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Introduction

On the last day of 406, a large force of Alans, Suebi and Vandals crossed the frozen River Rhine and struck deep into Gaul and then on into Spain. Previous invasions had been defeated by the Roman army, but the army was powerless to halt this incursion. The attack – or rather its success – opened the last chapter of the western empire and seventy years later its emperor was deposed and sent into retirement. A few years earlier a similar event had occurred in the east when the Goths defeated a Roman army at the Battle of Adrianople in 378 and killed the emperor. On both occasions, the narrow band of military frontier installations proved to be ineffective against an attacking army, as they had been before. This brings into sharp relief the central question relating to Roman frontiers: were they constructed to protect the Roman Empire from invasion or was their intention more linked to frontier control, that is preventing illicit entry and raiding, small-scale threats? This distinction is with us today. Barriers such as the Berlin Wall and the Israeli fence and the installations which lie along the border between Mexico and the USA were all erected to control the movement of people not armies. While the operation of campaigning armies has changed, not least in the age of long-range missiles, the concern with controlling the movement of individuals across frontiers has not. The vital questions at the heart of this book are therefore: how did Roman frontiers operate and what was their purpose and role?

This is no small task. The frontier works pass through twenty modern countries in three continents. The body of archaeological evidence is considerable. The chronological span is a minimum of four centuries. Innumerable Roman emperors were involved in decision making, to a greater or lesser degree. Some, like Augustus, were expansionist, others, of which Hadrian is the prime example, were more ‘defensive’ in their policies; all were governed by a determination to protect the interests of Rome.

This book, however, is not about emperors, except insofar as they affected the frontier arrangements, nor about Roman politics or foreign policy, though most books purporting to be accounts of Roman frontiers actually concentrate on such aspects. Nor is it about the Roman army, though an understanding of the army is essential to a full appreciation of the frontiers. The focus is firmly on the frontier installations themselves. An appreciation of the nature of the military works which together formed the frontiers and their development is essential to a greater understanding of how the frontiers worked and what their purpose was. A further aim of this book is to help readers and visitors understand one of the great monuments of the Roman Empire, its frontier. That frontier, over 7,500km (4,800 miles) long, defined the Roman Empire and is the single largest monument surviving from the Roman world. The evidence used to understand the frontier includes literary sources and other documents such as the records on papyri and the writing tablets, inscriptions, sculpture, the fruits of archaeological excavation and survey, and the frontier works themselves. Today, the most visible and prolific element of all these sources of evidence is the archaeological site which is the frontier. This, therefore, will be the focus of the book, all the other evidence being used to help build up a picture of its development, use and collapse. I have tried to avoid getting caught up in too much detail of fort names and discussion of vague evidence of foundation dates but have concentrated on broader patterns which in turn allow specific interpretations.

Indeed, the archaeological evidence is essential to an understanding of Roman frontiers for it forms the single largest body of evidence. As we will see, literary sources are sparse on the details of frontiers. Ancient writers tell us that frontiers existed, but very little about details of military installations other than that there were forts and soldiers to protect the empire. Most books on Roman frontiers tend to be written by ancient historians who are not familiar with the archaeological evidence. Susan Mattern in her excellent Rome and the Enemy (1999) devotes only six pages to frontier installations. C. R. Whittaker, while making more use of the archaeological evidence, focuses more strongly on the literary evidence and wider interpretations. Benjamin Isaac’s The Limits of Empire. The Roman Army in the East (1990) is wider than its title suggests, offering wide-ranging views on frontiers, but the approach is also primarily from the literary sources. N. J. E. Austin and B. Rankov in Exploratio, Military and Political Intelligence in the Roman World from the Second Punic War to the Battle of Adrianople (1995) offer a far more integrated approach to the literary and archaeological evidence, thus providing the best discussion of how frontiers worked. We may also note that frontiers hardly figure in the collections of sources such as Brian Campbell’s The Roman Army, 31BC–AD337: A Source Book (1994). At times, one senses almost a feeling of despair among ancient historians that archaeologists have been surveying and excavating the frontiers of the Roman Empire for one hundred years or more and have not been able to interpret them. Mattern goes so far as to say, ‘recent scholarship has argued that the purpose of Roman frontiers is uncertain in all cases’, while Isaac offers a scenario of the changing nature of a hypothetical military site with the despondent conclusion that none of the changes could be recognized archaeologically and therefore the function of Roman forts similarly cannot be determined.1 The implication is that the archaeological evidence can be ignored, an attitude Mark Driessen has characterised as ‘limes denial’. In my view the statements by Mattern and Isaac are overly pessimistic; it is possible to determine the purpose of Roman frontiers. This can be achieved through study of the literary and epigraphic sources combined with analysis of the archaeological evidence.

There are continuing and new discussions by many archaeologists and historians about the interpretation of the frontier installations, admittedly not all of whom are in agreement, but most of this has taken place in learned journals and specialist books, not least the reports of the three-yearly meetings of the International Congress of Roman Frontier Studies and the handbooks which usually accompany these meetings, and no general synopses have appeared. The nearest approach is Stephen Johnson’s Late Roman Fortifications, published over twenty-five years ago but restricted to Europe and covering only a hundred years or so. One aim of this book, therefore, is to seek to redress the balance and offer the archaeological perspective, which, it is hoped, will illuminate the wider debate about the nature and purpose of Roman frontiers. To paraphrase Paul Kendrick, the mute stones can speak.

The remains of Roman frontiers still survive in today’s landscapes. Many are presented and interpreted for visitors, museums display the artefacts found in these sites and guide-books abound. I hope that this book will encourage people to go to visit the sites and museums. The remains of Roman frontiers are best seen and understood in their topographical settings even though these have been modified over the last 2,000 years.

It is impossible to write without consciously or unconsciously choosing language which supports one’s own views. So, I should declare my background and ‘prejudices’. Educated at Durham University under the tutelage of Eric Birley, Brian Dobson and John Mann, I have a particular view of the Roman army as a well-trained, well-disciplined and well-organized fighting force, used to fighting and winning in the field, with a strong infrastructure which enabled it to move about the country relatively freely. This is not to say that I do not recognize that the Roman army could come under severe pressure from its enemies, that it lost battles – though it rarely lost wars – and that its individual members could be corrupt; Juvenal in one of his Satires said that no civilian would dare to beat up a Roman soldier and if beaten himself would fail to obtain redress from a military court (Juvenal, Satire 16, The Advantages of Army Life).2 For eight centuries, the Roman army was the pre-eminent fighting force in Europe. It did not acquire that position by sitting behind walls. Thus, for me, the Roman army was an offensive fighting machine, and I interpret its remains with that in mind; forts, accordingly, were primarily bases from which troops moved out to fight, though they could also operate as guard points. The army was also very bureaucratic, maintaining detailed records and even known to issue a receipt in quadruplicate. This equally helps to colour my interpretation of the purpose of Roman frontiers.

The span of time encompassed by this book runs from Augustus, Rome’s first emperor who ruled from 27 BCE to 14 CE, through to the end of the fourth century. Although the Western Empire staggered on until 476, the events of 406 are a useful terminal date for this consideration of frontiers. The Eastern Empire was to continue for about a thousand years, but the catastrophic defeat of the Roman army at the Battle of Adrianople in 378 is a convenient watershed, coinciding with the permanent split of the empire into two parts.

The book is divided into three parts. The first is primarily concerned with the sources. It starts with a consideration of the range of literary references for the study of Roman frontiers and then reviews the Romans’ own comments on frontiers before moving on to a description of the building blocks of frontiers, the military installations which together formed the frontiers and the army which built, manned and maintained them.

The second part is the core of this book, the frontiers themselves. The vast amount of material has to be organized and presented in one way or another, not least to avoid repetition. The framework I have chosen is to divide the discussion into sections based on the type of frontier or the terrain through which frontiers ran, and within each section consider the evidence chronologically. Roman frontiers reached their peak of development in the middle years of the second century, from the early part of the reign of Hadrian, who introduced the linear barrier into the repertoires of frontiers, to the last years of his successor, Antoninus Pius, that is the period from about 120 to shortly after 160. This period of forty years, and the linear barriers built then, will therefore form the start point for the study of all Roman frontiers. In order to understand the location of the Hadrianic frontiers, it is necessary to consider the earlier history of conquest and occupation in the areas where they were built. This discussion runs forward to the end of the fourth century.

The third and final part is an interpretation of the evidence already presented, together with additional documentary references, mainly inscriptions. The development of frontiers is discussed, together with military deployment. Consideration is given to questions such as how frontiers worked, the distinctions between the different frontiers, who took the relevant decisions before moving on to a consideration of wider issues and whether we can recognise a ‘grand strategy’ behind the frontiers of the Roman Empire.

Archaeologists will appreciate that I have modelled the book on an excavation report: a review of existing knowledge; the evidence, with discussion at the end of each section; interpretation. As in an excavation report, illustrations are required. However, in this case, the individual sites are not important, the significance lies in the patterns of forts, fortlets and towers. The maps have been prepared with that in mind, though the text acknowledges individual fort names when the sites are significant. Sites of all types and periods are represented in the drawings which illustrate the best examples of each.

It is necessary to acknowledge, also, what is not in this book. The frontiers could not have existed without an efficient method of supply of men, food, equipment, pottery and so on. With reluctance – because this is a subject in which I am particularly interested – I have resisted the temptation to explore this aspect of frontiers.3 The existence of so many men in these military installations resulted in the growth of cities, towns and villages along the frontiers.4 Rudyard Kipling did not exaggerate so much when he said:


But the Wall is not more wonderful than the town behind it. Long ago there were great ramparts and ditches on the South side, and no one was allowed to build there. Now the ramparts are partly pulled down and built over, from end to end of the Wall; making a thin town eighty miles long. Think of it! One roaring, rioting, cock-fighting, wolf-baiting, horse-racing town, from Ituna on the West to Segedunum on the cold eastern beach!5



With regret, this town and its counterparts around the empire are also ignored in these pages. This exclusion is also disappointing because the study of the different ethnicities of soldiers and civilians on the Roman frontier is one of the important areas of current research. The impact of frontiers on the indigenous people on both sides of the border, a subject which has attracted a lot of attention over the last two decades, is similarly important, but beyond the scope of this review of frontiers.6 I have also omitted discussion of the late defences in the Julian Alps, the Long Walls of Thrace and other, less well understood, defensive features such as those on the Great Hungarian Plain and at Galaţi in Romania.7 That said, there is certainly enough material to produce a full account of Roman frontiers, their nature, history, development and function.

Finally, it must be acknowledged that this review is more heavily biased towards Europe than I would like. This is partly because of the intensive nature of the archaeological research which has been undertaken there over several centuries as well, generally, as the greater complexity of the military remains. This is underlined by the fact that each of the land frontiers, the German limes, Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall, is a large, complex monument in its own right and particularly in relation to the individual sites which combine to form the frontier along the rivers or in the deserts fringing the empire. In particular, the two British frontiers have a distinct advantage in that their various significant elements touch each other and therefore a chronological sequence can be determined.
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Part I

Sources





Chapter 1

The Frontiers

There is no such creature as a typical Roman frontier. Each section relates to the countryside through which it runs, the enemy, the builders, the materials of construction locally available, the date it was built, existing installations, and how it was surveyed and laid out.

A hundred years ago, Lord Curzon, former viceroy of India, discussed many of these issues – and more – in a series of lectures on frontiers.1 He acknowledged that this subject had not been much considered before, but at that time was growing in importance. He noted that most of the treaties of his day between sovereign states concerned the definition of frontiers. Curzon characterized frontiers as being natural or artificial. In the former he included the sea, deserts, mountains, rivers and features such as forests, marshes and swamps. His description of artificial frontiers encompassed linear barriers, but also a broad zone of separation, ‘a razed or depopulated or devastated tract of country’, and buffer states. He also noted the role of the protectorate or, as we would call them in the Roman world, the client or friendly kingdom, on frontiers, and spheres of influence. Finally, he appreciated the concept of ‘hinterland’, that a new conquest has its own hinterland which forms part of the new acquisition.

For Curzon, the landscape appears to have been the most significant criterion and so it was for the Romans. In many places, the boundary of their empire was defined by the sea. This is particularly noteworthy in North Africa and western Europe, where the Atlantic Ocean and the English Channel/La Manche provided a clear edge to the empire, but the Red Sea and the Black Sea were also significant in the East. Beyond the Channel lay two large islands, Britain and Ireland. Roman arms only extended to the former and here, again, Roman dominion was brought to the edges of the island, except in the north.

A major river was adopted as the de facto imperial boundary in several places. The most important rivers were the Rhine, Danube and Euphrates which formed the greater part of the frontier around the whole of the northern half of the empire for the greater part of its life. In the 70s, the frontier in Germany was moved beyond the headwaters of the Rhine and Danube, but, when this sector was abandoned in the 260s, the new line then adopted followed a route along the rivers Danube, Iller and Rhine (pl. 1).

In the Middle East and in North Africa, that is the southern half of the empire, deserts offered a defining boundary, except in Egypt as Nubia lay further up the Nile. No powerful state lay beyond the empire in the Sahara Desert, nor beyond modern Jordan, that is Roman Arabia. But east of the northern section of the eastern frontier lay Parthia, the greatest enemy faced by Rome. Here the Roman frontier ebbed and flowed as Roman emperors captured one or other of the oasis cities or were forced to relinquish them by the Parthians or their successors, the Persians. Holding such cities was also the key to the control of further conquests as each formed a stepping stone to the next.

Mountains could offer a strategic boundary, such as the Carpathians which enveloped the province of Dacia, modern Romania. But there are always passes through mountains and in Romania we have recently been discovering the ways in which the Roman army controlled these routes by the erection of barriers across the passes. Even in areas technically beyond the boundary of the empire, the army sought to control passes through mountains such as the Caucasus between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea.

In some places, there was no obvious boundary. Thus, in north Britain, Germany and parts of North Africa, artificial barriers were constructed. That in Germany ran for 550km (330 miles) and included a stretch of 43km (25 miles) where the River Main and its tributary the Neckar formed the frontier. In Britain, Hadrian’s Wall was only 130km (74 miles) long and the Antonine Wall in modern Scotland half that length, though in each case installations continued along the river banks to west and east. Each such artificial frontier took the form of a linear barrier, of timber, earth, turf or stone, which, in effect, defined the limit of the empire.

The countryside, or at least its geology, dictated the materials used to build Roman frontiers. The German frontier was of timber and when that decayed it was replaced by either an earthen bank or a stone wall. The Fossatum Africae in modern Algeria was partly of mud brick and partly of stone, both being used in the construction of the forts. Hadrian’s Wall in Britain was built of both stone and turf, while the Antonine Wall was primarily of turf and timber but with some fort buildings of stone or at least on stone footings.

One of the interesting aspects of Roman frontiers is that they are all different. The available materials of construction play a part in these differences, but only a part. A stretch of the Upper German frontier built under Antoninus Pius was mathematically straight for over 80km (48 miles), totally ignoring the changes in the landscape through which it passed; the adjacent section of frontier acknowledged the landscape. Hadrian’s Wall was erected in the 120s in relation to an existing series of military installations and this affected its location. On the line of the Antonine Wall, however, there were no such forts and the line was more sinuous and more closely related to the topography through which it ran. Recent research has demonstrated that these two British frontiers were laid out in very different ways.2

The relationship of a frontier to the ‘enemy’ is more difficult to determine. The great nineteenth-century German ancient historian Theodor Mommsen suggested that the two British frontiers appeared to be more defensive than their German counterparts because the enemy pressed more strongly upon the borders in Britain.3 In this book I will offer an alternative reason for these differences. Along the Danube, the lightly held stretches of the frontier would appear to relate to the lack of enemy across the river, which itself related to the topography.

The definition of what constitutes a ‘frontier’ is of some interest. The word ‘frontier’ is often used as if it is defined as a single line on a map. In fact, while this may have been the case along certain borders of the empire, for example along the major rivers of the empire, it was certainly not the case elsewhere. In several provinces there was a broader military frontier area than a simple, single line and each case was unique. Further, outposts existed beyond many frontiers. Moreover, in the first century at least, some land across the Rhine was retained for the use of the army. In the desert regions, forts were located where there was water and thus were distributed over a wide area. In North Africa, forts might be pushed as far out into the desert as possible along traditional routes, though again respecting oases. A line drawn on a map joining the outermost forts looks seductively like a frontier, but this is a mirage for the links of these forts went back to the settled areas not along a ‘frontier’ line.

In these circumstances, it is difficult to know where the exact boundary of the empire lay. Did the military frontier coincide with the legal frontier? Even if we can assume that a river formed the border, Rome might seek to control activities immediately beyond. This can be seen in the treaties agreed in the 170s between Marcus Aurelius and the Marcomanni, Quadi and Iazyges to the north of the Danube whereby a cleared zone was established north of the river. Moreover, the Romans had a habit of seeing their allies beyond their formal border as being part of their empire, which is an additional complication.

It is also important to acknowledge that the relationship between Rome and her neighbours was not one between equals, except in the case of Parthia and her successor Persia. Rome was a world power, in our terminology a super power, and she acted as such, crossing her frontiers to retaliate against attacks on her territory and her people and in some areas maintaining outposts beyond her boundaries and even a military presence on the territory of adjacent states.

There is perhaps one further aspect to the definition of frontiers, the so-called ‘frontier zone’, an area in which the Romans and the indigenous population both within and without the empire were complicit in the maintenance of life in the frontier region. As Owen Lattimore noted, the degree of economic integration between conqueror/occupier and the native population is of paramount importance: upon that rests the ability of the occupying force to maintain its position.4 Yet, while accepting that view, my primary concern in this book lies with the military installations which lay on or close to the boundary of the Roman Empire, accepting both that these could form part of a wide military zone and also that the frontier works did not necessarily constitute the boundary of the empire.

Some words on terminology are essential. The Romans themselves had various words for frontiers and their components. Inscriptions from North Africa and Germany use the word fines to denote a boundary. In both literature and epigraphy limes is used to designate a land boundary – not a frontier – of the empire, with ripa designating the river boundary. Usage changed over the centuries. Limes, at first a road, by the beginning of the second century had come to be used to describe the boundary of the empire, and later a frontier district, such as the limes Tripolitanus, the Tripolitanian frontier. Both Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall were called vallum on inscriptions and murus in literature. In the early-third-century road book, the Antonine Itinerary, occurs the phrase, a limite, id est a vallo, ‘from the boundary, that is the Wall’, which does suggest that Hadrian’s Wall was the boundary of the province even though there were Roman forts beyond it. A river frontier was a ripa. The frontier area might be known as the praetentura, the forward area.5

The Romans obviously knew where the boundary of the empire lay, even if this is not clear to us. The Notitia Dignitatum, dating to about 400, recorded forts as being in barbarico, that is outside the empire. Descriptions of the contents of treaties or the actions of emperors and governors demonstrate that they knew the precise line between Rome and barbaricum, and when they crossed it.

The individual types of installations had their own names: Tacitus called a legionary base and an auxiliary fort castra. In the Antonine Itinerary, castra is a fort and praesidium something smaller, perhaps a fortlet. In the Eastern Desert of Egypt castra is used for the main base and praesidium for the outposts, though praetensio was used for an outpost in Arabia. The Diocletianic inscriptions use praesidium for both forts and a fortlet, a garrison in fact, as used by Tacitus. A fort could also be a castellum (which was also used in Africa to describe a non-military civil settlement) or, in the late empire, a munitio. On inscriptions, burgus is either a tower or a fortlet, sometimes a tower sitting within an enclosure, while turrem appears on some inscriptions to describe a tower. Today, a camp is the term used to describe a temporary fortification: a marching camp occupied for a few nights; a labour camp used by a building party; a siege camp; or a practice camp. A fort is a permanent structure. A legionary base is often referred to as a fortress. A small fort held a small unit or a detachment drawn from a larger unit, and a fortlet usually no more than about eighty men.6

‘Limes’ has also come into general use today, especially in Germany where it is the generic term for the Roman frontier. Elsewhere, it is used to describe sections of frontier such as the Limes Ponticus, the Black Sea coast, and the Limes Transalutanus, the barrier across, that is to the east of, the River Olt (Alutus in Latin) in modern Romania.





Chapter 2

An Overview of the Sources

The frontiers of Rome do not feature much in the literary sources for the Roman Empire. There is only one clear reference each to the construction of Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall, and one slightly less clear reference to the German limes, but all were written some 200 years after the events to which they relate. Some statements are so opaque to us today that historians still argue about their meaning. The reference to the creation of a palisade under Hadrian, for example, is not directly linked to the description of his visit to Germany. Roman historians rarely provide an account of the destruction of military installations, merely that the frontier was crossed, and certainly no description of the nature of the frontier crossed.

Significant accounts of frontiers do, however, survive. The governor of Cappadocia in the 130s, Arrian, has left a unique account of his tour of that part of his province fringing the eastern shore of the Black Sea in which he reported on his inspection of the forts as well as describing the actions he ordered for their better protection and the political affiliations of the local kings. Literary sources can inform us about how frontiers worked. Two references by the historian Tacitus writing in the late first and early second centuries described the regulations which operated on the frontier in Germany for those wishing to enter the empire. The History of Rome by Cassius Dio, written in the early third century, includes much useful information about treaties and other actions on the Danube frontier, particularly relating to the wars of Marcus Aurelius. They indicate that here at least the army sought to prevent and control settlement beyond the frontier. There is little surviving material relating to the third century, but for the second half of the fourth century we have the detailed accounts of Ammianus Marcellinus. He wrote about the actions of the emperors on frontiers and the measures they took to protect the empire. Other commentaries provide descriptions of the Roman army at work, such as Julius Caesar’s Gallic War, which provides an account of the building of the siege works at Alesia in the mid-first century BCE. This has been drawn on by archaeologists for centuries seeking to understand their own discoveries.

Like all written statements, our ancient sources for Roman frontiers have to be analysed and not necessarily taken at face value. Not only did Caesar and Tacitus consciously write for a specific readership and to justify their own actions, or rather in the case of Tacitus the actions of his class, but the ancients’ understanding of the writing of history was very different from our own. All writers were – and are – subject to the influence of the times in which they lived. An essential fact about Tacitus’ book on Agricola is that it was about his father-in-law, while it is important to acknowledge that Ammianus Marcellinus wrote during the reign of the Emperor Theodosius which means that we should be cautious about his description of the exploits of the emperor’s father, Count Theodosius.

Certain documents provide considerable evidence about the deployment of the Roman army. On retirement, an auxiliary soldier could request and obtain a statement of his privileges. The statement took the form of a bronze tablet known today as a diploma. These are a valuable source of information because each includes a list of all units in the particular soldier’s province or army group discharging men at that time. In this way, the size and deployment of provincial armies can be traced from the late first century into the early third century. The diplomas thereby offer a comment on the scale of the local threat, though this might be internal rather than external. We also have an amazing survival from the end of the fourth century, the Notitia Dignitatum. This lists all military and civilian appointments in both the eastern and western parts of the empire. The arrangement of the document into these two parts indicates the date, which is about 400, though there is still discussion about how it was prepared and whether it includes earlier, out-of-date information.1

The inscriptions erected by the Roman army constitute a rich source of information. They can tell us who ordered the construction of a frontier or a fort, when the building work was undertaken, who built it, sometimes how much was built, and, occasionally, why it was built and, sometimes, the names of the individual elements, while concentrations of inscriptions of a particular date can indicate the interest of an emperor in an area. In 1853, a great project was commenced, to record all the inscriptions of the Roman Empire in a single series of volumes, the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (CIL). This remains of incomparable value though long supplemented by annual reports of new discoveries in L’Année Epigraphique (AE), and by many volumes relating to provinces or modern countries.

In certain parts of the empire, more vulnerable documents have survived written on papyrus, wooden tablets or stylus tablets. These provide an incomparable insight into the operation of the army, though rarely do they describe frontier installations themselves. The papyri are found in the eastern provinces of the empire, but over the last fifty years writing tablets have been found on the line of Hadrian’s Wall at Vindolanda and Carlisle and at Vindonissa/Windisch in Switzerland (pl. 8). These newly discovered documents have two significant elements: they not only inform us about local activities but also, by their broad similarity to the material from the East, allow us to use these documents on papyrus confidently as providing a general picture of life on all frontiers. In North Africa, ostraca, records or messages on fragments of pottery, are valuable in recording details of frontier life.

Coins are of great value in two ways. They are pictures providing evidence of actions, such as an emperor visiting individual frontiers, which can then be related to other evidence. Their discovery in archaeological contexts also helps date the construction of individual sites and the changing nature of their occupation.
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