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DISTO RTION OF POPULATION DATA FOR NATIONAL 
CAUSES BY THE GREEKS, BULGARIANS AND 

ARMENIANS IN THE LA TE 19 th 
AND EARLY 20 th CENTURIES 

Musa ŞAŞMAZ 

From the beginning of the 19th century onwards the Ottoman 
Empire witnessed the entry of more westem values. Probably the most 
visible and effective one of them was nationalism that became an inspira­
tion firstly to the Christian millets1 of the Balkans and then to the rest of 
the Ottoman Empire. The reason why this was more effective in the Bal­
kans than anywhere in the Empire was the fact that this area was too 
close to Europe and therefore was natuı·ally affected earlier than the other 
parts of the country. 

The first effect of this theoretical western value was the Greek 
uprising in the 1820s. The Greeks at the end of their uprising against 
Ottoman rule succeeded in having more or less for what tey intended. 
The same acts of rioting were followed by the other Christian millets: 
Serbs, Bulgarians, and Romanians in the Balkans as well as the Armeni­
ans in Eastem Anatolia. 

In establishing the borders between the different rnillets in certain 
areas, the population data played a more significant role in the Iate 19th 
and early 20th centuries, particularly in places such as Macedonia where 
various nations fought among themselves to prove that one nation 
formed the majority against the other. However both in the Balkans and 
ı For more information coocerning the millets and the millet system, see M. Ursinus, '"Millet'", 
Encyc/opaedia of ls/anı, and al so B.Braude, '"Foundation Myths of the Millet System", in Christian 
and Jews in the Ottoman Empire, the Funcriorıing of a Plural Societ)', edited by B. Braude & B. 
Lewis, Vol. I, (New York, 1982), pp. 69-88. 
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in Eastern Anatolia the population was mixed and intermingled. There 
were no clear borders one could easily draw between the different na­
tions where each group wished to found their own national satte. This 
was especially true when talked about Ottoman Macedonia and the so­
called Ottoman Armenia. Thesc two 1·egions becarne arcas for strugglc 
among the inhabited population of various millets. In Macedonia the 
Greeks, Bulgarians, Serbs, and the Vlachs tried to prove that one out­
numbered the other millets. It was the casc for the Armenians in Eastem 
Anatolia who tried to show Europe that the Annenians fonned the major­
ity in the eastern provinces of Anatolia where they drearned of establish­
ing an Armcnlan State. In Eastern AnataHa the Armcnians' main riva[ 
was the Muslims. 

It is quite interesting to note here that all these Christian millets 
both in the Balkans and in Eastern Anatolia felt themselves obligated to 
compile the population data just to show that the distribution of the popu­
lation by millet in a specific area was in line with their national aspira­
tion. They, therefore, began to make an estimation of the population for 
areas competed by various nations for annexation. Particularly, the Bul­
garians and dhe Greeks estimated the number of the people by millet in 
Macedonia to strenghten their national desires for it. They also used the 
Ottoman official sources in the way of reiııforcing their national claims. 
If the Ottoman statistic figures were not in line with their claims, what 
they did, they simply modified the Ottoman figures for the benefit of the 
millet to whom they belonged. The data compiled by various Christians 
millets for both Macedonia and Eastern Anatolia were made ready to be 
published in western languages especially in French and English in the 
European capitals. The reason for their publication in Europe was to 
show the French and English public that a particular nation constituted a 
clear majority over the inhabitants pertaining to the other millets. It was 
rather important for them first to convince the diplamats in Paris and 
London that tbeir nation was dominant in terms of number about the dis­
tricts in question. This was the most linportant aim of the Greeks and 
Bulgarians for Macedonia in the last quarter of the 19th and early 20tb 
centuries, and of the Armenians in Eastren Anatolia in the iate 19th cen­
tury. T!1is was very crucial for the achievement of their political purpos­
es. If this were achieved by one of them the rest would naturally follow. 
So, in the periods mentioned above, tlıese Christian millets devoted all 
their efforts to the publication of the population data which would help 
them to realise their national goals. It is not an exaggeration but the truth 
that most of these data, if not all, had nothing to do with the actual num­
ber of the population botb in !vfacedonia and Eastren Anatolia. In fact 
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neither the Bulgarians, Grecks, Serbs, nor the Armenians cou ld have 
access to the conect infom1ation with respect to the population of a very 
wide area. Tbeir population data was either the distorted version of the 
Ottoman govermental data or the estimates made by the Bulgarians and 
Greeks for the popu lation of Macedonia. So, those researchers working 
on the Macedonian and Armenian questions should not be surprised if 
they come across with such a great amouı1t of distorted population data. 

It is also important to emphasize that in the early 20th century, the 
Bulgarian and Greek scholars rather prefened using the Ottoman statis­
tics than those m ade by the members of their nations. It w as believed by. 
both Greeks and Bulgarians that their population data prepared indepen­
dently wouJd be questioned and given less credit by the Europeans, since 
each would try to show the population of the others less in order to jus­
tify its own clairn. The fact is also that the Musllms would favour none 
of these nations. The Ottoman figures would therefore be accepted as un­
biased and more convincing for the Europeans. Being aware of this fact 
they prepared the population tabi e of the areas in question on the basis of 
the official Ottoman data. However, those figures pretended to belong to 
the Ottomans were distorted before their use in the studies of the Greek 
and the Bulgarian scholars. 

Let us now movc on to the main purpose of this paper which is to 
disclose how the Grceks and Bulgarians for Macedonia, and the Anneni­
ans for Eastern Anatolia nusused and distorted the population data in 
their political causes. 

In the early 20th century, the Ottoman population data for Macedo­
nia published in Asr Gazetesi on 2 January, 1905, was the population 
statistic of 1905 compiled by the General Inspectorship of the Three 
Provinces. These statistics of 1905 was known in the western sources as 
the Turkish official statistic of 19052 which differed from the statistics of 
Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa. 3 The Turkish official statistics of 1905 has been 

2 Asr Gazetesi on (26 Şevval 1 322) 2 January. 1905, no 944 published the so-called l'ıırki~h official 
sıatistic of 1905 which is as follows: 
Muslims 1.500.507 
Bulgarians 575.734 
Greeks 627.962 
Vlachs & Serbs 199.717 
Total : 2.~3.920 
3 Y. Hikmet Bayur, Tiirk fnkılabı Tarihi, (Ankara, 1991). Volume 1. Part J, p. 164, and also E. z. 
Karai , Osmanlı Tarihi, (Ankara 1983). Volume Vlll. p. 148, see the statistical infannation supplied 
by Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa is : 
Muslims : 1.508.507 
Bulgarians 896.497 
Greeks 307.000 
Serbs 100.717 
Vlachs 99.000 
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used in various studies dealing with "the Question of Macedonia" in the 
early 20th century. In these studies the statistics of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa 
and the Turkish official statistics of 1905 have often been mistakenly 
thought as the same one. We now have at our disposal both the Turkish 
official statistics of 1905 published in Asr Gazetesi on 2 January 1905 
and the statistical table of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa. As far as we know, at 
least five different stucties have used the figures of the Turkish official 
statistic of 1905. 

Let us now exarnine their figures. The first study using the Turkish 
official statistics of 1905 was written by J. Jvanoff, Les Bulgares devant 
le Congres de la Paix,4 in which the total population of the three 
provinces (Kosova, Manastır and Selanik) has been given by millet. The 
figures of the Turkish official statistics of 1905 according to Ivanoff are 
as folows: 

Muslims 

Bulgarians 

Greeks 

Serbians 

Vlachs 

Total 

1.508.507 

896.596 

307.000 

100.717 

99.000 

2.911.720 

V. Colocotronis in La Macedoine et L'Hellenisme5 also used the 
figures of the Turkish official statistics of 1905. These are: 

Selanik 

Man as tır 

Kosova 

Total 

Greeks Bulgarians 

373.227 

261.283 

13.452 

648.962 

207.317 

178.412 

172.005 

557.734 

As is seen above in the table the calculation of the Greeks in the 
three provinces does not rnake 648.962, but 647.962. In his book, The 
Greek Struggle in Macedonia 1897-191]6 D. Dakin has also used the 
Turkish official statistic of 1905 in order to show that the Greeks were 

4 J. lvanoff,us 8ulg01·es devam le Congres de la Paix, (Beme, ı 919), p.298. 
5 V. Colocotronis, La Macedoine eti'Hellenisnıe,(Paris, 191 9), p.606. 
6 D. Daki n, The Greek Struggle in Macedonia 1897-1913, (Sa1onica. 1966). p. 20. 
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more in number than the Bulgarians in the three provinces. In Dakin's 
study the population of the Greeks and the Bulgarians is exactly the same 
as those usedin Colocotronis' study except that the Bulgarian number is 
given as 172.735, not 172.005 for Kosova. It naturally affected the total 
number of the Bulgarians in all the Macedonian provinces, which is 
558.464 in Dakin's table, not 557.734 as in Colocotronis'. Anather Greek 
scholar, L.S. Stavrianos, apparently quoting from Colocotronis' study as 
distorted and wrongly calculated, also made the most of the Turkish offi­
cial statistics of 1905 in his study entitled by The Balkans S ince 1453.7 

The figures of the Turkish official statistic of 1905 have been 
recorded in the Asr Gazetesi on (26th Şevval 1322, no 994) 2 January, 
1905. It was pointed out in the newspaper that Tan Gazetesi in France 
had published an article by George Willicr on the 27 Kanun-ı Evvel, 
Efrenci l 904, providing information for the population of Selanik, 
Manastır and Kosova provinces. 8 It w as stated in Asr Gazetesi that the 
province of Manastır did not consist of 3 sancaks (Manastır, Oorice and 
Serfice) as written in Tan Newspaper, but 5 sancaks (Manastır, Gorice, 
Serfıce, Debre and İlbasan). Being unaware of the number of the saocaks 
in the province, the population had been divided amongst the three san­
caks rather than five. Tan Newspaper's figures for the Manastır and 
Selanik provinces9 are: 

Manastır Selanik 

Musl ims 217.115 426.902 
Greeks 279.964 372.831 
Bulgarlaos 142.715 189.447 
Vlachs 18.323 6.788 
Jews & Others 4.200 63.432 
Total 662.317 1.048.400 

Asr Gazetesi did not believe that the Tan Newspaper's figures 
reflected the fact that they were the same figures as those in the Ottoman 
sources. Then, it published the updated figures of the three provinces of 
Macedonia available at the population offices in the three provinces by 

7 L. S. Stavrianos, The Balkans Si11ce 1453, (New York, 1963), p. 517. 
8 Asr Gazetesi on (26 Şevval 13227 2 January, 1905. 
9/bid. 
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the help of the General Inspectorship of the Three Provinces. The data 
supplied by the lnspector are: 

Manastır Selanik Kosova 

Muslims 260.418 485.555 752.534 
Greeks 291.283 323.227 13.452 
Bulgarians 188.412 217.117 170.005 
Vlachs & Serbs 30.1 16 169.601 
Total 770.229 1.025.99 1.105.59210 

The total population of the three provinces by millet: 

Muslim s 1.500.507 52.00% 
Patriarchists 627.962 21.40% 
Bulgarians 575.734 19.75% 
Vlachs & Serbs 199.717 6.85% 

Total 2.903.92011 

There is also a note in Asr Gazetesi stating that the Jews and Cath­
olics were not included in the statistical figurcs. Their total was approxi­
mately 100.000. 

The figunes provided by Ivanoff did not belog to the Turkish offi- · 
cia! statistics of I 905, but to the statistics of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa. As far 
as the Bulgarian national claims for Macedonia were concerned, it ap­
peared to the BuJgarians that Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa's figures weren more 
suitable than those of the Turkish official statistics of 1905. The year of 
the pubJication of Ivanoffs work was im portant in terms of the history of 
the Balkans, because, in 1919, a Peace Conference was heldin Paris to 
determine the borders of the Balkan States afte the First World W ar. By 
his work it was intended to influence the public opinion of Europe for the 
benefit of the Bulgarians by publishing more suitable figures so that they 
could achieve in annexing a large part of Macedonia by means of these 
population data. However, it is observed that in 1920 when the discus-

10 lbid. 
11/bid. 

.-



143 

sions at the Conference about the future of Macedonia were over, he d id 
not hesitate to publish the real data of the Turkish official statistics of 
1905 in arıother study of his, La Question Macedonienne. 12 fn this year 
nothing at all including the population data could change the deseination 
of Maccdonia, because the necessary decision had alt·eady been taken a 
year earlier. Therefore, he did not refrain from publishing the less 
suitable figures of the Ottoman statistics, that is the Turkish official 
stalistics of 1905, for the Bulgarians. 

The struggle for the annexation of the Macedonian provinces seems 
to have been made between the Greeks and the Bulgarians. One side 
tried Lo minimize the statistical numbers of the other side to arrive at an 
intended result. While the Bulgarians used those Ottoman statistical 
tables favourable to the Bulgarian claims, the Greeks rather preferred 
reducing the Bulgarian number and increasing the Greek num ber in the 
Ottoman official statistics in order to daim that the Greeks outnumbered 
the Bulgariansin Macedonia. 

Let us now fınd out how this was carried out by the Greeks. When 
analyzing Colocotronis' population data, it is observed that he has simply 
taken 18.000 out of the number of the Bulgarians and added 21.000 to 
the Greek number in the Turkish official statistics of 1905. This is very 
clear when we compare the Greek and Bulgarian numbers between the 
Colocotronis table and that of the Asr Gazetesi. The reality is that the 
Bulgarian population was 575.734 as opposed to 557.734 in Colocotro­
nis' table, a reduction of 18.000 in the Bulgarian population, and the 
Greek population was 648.962 as opposed lo 627.962 in his table. It is 
pretty clear from the above that Colocotronis distorted the numbers 
delibaretely. While he kept using the last three numbers ( ... ,962) of the 
total Greeks as in the Asr Gazetesi he changed the first three numbers of 
the Greeks from 627.962 as in Asr Gazetesi to 648.962, an increase of 
21.000. Colocotronis also claims that the population figures he uses in 
his study do belong to the statisties of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa. This informa­
tion is also wrong, and his figures are indeed the distorted version of the 
figures published in Asr Gazetesi. 

It is also noteworthy that te Greek scholars never teQded to mention 
in their tables the population of the Muslims in Macedonia. The reason 
for this was that the Muslim population in the three provinces was more 
than the total of the Greeks and the Bulgarians. For the Greeks the Bul­
garians were enough. They did not wish to see the Muslims as anather 

12 J. lvanoff. Lo Questimı Macedoniemıe. (Paris, 1920). p. 176. 
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compctitor for Macedonia. The Greeks, therefore, excluded the Muslims 
from their population tables. I fact the selection of the State to which 
Macedonia would be annexed was depended on the choice of the Euro­
pean Powers. From this respect, the Muslim chance to receive the hack­
ing of the Europeans was hardly anything at all regardless of what their 
percentage in the total populalion of Macedonia was. The Muslims 
indeed passessed 52 % of the total population of Macedonia. Further­
more, it is also Lhe case that the Greeks omitted the name of the Vlachs 
and their number in the statisı.ical tabtes despite the fact that there were 
the Vlachs mentioned in Asr Gazetesi. Their numbers were intentionally 
not given, because the Greeks would then state that there were no 
Vlachs, but Greeks and Bulgarians amongstteh Christians in Macedonia. 

Before uncovering the distortion of the population data it will be 
beneficial to provide some background information about the Armenians 
and Eastern Anatolia. The struggle for the cstabJishment of an Amıenian 
State begun soon after the Turco-Russian War of 1877-78. The Treaties 
of St. Stephana and Berlin mentioned the n ames of the Armcnians in one 
of their article s spelling out that the Porte w as to protect the Armenians 
against the Kurdi sh and Circassian attacks and to introduce the reforms 
for the ameliaratian of the state of the Armenians in Eastern Anatolia. 13 

The mention of their naınes in the Treaties was deeıned by the Armeni­
ans as a first step to begin to estabüsh their national State. The long Brit­
ish support for the application of the Armenian reforms lasting from 
1878 to 1897 gave the Arrnenians an encourageınent and hope which ob­
viously played an important role .in the occurrences of the Arıneoian riots 
in different parts of the country. 

While the Armcnians were doing all they could to strengthen their 
power in the provinces, the Patriarchs and their bishops competed with 
one anather to prepare statistical tables concerning the population of the 
various groups in Eastem Anatoüa. The population figurcs were crucial 
for the application of the reforms. The importance of the distribution of 
the population was often mentloned both in the Turkish and in the Bris­
tlsh documents, because the proportion of the Armenians to that of Mus­
lims would be an indicator in proportion to which the Arınenians would 
receive administrative posts in the provincial administration. 

What is really interesting in lheir statistics is that the Patriarchs and 
bi:;hops tried to show the population of the Armenians to be much higher 
than was the actua1 case. For this purpose, they ommited the Muslim 

13 For ıhe Brilish and Onoman policy ıoward thereformsfor the Armenians, see Musa Şaşmaz. 
British Policy and the application of Reformsfor ıhe Armcnians in Easteın Anaıolia 1877-1897, u.p. 
Ph.D. Disserıaıion, Birmingham University, 1993. 
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population of noınads and of Circassians to get a greater share for their 
millet. They also divided the Muslim population into sub-groups so that 
the Armenians could be shown to be a majority. These carefully estimat­
ed population figures prepared by the Armenian clergymen were des­
patched to the representatives of the EuropeanPowersin Istanbul to per­
suadethem to take into account the Annenian figures which would result 
in the application of thereformsin their advantages. This situation would 
comparatively ma.ke the realisation of the establishment of the Armenian 
State easier. From this point of view, great efforts were devoted to the 
preparation of the population tables. 

It is interesting to note here that one of the Partiarch's letters ad­
dressed to Goschen, the British Arnbassadar to Istanbul, on 1 O Septem­
her 1880 about the population of the Sivas province provided valuable 
information· as to the discrepancy w hi ch existed between the returns fur­
nished by the PatJiach Nerses of the population of the Sivas province and 
the one supplied by the Armenian hishop of Sivas. 14 It also revealed a 
great lack of local knowledge on the part of the Patriarch with regard to 
the Sivas province and the distribution of the population of the Chris­
tians. 

Let us now analyse these Annenian population tables. To begin 
with, Nerses in his population table gave the total population of the Sivas 
province as 605.063; 199.245 Armenians, 388.218 Muslims and 17.600 
Greeks. The bishop's figure was 201.245 Christians and 694.431 Mus­
lims tatalling 895.676. The difference between the figures of Nerses and 
those of the hishop conceming the Muslim population was roughly 
200.000 which appears to have been simply taken by the Patriarch out of 
the bishop's figures for political purposes, because both figures were pre­
pared in the year I 880, and no adıninistrative border changes took place 
as far as the province in question was concemed in this particular period. 
As will be noticed, the number of Christians mentioned in the two 
statements was almost consistent. 

Secondly, Divrigi with a population of 15.060 Christians as op­
posed to 45.278 Muslims was included in 'Armenia', whilst Gürün with 
8.830 Christians and 9.930 Muslims, and Tonus with 10.000 Christians 
and 22.272 Muslims were classed among the districts "qui ne font pas 
parti e de 1' Armenie". \ 

Thirdly, Nerses deseribed Darende, Gürün, Aziziye (Pınarbaşı) and 
Tonus (Altunyayla) as sancaks, whilst Tonus was only a nahiye (com­
mune), 15 and the other three were kazas; he placed Tokat to the south-
14 For lhis , see Goschen to Gmnville, no 404. 28 Sept 1880, FO 7813095 enclosing the Paıriach's 
lettcr of Scptember !Oth. 
15 Andreas Birken, Die Provinzen des Osmanisehen Reiclıes. (Wicsbaden, 1976), p. 142. 

( 
( 
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east of Sivas, whereas it lies north-west of Sivas; and he stated that Azi­
ziye had quite recently been added to the province of Sivas, which was 
also far from being accurate, because Aziziye had been founded during 
the reign of the Sultan Abdülaziz in 1859-60 (1277 H) by Hacı Ahmed 
Paşa, the vali of Sivas, and the reforming officer in Sivas.16 It then con­
tinued as an administrative unit adjoined to Sivas province. 

One rnight question whether the Porte might have applied the same 
method as the Patriarch had attempted to distort the population figures. 
There is strong evidence to show that the Porte did not use the same 
method as the Patriarch. The evidence is that before the Russo-Ottoman 
war of 1877-78 neither the Armenians nor the Muslims envisioned that 
the post-war era would see the emergence of an 'Armenian Question', 
since the Armenians were reckoned by the Porte as a 'loyal millet' until 
the very end of the war, and Arrnenians and Muslims got along rather 
well until the war, especially at the village level.17 In other words, the Ar­
menians werc not expected to cause any problems to the Porte unlike 
those experienced in the Balkans. So, the comparison of the population 
figures for the Armenians before and after the war in the provincial and 
state salnames can throw light on whether the Porte falsified the popula­
tion-figures for political ends. There are population figure at our disposal 
for the Armenians before and after the war for the Trabzon province. 
Though this province is outside the area of the so-called Ottoman Arme­
nia, it can stili be useful as an indication of whether or not the popula­
tion-figures were intentionally falsified by the Porte. The population of 
the Armenians in that province for the year 1871-72 is given as 35.510 in 
comparison with 38.958 in 1878-79 and 40.887 in 1887-88.'11 As can be 
seen from these figures , there is no indication of any intention at all by 
the Porte to falsify the figures to further its political aims. 

Finally, it would be useful to examine the reliability of the Ottoman 
census retums. 19 The Ottoman system of census was generally consid­
ered reliable as long as it was conducted in areas where the population 
consisted mainly of settJed people and was easily accessible to the offi­
cials. However, Eastern Anatolia could not be classified in this category, 
becausc the country passessed both namadie and muhacirin elements 

16 SeeSivas Salnamt of 1306 H. 
17 See Robert F. Zeidner, .. Britain and the Launchirıg of the Arrnenian Question", /JMES. 7(1976). 
p.469. 
18 For the population ligures u sed for the Aıınenians in Trabzon province, see Trabzon Salnames oj 
1288, 1296 and of 1305. 
19 Furıhcr see furıhcoming article, M. Ş~maz, 'The Onoman Censuses and Census Systerm in the 
19th and early 20th Centuries", in Forthcoming Osmanlı Tarihi Araşiirma/an Merkezi Dergisi, 5 

·(1995). 
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and covered an area mostJy inaccessible to the census-takers. All these 
features prevailing in the country rcduced the reliability of the Ottoman 
population figures for the eastern provinces. The population of such 
regions was not made by means of enumeraiton in the census. Even 
though in some places a proper census was conducted this was an excep­
tion. The officials apparently did their best to establish the precise popu­
lation figures for those provinces by making as close estimates as they 
could. It was important for the goverment to arrive at correct figures as it 
would increase both the revenue and the military efficiency of the Em­
pire. 

As is clear from above, the Greeks, Bulgarians and Armenians 
deliberately distorted the population data so as to annex Macedonia or 
Eastem Anatolia at the expense of the population in majority. Thanks to 
the acts of the distortion of the population data, particularly the Greeks 
succeedc ı in dcceiving the Europeans and aııncxed a considerable part of 
Macedonia. The Armenians tried long to detach the eastern provinces 
from the Ottomans by aJl means including the distortion of the popula­
tion data. However, they were at the end unable to accomp!ish their aim 
of establishing an Annenian State because of the fact that Britain brought 
nothing but misery to the Armenians although the Armenians had long 
trusted Britain as their protector.20 

20 A very challenging article about the judgement of the British policy for the Amlenians in the Iate 
19th and early 20th cenlurics is to be published in near futııre. This arıicle will question how Britain 
ıısed the instances ıo achieve her own goals other than those of the Armenians. 
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