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‘None Shall Pass’: Mental Barriers to Travel in Old English Poetry
According to Monty Python’s Holy Grail, in the year 932 AD Arthur meets a mysterious Black Knight as he travels around the country looking for recruits for his Round Table.
 When Arthur invites this impressive figure to join him, he receives no reply: the knight stands motionless and apparently dumb. When Arthur attempts to ride past him, however, the knight bars his way and says menacingly, ‘None shall pass.’ He provides no reason or explanation, nor will any reasoning move him, not even the rather reasonable fact of having had his arms and legs cut off. I make no claim for the validity of this portrayal of Arthur or the Anglo-Saxon period. Nevertheless, in his unrelenting and unreasonable negativity, the Black Knight can serve as an image of the barriers to travel imagined in Old English poetry, for travel in Old English poetry is, with some important exceptions, imagined as unrelentingly negative, mainly because of the way in which foreigners are presented. In this paper, therefore, I shall be exploring a xenophobia so extreme that it is a wonder that anyone went anywhere.

In reality, of course, travel did occur in Anglo-Saxon England. Like Arthur, kings rode around their realms. Irish hermits, among others, lurked in the countryside. Kings and others made their way to Rome. Material objects arrived from many places, even from as far away as Byzantium.
 This paper is not about that reality, however; this paper is about poetry. In their poetry, the Anglo-Saxons told and heard stories that reflected what they thought the world was like or should be like.
 As is well known, their poetry is almost exclusively composed in a heroic idiom that includes few female labourers, for example, but many warriors. In the real world, there necessarily were female labourers, but the poetry does not so much describe a world as create one—a world in which what the Anglo-Saxons believed about themselves and about the world was less obscured than in the real one. While we can note what we think we know about Anglo-Saxon reality, study of Old English poetry shows us not so much facts as attitudes, feelings, and expectations. All of these can constitute barriers to travel, albeit ones difficult to document. In the absence of many specific comments regarding Anglo-Saxon feelings about travel, this paper outlines the barriers to travel created by the connotations associated with foreigners in Old English poetry 


The poet of Maxims I posits the world’s variety of peoples as a sign of God’s bounty:
Eardas rume 

meotud arærde   for moncynne, 

ælmihtig god,   efenfela bega 

þeoda ond þeawa.  (Maxims I 14b-7)

(The creator, almighty God, raised up spacious lands for mankind—and just as many peoples and customs.)
This poet, however, is a lonely voice in the corpus of Old English poetry. Most poems describe elðeoda ‘foreigners’ as enemies, dangerous people, and barbarians, whether at home or abroad. In fact, if the poetry is to be believed, most foreigners are invaders: the term elðeoda is most often used to characterise an invading army. For example, it is used of the Germanic tribes who sack Rome in the Metres of Boethius (55b), the Chaldeans who sack Jerusalem in Daniel (39a), the Huns who attack Constantine in Elene (57b, 82b, 139a), and the Assyrians who threaten Bethulia in Judith (215a, 237a). All these texts are translations of Latin texts, but the use of the term for foreigners, elðeoda, is part of the Old English poets’ development of their sources.


For example, the Old English poem, Judith, transforms an apocryphal biblical story (Judith 12-15) through its traditional vocabulary. The Old English poem still shows a single woman acting alone to conquer an entire army, but the Old English poet makes this story of side-stepping traditional martial action into a story focused upon martial action. That is, it uses the poetic idiom of heroism in battle despite the fact that the main plot itself does not require it. This transformation is not unusual; Old English poetry is famous for it. The most famous example is probably The Dream of the Rood, in which the story of the crucifixion becomes Christ’s heroic march into battle with his loyal thegn, the cross. It is probably fair to say that, for Anglo-Saxon audiences, heroic language was poetry, and thus poetry had to employ this language, whether the action warranted it or not. Yet Judith’s use of traditional language is neither clumsy nor inappropriate, as some critics have argued of other poems.
 Rather, the poem deploys heroic terms to achieve three very particular effects: first, it renders the Assyrians objects of scorn by lavishing heroic epithets on them and then showing their failure to live up to them; second, it renders the Hebrews a great heroic people by lavishing heroic epithets on them and then showing their absolute fulfilment of them; and third, it renders Judith a hero, although not a masculine one.
 Overall, therefore, heroic epithets contribute to the poem’s development of the two opposing forces in the poem; there is nothing accidental about its use of traditional language.

When this poem inserts the idea of ‘foreigners’, therefore, it is not redundant information, especially since, strictly speaking, both the Hebrews and the Assyrians are foreigners from an Anglo-Saxon point of view. Of course, Bede posits that the Anglo-Saxons are the heirs of the Israelites, God’s new chosen people,
 and it is quite easy to see that the Hebrews are imagined here as ideal Anglo-Saxon warriors, breaking through the shield-wall of their enemies, accompanied by the wolf, raven, and eagle eager for slaughter, just like King Æthelstan and his brother Edmund at the Battle of Brunanburh (in 937AD, five years after Arthur’s putative encounter with the Black Knight). What is interesting, however, is that the poem reveals its values of stalwart defence against an agressor gradually, as it leads its audience through a process of education. At first it seems that the Assyrians are a very formidable, heroic people: a people no one can resist. As the poem proceeds, however, we become increasingly suspicious that the heroic language applied to the Assyrians is ironic. Finally, once Judith has beheaded Holofernes, the Hebrews march out in full heroic glory: 

Stopon heaðorincas, 

beornas to beadowe,   bordum beðeahte, 

hwealfum lindum,   þa ðe hwile ær 

elðeodigra   edwit þoledon, 

hæðenra hosp.   Him þæt hearde wearð 

æt ðam æscplegan   eallum forgolden, 

Assyrium,   syððan Ebreas 

under guðfanum   gegan hæfdon 

to ðam fyrdwicum.  (Judith 212b-19a)
(Battle-warriors, heroes protected by hollow linden-wood shields, marched into battle—those who previously endured the foreigners’ contempt, the heathens’ abuse.  That insult was harshly revenged upon all the Assyrians in the play of spears, once the Hebrews under their war-standards had arrived at the army-camp.)  

It is at this point that the poet first labels the Assyrians ‘foreigners’ (at 215a and again at 237a). From this point forward, the Assyrians receive almost no heroic language at all, not even in irony, for it is all reserved for the Hebrews. Instead, they are called foreigners, heathens, and, later and repeatedly, lað ‘loathsome’: a term not used of them in the previous two hundred lines of the poem, but now applied to them six times in the last hundred lines (226a, 296a, 303a, 310a, 314b, 322b). The poet thus carefully develops the image of the Assyrians: they may seem an ideal, Germanic warrior-people, but in reality these ‘foreigners’ prove no contest to the true heroes of the poem, the ‘natives’, the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ Hebrews. This transferral of heroic identity may merely mirror Bede’s creation of the ‘new Israelites’, but it has also been argued that the poem’s message is political, that it was intended to inspire native resistance against invading Vikings during the realm of Æthelred, during the crisis between 990 and 994.
 This is a tempting theory, for one could easily imagine a poet adding at the end, ‘Now, just as the Assyrians seemed fierce but crumbled when faced with true warriors, so these apparently invincible Vikings can be overcome if we stand firm!’ The manuscript does not, of course, contain so convenient a pointer. Luckily, my interest lies elsewhere, in the introduction of the word ‘foreigner’ at this particular point in the poem. I suggest that poem uses the strong connotations surrounding foreigners in Old English poetry to mark the turning point in its characterisation of the Assyrians—the point at which their mask of heroism is removed and their true nature is revealed.

What is the true nature of foreigners? In Old English poetry, foreigners are heathens, animals, monsters, devils, and objects of hatred. Thus in The Battle of Maldon, the attacking vikings are not only hæðene scealcas ‘heathen warriors’ (181b) but also wælwulfas ‘wolves of slaughter’ (96a). As noted earlier, in Judith the Assyrians are emphatically lað ‘loathsome’; they are also hæðene ‘heathens’ (216a) who are niðe rofe ‘fierce in hostility’ (53a) and led by a bealofull ‘cruel’ (63a), deofolcunda ‘diabolical’ (61b) man. In Daniel the Chaldeans, although sent by God, are a wælhreow werod ‘bloodthirsty troop’ (53a), an herige hæðencyninga ‘army of heathen kings’ (54a), manbealwes georn ‘eager for wicked crimes’ (45b). Both the Assyrians and Chaldeans are identified as ealdfeonda (Judith 315a, Daniel 57b), a term which literally means ‘old enemy’, and which in Guthlac is consistently applied to devils (141b, 203b, 218a, 365a, 390b, and 475a). In other texts, calling the opposing side ‘foreign’ seems to be enough to demonise it. Thus in Elene the countless hoards of Huns are not called heathens or wolves, but the poem repeats three times that they are elþeodige ‘foreigners’ (57b, 82b, 139a). In an interesting twist, the devil also refers to Elene and her entourage as foreigners at 907b; I shall return to this point again.
Not every foreigner on Anglo-Saxon soil was part of an invading army, yet, in the poetry, at least, the word for ‘foreigner’ is not used to indicate ethnicity or place of origin, nor to indicate traders, visiting royalty, missionaries, pilgrims, or other kinds of tourists, but rather to indicate an alien, hostile, and dangerous ‘other’. In Judith, therefore, the introduction of the term for ‘foreigner’, just at the point when the tides are turning on the Assyrians, is part of the process of stripping the enemy of positive connotations.
Interestingly, there are signs of this hostile attitude outside of poetry, too. In his introduction to his laws, Alfred states:

Utan cumene & elðeodige ne geswenc ðu no, forðon ðe ge wæron giu elðeodige on Egipta londe.  (Introduction to Alfred’s Laws)

(Afflict neither visitors from abroad nor foreigners, because previously you were foreigners in the land of the Egyptians.)
This statement derives from the Bible (Exodus 22:21) and could indicate that foreigners were treated well in Anglo-Saxon England, but it might equally indicate that foreigners needed protection because of the natives’ usual reception. Other law codes, although they do not advocate the ‘affliction’ of foreigners, assume that a foreigner poses a risk if left to travel freely. For example, the laws of Wihtræd (circa 695-6) specify that the movement of foreigners should be strictly curtailed:

Gif feorran cumen man oþþe fræmde buton wege gange & he þonne nawðer ne hryme ne he horn ne blawe, for ðeof he bið to profianne: oþþe to sleanne oþþe to alysenne. (Wihtræd 28)

(If a man who has come from afar or a stranger goes off the road, and if he neither shouts nor blows a horn, he is to be considered a thief, either to be slain or redeemed [by a fine].)
A foreigner must broadcast his approach and warn the natives of his presence, because he is assumed to be inherently dangerous. If he does not provide this warning, he is automatically a criminal. A later code (circa 1018-23) suggests some of the other implications of being a foreigner in lands governed by Anglo-Saxon laws: 

And gif freondleas man oððe feorran cuman swa geswenced weorðe þurh freondleaste, þæt he borh næbbe, æt frymtyhtlan þone gebuge he hengenne & þær gebide, oð ðæt he ga to Godes ordale & gefare ðær þæt he mæge.  (II Cnut 35)

(And if a friendless man or visitor from afar is so afflicted by his lack of friends that he does not have protection, at the first accusation let him submit to imprisonment and wait there until he should go to God’s ordeal and fare there as he may.)
The main issue here is that the foreigner does not have anyone to vouch for him; he does not have a lord to answer to, or anyone to swear an oath on his behalf. Without such restriction on his behaviour, he is assumed to be dangerous. As a result, he is imprisoned—a very rare punishment in Anglo-Saxon law codes—until given a chance to prove himself by ordeal, a procedure which could include, for example, retrieving a stone from a pot full of boiling water and then having his hand and arm checked for ‘foulness’ three days later.
 Those who failed could then be beheaded or outlawed.
 The key point here is the easy transition from foreigner to criminal. As in the poetic texts, foreigners appear to be viewed with suspicion if not outright hostility; they are guilty until proven innocent. The law appears to reflect an expectation that foreigners are, like the Chaldeans in Daniel, manbealwes georn ‘eager for wicked crimes’ (Daniel 45b).

It is perhaps unsurprising that people identified as invaders should be characterised in these ways, but foreigners are no less frightening when they remain at home. In fact, the case for characterising foreigners as monsters or devils is stronger when they are encountered abroad, and some texts make the connection between foreigners and monsters very clear.
 These are extreme cases, headless cannibals and the like, but the fear and loathing aimed at foreigners in such cases are different in degree, not in kind, from that aimed at more recognisably human foreigners. In Andreas, for example, saint Andrew is sent to convert the Mermedonians, who are cannibals, although otherwise human. They are, of course, demonised through their culinary preferences, but they are also, and prominently, described as elþeodige ‘foreigners’ (63a, 199a, 946a).
 In fact, when God first calls Andrew to visit them, he excuses himself on the basis that the people there are foreigners. The course of events in the poem proves that he was right to be concerned. 

It is not only saints visiting far-off cannibals who worry about being amongst foreigners, however. The Fortunes of Men outlines the various fates that ordinary people can expect to endure, some positive and some negative: for example, some are eaten by wolves, some starve, some die in war, some fall out of trees, some start off poor and die rich, some study books, some make music, and some tame birds. Some are obliged to live among foreigners: 

Sum sceal on feþe   on feorwegas 

nyde gongan   ond his nest beran, 

tredan uriglast   elþeodigra 

frecne foldan;   ah he feormendra 

lyt lifgendra;   lað biþ æghwær 

fore his wonsceaftum   wineleas hæle.  (Fortunes of Men 27-32)

(Some by necessity have to travel distant roads on foot, carry their provisions, and roam the hostile land of foreigners leaving damp tracks.  Such men have no living providers.  The friendless man is loathed everywhere because of his dire fate.)
Here hostility comes from all sides. The wineleas ‘friendless’ man is forced by necessity to roam elþeodigra / frecne foldan ‘the hostile land of foreigners’, but the poem elicits no sympathy for him: his position apparently identifies him as an outlaw and thus lað ‘loathsome’ (31b), like the Assyrians in Judith. Although he is not labelled a heathen and remains distinct from the foreigners amongst whom he lives, the attitude toward both him and them is negative. Being among foreigners is a punishment, a fate suitable for a loathsome man. In this regard it is interesting to note that Alfred’s translation of the Pastoral Care equates life amongst foreigners with the torment of illness: gif hie willen geliefan ðætte Godes rice hiera sie, … hie ðonne her on worulde ðoligen earfeðu ðæm timum ðe hie ðyrfen, sua sua mon sceal on elðiode ‘if they [i.e. ill people] wish to believe that God’s kingdom will be theirs, then let them endure torment here in the world during the times when they need to do so, just as one must among foreign people’.
 It is possible, however, to view the foreigner with pity. In the Benedictine Rule, foreigners are singled out along with the poor as people in special need of charity: Sy þam abbode seo mæste hogu þæs andfenges þearfena and elþeodigra, forþan Crist us on hy swiðost bið onfangen… ‘The abbot’s greatest thought must be for the defense of beggars and foreigners, because in them especially Christ is received by us’.

The elevated prose used by Wulfstan in his celebrated Sermo lupi contains the same rhetorical construction of foreigners. Thus, to add yet another crime to his already long list, Wulfstan introduces the act of selling a slave abroad: 

And scandlic is to specenne þæt geworden is to wide and egeslic is to witanne þæt oft doð to manege þe dreogað þa yrmþe, þæt sceotað togædere and ane cwenan gemænum ceape bicgað gemæne, and wið þa ane fylþe adreogað, an after anum & ælc æfter oðrum, hundum gelicost þe for fylþe ne scrifað, and syððan wið weorðe syllað of lande feondum to gewealde Godes gesceafte and his agenne ceap þe he deore gebohte.  (Wulfstan, Sermo Lupi).
  

(It is shameful to say what has happened too widely, and terrible to know what too many who perform that miserable deed often do: they put money together and buy a woman as a joint purchase and perform filth with that one woman, one by one and one after the other, most like dogs that care nothing about filth, and afterwards they sell for profit God’s creation and his own purchase that he dearly bought out of this land and into the power of enemies.)
Wulfstan is outraged by the prostitution he observes to wide ‘too widely’ and oft ‘often’, but the ultimate crime is selling the woman out of the country, into the power of feonda—‘enemies’, but perhaps also ‘fiends’.
 Wulfstan imagines this poor soul as being lost not only to her countrymen but also to God. She has been sold into the hands of devils.

These examples demonstrate the rhetorical use of the concept of foreigners in Old English literature. The religious examples lead to a derivative use of this trope: the famous metaphor, popularised especially by Augustine in his De civitate Dei, that Christians live in this world as peregrini or exiles from their true native land in heaven. Life itself is a miserable journey abroad; the people who belong to this world are foreigners, servants of the enemy, the devil, while Christians themselves are alien to this world. The use of ‘foreigner’ to designate both sides in Elene and Andreas probably derives from this view of the world.
 To remind themselves of this reality, and to prevent themselves from becoming too comfortable in a world to which they did not belong, Christians could embark upon actual journeys and live amongst actual foreigners. Thus precisely because being amongst foreigners is horrible, it becomes attractive to the penitent. One of the most famous examples of the attraction of this unattractive pursuit comes in the Old English poem, The Seafarer:

Forþon cnyssað nu 

heortan geþohtas,   þæt ic hean streamas, 

sealtyþa gelac   sylf cunnige; 

monað modes lust   mæla gehwylce 

ferð to feran,   þæt ic feor heonan 

elþeodigra   eard gesece.  (The Seafarer 33b-8)

(Now, therefore, my heart’s thoughts drive me to explore the deep waters, the tossing, salty waves for myself.  The desire of my heart and mind at every opportunity urges me to travel, to seek the land of foreigners far from here.)
This passion for travel comes after thirty lines of detailing how miserable it is. The poem does not explain this apparent change of heart.
 I suggest that the misery itself inspires the enthusiasm. Given the examples already given, it seems clear that the Seafarer neither anticipates nor desires a relaxing holdiay abroad. Instead, the negativity associated with foreigners makes their territory the perfect destination for the penitent, who can imagine the difficulties of being abroad as allegorical of his or her real struggles with devils.

The discussion up to this point provides a useful context for the travel depicted in Beowulf. On the surface Beowulf appears to contradict the extremely negative attitude toward foreigners in other Old English texts, for the first part of the story depicts the hero, a foreigner from Geatland, travelling to rescue the Danes from a monster. The foreigner, in fact, protects the natives from the cannibal, and the king is so grateful that he offers to adopt him as a son (946b-8a). Looked at more closely, however, the story of Beowulf’s arrival in Denmark gives ample evidence of barriers to travel, even if Beowulf himself manages to surmount every one. 

For example, when Beowulf and his companions first arrive in Denmark, their path is immediately barred by the coast-guard, who shakes his spear menacingly and asserts that none shall pass until he hears their identities and intentions (235b-6a, 245b-7a, 253a, 251b-4a). Unlike the Black Knight, the coast-guard can be reasoned with; Beowulf is not obliged to dismember him before he proceeds. However, Beowulf is obliged to respond to his speech, which, if one attends to its subtleties, contains a demand for the visitors’ identities, an accusation of presumption, a compliment, a retraction of that compliment which implies an insult, a demand, a direct insult, a suggestion that further travel will be prohibited, and a subtle threat—all in only twenty lines.
 Beowulf thus must engage in an extremely subtle exchange of speeches in order to satisfy the suspicions of this first barrier to his arrival.
 He must not only provide the required information but also control his temper, flatter the guard, and issue his own, extremely subtle threat. Even then, the coast-guard escorts him and his men to the road before leaving these potential spies and invaders to proceed on their own. They face another barrier when they arrive at the hall: Wulfgar, the king’s messenger. He too must be satisfied before announcing them to the king (333-70). King Hrothgar, of course, is desperate for help, having lost men to the monster over the previous twelve years. Yet, even so, he does not welcome Beowulf immediately with open arms. Instead, the speeches that he and Beowulf exchange with each other enact a very careful negotiation through which Beowulf establishes his credentials and Hrothgar establishes Beowulf’s indebtedness to him (405-90). Then Beowulf must deal with Unferth’s attempt to discredit him (499-528). Finally Wealhtheow, the queen, elicits from him a vow to do her will (620-641).

All this manoeuvring takes place, of course, in the highest style and with the utmost politeness. The fact remains, however, that this foreigner, despite his charitable intentions, must pass three verbal tests and accept two different types of obligation before he is allowed to perform his act of salvation. Although Beowulf overcomes these barriers to his travel, the barriers are nonetheless apparent.

We can perhaps assume that a hero’s ability to overcome barriers to travel is part of his heroic stature.
 Such an assumption renders Beowulf’s comment that Hrethric, Hrothgar’s son, will be welcome in Geatland (1836b-9) more than a polite offer of returned hospitality; the suggestion that Hrethric will travel may be a compliment, an indirect acknowledgement of his heroic status. Yet there is another group of people who travel in Old English poetry, people who are neither monsters nor heroes: women. In Beowulf there are four women who travel to live amongst foreigners—Wealhtheow, Hildeburh, Freawearu, and Modthryth—but the usual connotations of travelling do not seem to apply. None of them is criminal or loathsome. All are high-status women, queens and princesses, wielding considerable power. None of them seems to be unhappy about living abroad, nor does the poet expect them to be. Wealhtheow appears to be flourishing: she lives, she says, in a peaceful, ordered society in which her wishes are eagerly obeyed (1228-31).
 Hildeburh is geomuru ides ‘a miserable woman’ (1075b), not because she travels abroad, but because of the conditions under which she is obliged to return home: following the violent deaths of her son, brother, and husband, she leaves the place where she ær mæste heold / worolde wynne ‘had the greatest earthly joy’ (1079b-80a).
 Beowulf predicts that Freawearu may be unhappy in the future, but because of a long-standing feud, not because of being abroad per se (2024b-69b). Modthryth’s travel abroad appears to be the best thing that ever happens to her (1949b-57a).
 It is worth noting also that the foreign peoples amongst whom these women live are not demonised in any way: they are the best and the bravest in the world. In fact, there is nothing negative at all about travel for women.

This, of course, is exogamy—the practice of cementing peaceful relationships between tribes through the exchange of (usually royal) brides.
 Many view this practice as the patriarchal oppression of women who are pawns in a man’s game.
 I prefer to see it as the deployment of diplomats, especially since these women have real power in their new homes.
 I do not know why travel is so different for women, but I do think that it the difference is significant and suggestive. Perhaps the act of sending over a wife has the power to overcome barriers between selves and ‘others’. Perhaps, like Beowulf’s speeches, the courtly negotiation effected by women can bridge the barriers to travel.
I shall conclude this investigation with another woman who creates further complications: 

Scip sceal genægled,   scyld gebunden, 

leoht linden bord,   leof wilcuma 

Frysan wife,   þonne flota stondeð; 

biþ his ceol cumen   ond hyre ceorl to ham, 

agen ætgeofa,   ond heo hine in laðaþ, 

wæsceð his warig hrægl   ond him syleþ wæde niwe, 

liþ him on londe   þæs his lufu bædeð. 

Wif sceal wiþ wer wære gehealdan…    (Maxims I 93-100a)

(A ship should be nailed; a light linden-wood shield should be bound up; her beloved should be welcome to the Frisian wife when his boat stands [at harbour]. His ship has come in, and her husband, her own provider, has come home, and she invites him in, washes his dirty clothing, gives him a new garment, and sails with him on land as his love requests.  A woman should keep her promise to a man.)
This text, like much Old English poetry, displays the world as it should be: just as a ship is firmly rivetted together and a shield securely bound up, so a woman is—or should be—reassuringly loyal to her husband, even if he is often abroad. Ship, shield, and wife are necessary refuges in the uncertain world of seafaring, warfare, and competitive relationships. This is a touching portrait, but why is this a ‘Frisian’ wife? Is her husband Frisian, too? Are they in the Netherlands or in Anglo-Saxon England? It is impossible to answer these questions, but they seem significant given what we have seen in other texts. There are Frisians in Beowulf, enemies of the Danes who perhaps bear hints of monstrousness,
 but this woman and her husband are neither enemies nor monsters. In their maintenance of an ideal relationship, they seem to be ‘self’ rather than ‘other’, and yet she, at least, is labelled as something else, although not, interestingly enough, a foreigner.
 If she is not a foreigner, however, what is she? And what is Beowulf? Would he be considered foreign by an Anglo-Saxons audience?
 

I cannot answer these questions, but what I know about foreigners in Old English poetry leads me to the following suggestions. In poetry, at least, the term ‘foreigner’ means something slightly different from what we might now expect. It is not so much an indicator of origin as a term of abuse. The many traders and missionaries travelling around Anglo-Saxon England thus might not have been considered ‘foreigners’ at all, unless they committed a crime worthy of a poem.
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