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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to the memory of my half-brother Henush, my half-sister Helena, and their mother Hela, my father’s first wife. They were murdered under the Nazi regime. There is no information or documentation about them.


Henush Arian, four years old when he was murdered
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Helena Arian, three years old when she was murdered
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Hela Arian, with her beloved children
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This book is in honor of my indomitable mother, Lea (Laika) Alperowicz-Arian and my devoted father, Sam (Zygmunt, Zalman) Arian. They learned to speak six languages, played cards with zest and taught me to laugh and cry for no reason.


My brother, Morris, and me, my father and mother in Israel


[image: Images]


This book salutes my Inheritor cohort of children who were born to parents who survived the Holocaust. I would like to say this to our generation. We are now adults and living all over the world; we may not know each other but we are intimately connected. We were given life and an obligation to bear witness. We were given a task to remind the world of the Holocaust in order to prevent hatred anywhere in the world. That is not to say that we don’t have the right to live our own lives, free from the horrors of our past.


A salute also goes to Inheritors of trauma from around the globe who have inherited a burdensome legacy and have accepted to undertake the difficult soul work required to explore their story.




I am interested in researching the unfinished business in my soul and the unsaid weight of history that waits to be said.


—Robert Romanyshyn,
The Wounded Researcher
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FOREWORD


The Inheritors: Moving Forward from Generational Trauma is a seminal work by Dr. Gita Arian Baack, and should be read by everyone who has encountered some form of trauma in his or her life or who has inherited trauma. Dr. Baack’s provocative book suggests that we inherit traumas from our families and even from previous generations, and further, that these inherited traumas influence and impact our present life as well as future generations. She counsels that only after we have understood these traumas can we access our feelings of loss, grief and outrage and go on to live our lives fully.


Dr. Baack leads us on a journey over several continents and into unknown recesses of our minds as she urges us to seek out the answers to our inherited traumas that have impacted us to greater degrees than we realize. She shows us the possibility of great strength and resilience in our stories along with sadness and pain through her personal anecdotes, poetry and excerpts of dialogues with the Inheritor generations after the Holocaust.


As an advocate for positive change, particularly regarding racism in our communities, I found the constant theme that flows from the first to the last page regarding the importance of dialogue between groups and within groups, provided me with new insights on how sharing our stories can help build understanding and solutions for current and future generations. In America, we are faced with many provocative issues that have caused immense divisiveness between “black” people and “white” people. The US election of 2016 demonstrates that racism is very much alive. However, we have not found an effective way to deal with racism because the full impacts have not been surfaced or adequately discussed, a common theme in The Inheritors. In the same vein we haven’t explored our inherited history fully, for example, what were the impacts resulting from the disconnection from the African culture and communal way of life? What were the impacts on our social and institutional systems and on individuals resulting from 300 years of slavery?


Dr. Baack brings us an important message as she urges us to know and embrace our past in all its fullness for therein lies our hope for the future. With this understanding, Inheritors everywhere must engage in conversations that will help us collectively work with others to provide future generations with a better world for all of humanity.


—Herbert Merrill II, Doctorate of Education (D.Ed.); CEO, Merrill Consulting Associates, LLC; Board of Directors, Mental Health Colorado; American Counselling Association, American Psychological Association.
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AN INVITATION TO MY READER
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We are each of us angels with only one wing. And we can only fly embracing each other.


—Luciano De Crescenzo,
Italian writer, film director, and actor


Inheritors of trauma can be defined as the generations of people who, consciously or unconsciously, have thoughts and feelings about devastating events that happened when they were very young or before they were born, or that may even go back to earlier generations.


While each of us, as an Inheritor, has followed our own unique path and has inherited our own unique stories, Inheritors of trauma share many similarities. How do I know? As often happens when one goes on a journey of self-discovery, I have met people from various cultures and countries whose description of their journey is similar to mine. I realized we have a universal story of inherited trauma, as I call it, and I call our cohort Inheritors or Inheritors of trauma. Ours is a kind of second-hand story, and it pervades our lives like deadly second-hand smoke. And like second-hand smoke, it has been invisible, often unacknowledged, but it has grievously betrayed our ability to be whole.


In speaking with other Inheritors, I often heard these key phrases: “My mother talked; my father didn’t: or “My father talked, my mother didn’t.” “They didn’t talk.” or “They talked all the time.” Repeated time and again by people all over the world, these phrases struck me as being more than coincidental. Generations of Inheritors of trauma everywhere are living with incomplete stories, not fully understanding why they have this sense of absence and loss.


I brought together Inheritors to talk in small groups, and I discovered that most of them have never had a chance to tell their story, not even to themselves; yet, they can easily tell their parents’ stories, however complete or incomplete. As you read The Inheritors, we will explore many reasons that explain this. For now, let me just say that the tragic story that we have inherited usually overtakes our own story. For me, and perhaps for you, it is time to explore our own story.


The list of those who are Inheritors of trauma is long, and what follows is not necessarily a complete list. You may find yourself in more than one description:


•  Inheritors are descendants of a community that has suffered from victimization and marginalization based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religious prejudices, dogma, and practices or government policies.


•  Inheritors are the descendants affected directly or indirectly by war, armed conflict, and terrorist attacks. Given that, in the twentieth century alone, at least 108 million people were killed in wars, there are potentially countless Inheritors.


•  Inheritors include descendants of the European Jewish Holocaust and Genocide and other genocides including those in Armenia, Rwanda and Burundi, Cambodia, Nanking, Croatia, Africa, India, Pakistan, Vietnam, Korea, and sadly we now include, South Sudan and Syria.


•  Inheritors include the Indigenous people of Canada, the US, Australia, New Zealand, Brazil, Peru, Africa and elsewhere, who inherited a mostly unacknowledged legacy of genocide, a history of racism, degradation, and near eradication of their cultures.


•  Inheritors are the descendants of African and East Indian slave traders (Portuguese, Dutch, Danish, French, and British).


•  Inheritors include the loved ones of returning soldiers who came back damaged, suffering from PTSD, medicating themselves with alcohol and drugs and often committing suicide, leaving their families haunted and feeling guilty over the pain they could do nothing to heal.


•  Inheritors may be the children and grandchildren of war veterans, of detention camp internees, or of prisoners in POW camps. These Inheritors proudly carry their heroic legacy and suffering even if they do not know the details of the acts of their predecessors’ heroism or martyrdom.


•  Inheritors include today’s 30 million children of more than 63 million fleeing refugees who helplessly struggle through harrowing experiences.


•  Inheritors may be descendants of family members who were either the perpetrators or the collaborators of violence and killings. They may be carrying the guilt of this legacy, or they may have transformed the guilt into hatred and violence.


•  Inheritors may be the descendants of the bystanders—the neighbors who saw what was happening but either didn’t want to help or felt powerless to help.


•  Inheritors include economic migrants, a term used by the United Nations to describe migrants who leave their country due to bad economic conditions rather than fear of persecution on the basis of race, religion, or ethnicity.


•  Inheritors may come from families who have suffered the effects of natural disasters such as tsunamis, earthquakes, hurricanes, mining disasters, etc.


•  Inheritors may have suffered the effects on the family of crime, sexual abuse, mental or physical illness, economic hardship, death, accidents, etc.


•  Inheritors may have suffered from family difficulties, physical or mental health issues, suicide, unfair and heavy-handed treatment by government bureaucracies, courts, and institutions—i.e., the education system, health care system, internal revenue system, and large corporations.


And the list goes on . . .


People have asked me if I undertook this writing as a way of healing. My response is a clear “no!” This book is not about healing. Healing implies that there is something that is broken in us, something that needs to be fixed. We are not broken. The pathological paradigm so prevalent today leads us to think that we need to be fixed. Anti-depressants, diets, the latest gadgets, self-help books, webinars, new jargon, new gurus, new experts abound. They only give us the sense that we need help, that we are not capable, that we don’t have power or a voice, and that we need all of these things to become whole. I would rather believe that, by exploring our unfinished stories, we would discover our unique resilience and our capacity for moving forward.


My invitation to you, then, is to join me in recognizing that, while we have inherited much loss, we have also inherited a capacity to move in the world with compassion and strength. Let us think of our journey together as a way of exploring our stories to help us find our common experience. My hope is that you will feel that you are neither alone nor “crazy.”


During our journey together, you will listen in on some of the dialogues I held with Inheritors, giving you a glimpse of the richness of group dialogues and of the support that people give each other, often leading to new understandings and even personal transformation.


You will find that each chapter ends with questions to help you in your reflections and to discover what the stories, dialogues, and concepts presented can mean for you. I would encourage you to use these questions as you inquire about your inherited story and explore the stories of your family and members of your community. This process will help you to build a more complete picture, perhaps close some gaps in your story, and help you reframe (see a new perspective) of your understandings, emotions, and needs. You may have multiple stories with multiple reflections, and so you may want to answer the questions from various perspectives, since life is filled with rich nuances and interesting contradictions. Moving through the different aspects of our selves enables us to find the connections and the balance between past and present. I’m sure you will agree with me that the approach I offer is a far better way of talking about trauma and trans-generational trauma, a non-pathological way that opens new possibilities and new understandings.


Throughout the book, I will speak from my own personal context as an Inheritor whose parents survived the Holocaust, the most well-known genocide in history. That the killings were legally sanctioned and that industrial methods were used for mass killings make the Jewish Holocaust unique in history.


Of course there have been, and continue to be, other genocides as there have been throughout history, though the Jewish genocide was unique in a number of aspects. In Chapter Two, we will look briefly at a few of these genocides to acknowledge their existence and indicate the extent and breadth of suffering that we have, in essence, collectively inherited. While many of the illustrations of the concepts I present come from the Jewish Holocaust, I believe that what we understand about the trauma as well as the resilience experienced by Jewish Inheritors extends to the Inheritors of other holocausts and genocides.


This is a good time to move into the first set of questions that will help you write your story as we move along. Wherever you start is the right place. Whichever part of the story you want to tell is the right part. You can edit and move things around later. The ease of editing and deleting on a computer can lead you to doubt yourself, so I would recommend that you type without editing, or, better yet, do not use a computer at all. Find a notebook and write, write, write. Writing will enable you to let your thoughts and memories flow so that you won’t have time to second-guess yourself. Make sure you continue writing by giving yourself permission to take even twenty minutes a day to do this important work for yourself and for the people you care about.


Trust yourself, trust your story—it will grow as it should!




Constructing Your Story


Chapter 1 Questions: An Invitation to My Reader





•  How do you feel as you set out on this journey of exploring your story?


•  Who were the primary victims of your story, the survivor(s) (i.e., the First Generation) who experienced the traumatic event(s) directly?


•  Where are you in the continuum? Survivor/First Generation; Second Generation (child, brother, sister, friend who inherited the trauma second-hand); Third Generation (grandchild or equivalent); Fourth Generation (great-grandchild or equivalent); Fifth Generation; Sixth Generation; more than Sixth Generation?


•  What do you hope to learn or to change by reading this book?


•  What do you want to stop doing, to continue doing, and to start doing with regards to your story and how it affects you?
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GENOCIDES AND HOLOCAUSTS: YESTERDAY AND TODAY


[image: Images]


So let us be alert in a twofold sense: since Auschwitz, we know what man is capable of; and since Hiroshima we know what is at stake.


—Victor Frankl,
Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist, Holocaust survivor, and author of Man’s Search for Meaning


For centuries there have been countless massacres of designated ethnic groups, but these were not acknowledged as crimes against humanity until Rafael Lemkin, a Jew, coined the term genocide in 1944, in light of the Jewish Holocaust. The derivation of genocide comes from “geno,” the Greek term for race, and “cide,” Latin for killing.


In 1933, before the Holocaust, Lemkin made a presentation to the Legal Council of the  League of Nations conference on international criminal law in Madrid, for which he prepared an essay on the “Crime of Barbarity,” describing such barbarity as a crime against international law. Lemkin conceived of genocide as a deliberate act of persecution and destruction, not as an aberration. His definition included attacks on political and social institutions, culture, language, national feelings, religion, and the economic existence of a group. In his view, even non-lethal acts that undermine the liberty, dignity, and personal security of members of a group constitute genocide if they contribute to the weakening of the group. After the war, France added that the destruction of a culture, even though its bearers survive, also qualifies as genocide. The following information which can be found on the Genocide Watch website, outlines what is considered genocide and what are the acts that are punishable accordingly.1


In 1948, after the crimes against the Jewish people of Europe, the crime of genocide was defined in international law under the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide. In Article II, the United Nations defined genocide as any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group including:


(a)  Killing members of the group;


(b)  Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;


(c)  Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;


(d)  Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;


(e)  Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.


In Article III, the United Nations outlined that the following acts shall be punishable:


(a)  Genocide;


(b)  Conspiracy to commit genocide;


(c)  Direct and public incitement to commit genocide;


(d)  Attempt to commit genocide;


(e)  Complicity in genocide.


The Genocide Convention was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 9 December 1948. The Convention entered into force on 12 January 1951. More than 130 nations have ratified the Genocide Convention, and over 70 nations have made provisions for the punishment of genocide in domestic criminal law. The text of Article II of the Genocide Convention was included as a crime in Article 6 of the 1998 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.


The recent trials of Slobodan Milosevic in the International Criminal Court in The Hague, and of Saddam Hussein in an Iraqi court, are examples of the application of this law. In addition, an important consequence of this law is that nations have the legal right to take collective responsibility wherever there is oppression and killings of innocent people.


Today, many groups are seeking acknowledgement of the genocide against their people, including Armenians, Albanians, Indigenous people and others. As of March 2016, Genocide Watch listed on its website people at risk of genocide in the following countries: Syria, Sudan, Iraq, Somalia, Central African Republic, Rakhine and Kachin in Myanmar, Nigeria, and Burundi.


The Holocaust


One could do as one pleased only with stateless people.


—Hannah Arendt, Political Theorist, The Origins of Totalitarianism, and Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil)


From the 1950s onwards, the term Holocaust was increasingly used in English to refer to the Nazi genocide of the European Jews (or Judeocide). The terms Holocaust and Genocide became interchangeable.


The Holocaust, became the common term in the 1970s. Before that, this event was mostly referred to as the war, or in Yiddish, de umglichkeit, the disaster or calamity. The Hebrew word Shoah is preferred by many, as the origin of Holocaust from the Greek, means “burnt offering to God.” Since it was not the intention of the Nazis to make a sacrifice of this kind, and since the Jews don’t consider themselves to be ritual victims, the word Holocaust has been replaced with the Hebrew word Shoah. In North America, however, the term Holocaust is more common, so I will be using the word Holocaust predominantly, although Shoah will be used in direct quotes or dialogues.


The Holocaust describes the systematic slaughter of an estimated 6 million Jews by Nazi Germany during the specific time of World War II, 1941–1945. Along with the Jewish people of Europe, extermination and enslavement of other ethnic groups who were deemed inferior by Nazi Germany and its allies, took place during the same period, 1941–1945, bringing the total number of victims to 17.5 million. Non-Jewish Poles were the third largest group to be killed, after Polish Jews and Hungarian Jews. The targeted people included anyone who was Jewish or had a percentage of Jewish heritage, Soviet civilians and prisoners of war, Communists, ethnic Polish, Russian, French and Dutch people, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Sinti and Roma Gypsies, homosexual people, persons with physical or mental disabilities, deaf people, people with albinism, twins, political, religious, intellectual and cultural dissidents, trade unionists, and anyone who resisted Nazism.


After Germany’s loss in World War I, and amid the economic wreckage, Hitler’s rants found sympathetic ears and open hearts and minds that could be swayed. The Weimar Republic, a democratic government, couldn’t solve basic economic problems. President Von Hindenburg, an old and senile man, appointed Hitler to be Chancellor of Germany. It was generally believed that the Hitler regime would not last. However, with Hitler came the end of democracy. When Hitler became the all-powerful Chancellor he fooled the leaders of the democracies, who caved in to his demands. The German army occupied the Rhineland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia without real opposition from the major European powers, France and Great Britain, who scrapped their mutual defence agreement with Czechoslovakia, betraying their ally at a shameful conference in Munich in November 1938.


Then came Poland. Hitler made a non-aggression pact with Josef Stalin, and the Soviet Union and Germany became allies. The German army was free to attack Poland and within six weeks, the Polish government surrendered. For the three million Jews in Poland, it was the beginning of the end. Conditions were made unbearable under the Nuremberg laws of 1933 and Jews who had a visa from a country that would take them left in haste. Great cultural, scientific and economic leaders left. For the average citizen, it was more difficult—the free world didn’t want them. The International Conference in Evian, France, in 1938 made that clear. Since no one would take in the Jews, the Nazis revised their plans when they occupied Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium, France and later the Baltic countries. In the summer of 1941, Germany invaded the Soviet Union.


Elimination gave way to extermination. The killing of the Jews in Europe during the Second World War followed various stages for over twelve years. Coordination of the Final Solution policy, a policy of genocide of the Jewish people, began in January, 1942 at the Wannsee Conference, where a protocol was produced with a table of the numbers of Jews that were to be murdered in each country. Persecution of the Jews (nationals or refugees) began: economic, professional and social discrimination followed by systematic deportation and death. The complex history of the Holocaust continues to be of significance today because it offers important universal lessons for all humanity on multiple levels.


Timothy Snyder’s comprehensive study in his book, Black Earth, reveals lessons of the Holocaust that serve as an urgent “warning call” today. The following powerful opening to Snyder’s book describes why the lessons of the Holocaust are vitally important today.


“The history of the Holocaust is not over. Its precedence is eternal and its lessons have not yet been learned . . . Such a history must be colonial, since Hitler wanted wars of extermination in neighboring lands where Jews lived. It must be international, for Germans and others murdered Jews not in Germany but in other countries. It must be chronological, in that Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, only one part of the story, was followed by the conquest of Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland, advances that reformulated the Final Solution [a plan to annihilate the Jewish race and signed into law]. It must be political in a specific sense, since the German destruction of neighboring states created zones where, especially in the Soviet Union, techniques of annihilation could be invented. It must be multi-focal, providing perspectives beyond those of the Nazis themselves, using sources from all groups, from Jews and Non-Jews, throughout the zone of killing . . . The Holocaust is not only history, but warning.”2


Today we might see the term holocaust with a lower case “h” refer to mass murders and genocides, other than the Jewish Holocaust, such as the Rwandan holocaust, Cambodian holocaust, Kurdish holocaust, Bosnian holocaust, African American holocaust, and Indigenous holocaust.


In the next section, we will look specifically at two other genocides/holocausts, the Indigenous and the African American holocausts, before moving to an in-depth exploration of the impact of trauma on Inheritors. Much of what we will talk about will pertain to the various types of traumas and the various types of Inheritors listed in the opening of this book.


The Indigenous Genocide in Canada


I really don’t care if you feel responsible for the past. The real question is do you feel a sense of responsibility for the future because that’s what this is all about.


—Justice Murray Sinclair, Commissioner, Truth and Reconciliation Commission


A Note about Word Usage: In Canada, the terms Indigenous People, Aboriginal People, First Nations, or Natives, includes the Inuit and Métis peoples of Canada under the 1982 Constitution Act. In 2007, the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous People acknowledged the international legal rights of the Indigenous People, recognizing First Nations, Inuit and Métis as Indigenous People. Justice Murray Sinclair and his team used the term Aboriginal in the Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. First Nations and Native people are also terms in use. I will respectfully use the terms Aboriginal and Indigenous interchangeably, and will also adhere to the term that is used according to the quoted reference.


The genocide of Indigenous Peoples is by far the most overlooked genocide in history. European colonization of the New World directly led to the decline of the Indigenous population by more than ninety percent, and resulted in their becoming second-class citizens in their own homeland. For hundreds of years a mixture of colonial conflict, disease, specific atrocities and policies of discrimination has devastated the native population. In the course of this time, it is estimated that over nine million Natives died from violent conflict or disease. For too long this history has been under-recognized and too little has been inadequately discussed.


In Canada, 2015 marked the tabling of the report by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The Commission, led by Judge Murray Sinclair, whose parents and grandparents were placed in Residential Schools, played an important role in revealing the stories that had been kept secret for so long. After six years of travelling to all parts of Canada and gathering testimony from 7,000 survivors of Christian Residential Schools and millions of documents, the Commission’s legacy is now in the care of the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation. Across the nation, 150,000 children were placed in Residential Schools, starting with the passage of the Indian Act in 1876, until 1996, when the last federally operated Residential School was closed. At least 6,000 of these students died while in attendance. This excerpt from the Truth and Reconciliation Report (now in the public domain on the internet) speaks of the legacy of the racial policies. It also speaks to the Commission’s definition and use of the term Cultural Genocide.


“For over a century, the central goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy were to eliminate Aboriginal governments; ignore Aboriginal rights; terminate the Treaties; and, through a process of assimilation, cause Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, social, cultural, religious, and racial entities in Canada. The establishment and operation of Residential Schools were a central element of this policy, which can best be described as “cultural genocide”. Cultural genocide is the destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a group. States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and social institutions of the targeted group. Land is seized, and populations are forcibly transferred and their movement is restricted. Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, and objects of spiritual value are confiscated and destroyed. And, most significantly to the issue at hand, families are disrupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and identity from one generation to the next. In its dealing with Aboriginal people, Canada did all these things . . . The negotiation of Treaties, while seemingly honourable and legal, was often marked by fraud and coercion, and Canada was, and remains, slow to implement their provisions and intent. On occasion, Canada forced First Nations to relocate their reserves from agriculturally valuable or resource-rich land onto remote and economically marginal reserves.


Canada denied the right to participate fully in Canadian political, economic, and social life to those Aboriginal people who refused to abandon their Aboriginal identity. Canada outlawed Aboriginal spiritual practices, jailed Aboriginal spiritual leaders, and confiscated sacred objects. These measures were part of a coherent policy to eliminate Aboriginal people as distinct peoples and to assimilate them into the Canadian mainstream against their will.


Aboriginal people have refused to surrender their identity. It was the former students, the Survivors of Canada’s Residential Schools, who placed the Residential School issue on the public agenda. Their efforts led to the negotiation of the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement that mandated the establishment of a residential school Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada.”3


Disenfranchisement of Indigenous children continued into the 1950s and 60s with the forced removal of Indigenous children from their families by “Indian Agents” into foster, non-Indigenous homes, while the multi-generational trauma was still a reality. This has become known as the Sixties Scoop. My friend John Dione was among these children. He described the alienating effects of his separation from his families when he was placed in schools run by the Roman Catholic Church. He was not allowed to speak to his cousins, who he could sometimes see nearby, because they were considered “heathens.”


The testimonies of the Residential School survivors, heard publicly and widely for the first time, were devastating. I heard one particularly cruel story about an electric chair that a priest had designed for the entertainment of visitors. Younger boys were chosen, because their little legs couldn’t reach the floor, making their twitching more uncontrollable. These children were left with lifelong disabilities. In addition to physical abuse, there was also sexual and mental abuse. In most of the schools, children received little education, were beaten, starved, and forced to work. There are many undocumented deaths.
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