the real problems and after another failed voyage her owners decided that the Palestine needed a complete refit. Because of numerous delays the repairs took eight months; she was completely re-calked, given a copper bottom and, according to Konrad, made as tight as a bottle. Konrad remained with the ship throughout her time in port in order to gain the time in service required for his first mate’s examination. Falmouth was good to Konrad. He had more leisure time and was able to indulge his favourite activity, which was reading and mastering the English language. He was able to go up to London to collect some books and recalls reading the dramatic works of William Shakespeare to the noisy accompaniment of caulkers’ mallets driving oakum into the dry seams of the Palestine. However, the mysterious East still awaited, and he wrote:
 
And for me there was also my youth to make me patient. There was all the East before me, and all life, and the thought that I had been tried in that ship and had come out pretty well. And I thought of men of old who, centuries ago, went that road in ships that sailed no better, to the land of palms, and spices, and yellow sands, and of brown nations ruled by kings more cruel than Nero the Roman and more splendid than Solomon the Jew.
 
 Already a year after its initial departure from London, the Palestine finally departed Falmouth for Bangkok with its cargo of coal on 17 September 1882. The voyage down the Atlantic Ocean was now literally smooth sailing. She rounded the Cape of Good Hope without stopping at Cape Town and entered the Indian Ocean whence she sailed due south to catch the Roaring Forties. However, the winds were light and weeks slipped by as the Palestine lumbered eastward towards that point in the Indian Ocean where their calculation of longitude told them they were due south of the Sunda Strait, between the islands of Sumatra and Java, and it was time to turn north:
 
The old barque lumbered on, heavy with her age and the burden of her cargo, while I lived the life of youth in ignorance and hope. She lumbered on through an interminable procession of days; and the fresh gilding flashed back at the setting sun, seemed to cry out over the darkening sea the words painted on her stern, ‘Judea, London. Do or Die’. 
 
 Coal is a dangerous cargo, especially when it has been too long aboard and too often wet. So serious was the risk of fire in coal cargoes that the subject had been considered by a Royal Commission in 1875 because of the number of coal-laden ships lost due to self-combustion of their cargo. It was reported that fifty-seven coal-laden ships were known to have been lost because of their burning cargo and an appalling total of three hundred and twenty-eight crew were reported as missing at sea. The Royal Commission reported that the principal factors identified were the quality of the coal as lower quality coals were more prone to self-heating, smaller coal lump size was also more prone to self-heating, and the wetness of the coal was a factor. It went on to say that the self-heating was caused by oxidation of the coal, with the combustion going through several stages prior to flaming ignition.
 Somewhere in the Indian Ocean, Conrad described in his short story ‘Youth’ how when he unlocked the forepeak there was a heavy, sooty smell of paraffin – the coal had started to combust! The next day the vessel began to smoke in earnest. The coal had broken into smaller lumps in the transfer to a storage hulk in Falmouth then it had become wet in rain on the journey back from the hulk. This was another case of spontaneous combustion, although there was no sign of fire as without sufficient oxygen the coal only smouldered down below.
 Captain Beard called the crew to his cabin. He had a chart spread out on the table and explained that the coast of Western Australia was near but since it was the cyclone season, they would proceed to Java Head and would try to stifle the combustion by want of air. They battened down all the hatches and still she smoked. The smoke kept seeping through the bulkheads and the covers and made its way into every part of the ship. Clearly, if smoke was escaping out then air was getting in. The only other solution was water and Conrad describes how they poured half of the Indian Ocean into the main hatch:
 
Steam ascended mingling with the smoke. We poured salt water as into a barrel without a bottom. It was our fate to pump in that ship, to pump out of her, to pump into her; and after keeping water out of her to save ourselves from being drowned, we now frantically poured water into her to save ourselves from being burnt. 
 
 After flooding the bottom of the ship with water the smoke diminished and in two days there was no smoke at all. There were broad grins all around. The crew cleaned themselves up for the first time in a fortnight and all partook of a special dinner. They spoke of spontaneous combustion with contempt and celebrated their success in extinguishing the smouldering cargo. Then, as described by Conrad:
 
Next day it was my watch on deck from eight to twelve. At breakfast the captain observed, ‘It’s wonderful how that smell hangs about the cabin.’ About ten, the mate being on the poop, I stepped down on the main-deck for a moment. The carpenter’s bench stood abaft the mainmast: I leaned against it sucking at my pipe, and the carpenter, a young chap, came to talk to me. He remarked, ‘I think we have done very well, haven’t we?’ and then I perceived with annoyance the fool was trying to tilt the bench. I said curtly, ‘Don’t, Chips,’ and immediately became aware of a queer sensation, of an absurd delusion, – I seemed somehow to be in the air. I heard all round me like a pent-up breath released – as if a thousand giants simultaneously had said Phoo! – and felt a dull concussion which made my ribs ache suddenly. No doubt about it – I was in the air, and my body was describing a short parabola. But short as it was, I had the time to think several thoughts in, as far as I can remember, the following order: ‘This can’t be the carpenter – What is it? – Some accident –Submarine volcano? – Coals, gas! – By Jove! We are being blown up –Everybody’s dead – I am falling into the after-hatch – I see fire in it.’ 
 
 The deck was a wilderness of smashed timber, lying crosswise like trees in a forest after a hurricane; an immense curtain of soiled rags waved gently in the air which was the mainsail blown to strips. The deck was a tangle of planks on edge, of planks on end, of splinters, of ruined woodwork and the masts rose from the chaos like towering trees above a matted undergrowth:
 
The first person I saw was Mahon, with eyes like saucers, his mouth open, and the long white hair standing straight on end round his head like a silver halo. He was just about to go down when the sight of the main deck stirring, heaving up, and changing into splinters before his eyes, petrified him on the top step. I stared at him in unbelief, and he stared at me in a queer kind of shocked curiosity. I did not know that I had no hair, no eyebrows, no eyelashes and that my young moustache was burnt off, that my face was black, one cheek laid open, my nose cut, and my chin bleeding. 
 
 A passing steamer offered to tow the Palestine to Batavia (Jakarta) but the speed of their vessel only fanned the flames. She was now completely on fire and there was nothing that could save her or the crew. The crew abandoned the ship for the three tenders – the long boat, the second boat and a smaller boat – and these three boats drifted clear of the ship. Konrad was assigned to the smaller fourteen-foot boat and so received his first command. He had been ordered to keep close to the long boat in case of bad weather:
 
And do you know what I thought? I thought I would part company as soon as I could. I wanted to have my first command all to myself. I wasn’t going to sail in a squadron if there were a chance for independent cruising. I would make land by myself. I would beat the other boats. Youth! All youth! The silly, charming, beautiful youth. 
 
 The captain and her crew had an obligation to its owners and insurers to see the last of their ship. The three boats, rafted up, drifted together the whole night, heaving and settling on the swell until they finally saw the last gasp of the Palestine:
 
A magnificent death had come like a grace, like a gift, like a reward to that old ship at the end of her laborious days. The surrender of her weary ghost to the keeping of stars and sea was stirring like the sight of a glorious triumph. The masts fell just before daybreak, and for a moment there was a burst and turmoil of sparks that seemed to fill with flying fire the night patient and watchful, the vast night lying silent upon the sea. At daylight she was only a charred shell, floating still under a cloud of smoke and bearing a glowing mass of coal within. 
 
 As the lifeboats pulled across her stern, a slim dart of fire shot out viciously and suddenly down she went, bow first, in a great hiss of steam. The unconsumed stern was the last to sink but the paint was gone – cracked and peeled off – and there were no letters, no words, no final threat to ‘Do or Die’ from the good ship Palestine. 
 Having been rafted up together, the three boats of survivors were then cast off from each other. Konrad sat steering his first command with nothing but water and sky around him. He had two men with him, a bag of biscuits, a few tins of meat and some water. Two men worked the oars while he whose turn it was to rest held the steering oar head on into a breaking sea. There were days and nights of calm when the boat seemed to stand still as if bewitched within the circle of the sea horizon. He remembered the heat, the deluge of rain squalls that filled their tiny water cask and then sixteen hours on end with a mouth as dry as cinder. In the afternoon, Konrad sighted the upper sails of a ship far away but said nothing, and his men did not notice. He was afraid she might be homeward bound and he had no wish to turn back from his first vision of the East:
 
And this is how I see the East. I have seen its secret places and have looked into its very soul; but now I see it always from a small boat, a high outline of mountains, blue and afar in the morning; like faint mist at noon; a jagged wall of purple at sunset. I have the feel of the oar in my hand, the vision of a scorching blue sea in my eyes. And I see a bay, a wide bay, smooth as glass and polished like ice, shimmering in the dark. A red light burns far off upon the gloom of the land, and the night is soft and warm. We drag at the oars with aching arms, and suddenly a puff of wind, a puff faint and tepid and laden with strange odours of blossoms, of aromatic wood, comes out of the still night – the first sigh of the East on my face. That I can never forget. It was impalpable and enslaving, like a charm, like a whispered promise of mysterious delight. 
 
 Steering for the red light, they entered the bay, tied up against the end of a jutting wharf and collapsed with exhaustion. In due time the rest of the crew from the Palestine reached the bay in the other two boats. For Konrad this was the achievement of his dreams: he had become the captain of his first vessel, the unnamed fourteen-foot boat that took him and his small crew to safety, and he had his first encounter with the mysterious East:
 
For me all the East is contained in that vision of my youth. It is all in that moment when I opened my young eyes on it. I came upon it from a tussle with the sea – and I was young – and I saw it looking at me. And this is all that is left of it! Only a moment; a moment of strength, of romance, of glamour – of youth!
 
 The officers and crew were taken to Singapore on the British steamship Sissie where they joined the forest of masts anchored in the harbour and were greeted by numerous sampans ready to take them ashore. About them lay hundreds of Chinese tongkangs and Malay prows unloading goods from the trading vessels lined up in what they called the ‘Roads of Singapore’. This was Konrad’s first view of Singapore and before him lay Johnstone Pier, the Harbour Master’s Office, the entrance to the Singapore River and the warehouses storing goods that were often in trans-shipment to Hong Kong, the Malay Peninsula and the Indonesian archipelago. At the heart of the vista was Government Hill, with its verdant lawns and large bungalow. Below that lay the European town, the mansions of the merchant princes, St Andrews Cathedral and Sailors’ Home. If he had looked closely, Konrad could also have seen the European hospital overlooking the harbour.
 Records show that Konrad was discharged on 3 April 1883 and remained in Singapore for the whole of April. More than likely, he would have stayed in Sailors’ Home and explored the port area including the Harbour Office, the offices of the various shipping agents and the various cafés and bars where seamen congregated to swap stories and compare voyages. 
 Singapore was the centre of all the archipelago trade – from Borneo, the Straits Settlements of Penang and Malacca on the Malay Peninsula, from Sumatra, Java and the thousands of islands in the Dutch East Indies. The East with its whispered promise of mysterious delight would remain part of Joseph Conrad’s life, both through his voyages to eastern ports and in his first books. 
 ‘Youth’ is a great adventure story and finishes with its author’s introduction to the Far East, but who was Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski and what had brought him to this point in his life?
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Few Conrad scholars have been

to many of the places that feature in his
Malay fiction, and it is refreshing to read a
book that contains Burnet’s knowledge

of Indonesia and of Singapore ... a very
welcome addition to a complex area of
Conrad’s life and writing.
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