
        
            
                
            
        

    Rolf Goetz
Madeira

The finest levada and mountain walks
[image: São Lourenço]
Rugged coastal cliffs on the São Lourenço ­peninsula.



Preface
 

The first Portuguese word that walkers on Madeira learn, might very well be »levada«. Levada walking is unique in the world. Narrow irrigation channels cover the whole of the island in a cleverly devised network. Without too much change in elevation you can easily discover some of the remotest corners on Madeira along these maintenance paths beside the channels. A good half of the walks in this guide are levada walks. They lead you through fertile farmland with sugar cane, banana trees and vineyards, past terraces skillfully molded into the craggy island topography, awakening associations with Bali or the Philippines. The paths go past cascading waterfalls and gorges, precipitous cliffs and marshy high moors. The subtropical vegetation of laurisilva forests and heathland in the still unspoilt valleys of the north is sometimes so lush, you get the impression of walking through an emerald green tunnel.

With all the fascination of the levada paths you should not forget, however, that this volcanic island is also an excellent area for mountain hikers. The almost 1900m high central massif has walks for everyone. The three summit walk from Arieiro via Torres up to Pico Ruivo seems decidedly alpine. The section spectacularly cut into the rock is considered to be a particularly outstanding walk, and with justification. Together with remote shepherds’ paths and adventurous coastal paths there are the so-called »veredas«, old linking paths which, up to a few decades ago, were the only approach going uphill and down dale to isolated villages. A typical feature is the rounded steps of the cobbled paths which Madeiran people fondly call »ox-foot cobbles«.

Madeira has not been spared by the modern age either and changes in the network of paths can often occur due to new forest paths and roads, the building of houses and last but not least, the ever-changing processes of nature itself. If you find changes on your walks please inform the publishers. It only remains for me to wish you some invigorating and enjoyable days on the »Atlantic’s Floating Garden«.


Autumn 2017	
Rolf Goetz



In August 2016, devastating forest fires ravaged the island, especially in the north-eastern suburbs of Funchal, in Estreito da Calheta in the south-west and on the Levada Nova at Prazeres.	
From the walks described in this guide, only six of them were negatively affected (Walks 2, 3, 4, 47, 54 and 56).
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Tourist Information
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Grade
Most of the walks go along clear paths and tracks. However, this should not obscure the fact that some walks demand good physical fitness, sure-footedness and good route-finding skills. Any risks of vertigo will be noted in the individual walk description. You should also be aware that some walks might become more difficult with bad weather.	

In order to help you make a better assessment of the grade, each walk is colour-coded as follows:



Easy: These routes are usually comfortably broad and only moderately steep, so that they can be undertaken with relatively little danger, even in poor weather. They can normally be safely undertaken by children and older people.



Moderate: These mountain paths are mainly narrow and can be quite exposed over short sections. They should, therefore, only be undertaken by sure-footed mountain walkers. Some short passages may require good route-finding ability and a good head for heights.



Difficult: These mountain paths and mule tracks are frequently narrow and steep. They can be very stony and there’s sometimes the risk of a landslip. In some cases you may have to scramble, even with the use of your hands. These paths should only be attempted by physically-fit, sure-footed and experienced mountain walkers; good route-finding skills are also required at times. Levada paths may also be very exposed and, if not secured in any way, may require the walker to be absolutely vertigo-free.

[image: tunnel]
Almost every levada goes through one or several tunnels. 
Image author: Werner Gottwald

GPS tracks and coordinates for the starting points
For all of the walks in this guide, GPS tracks, as well as coordinates for the starting points, are available for download without charge from the Bergverlag Rother website 



user: gast

password: wfmadgb09zg45w

2nd edition E-Book



All of the GPS data was recorded in situ by the author. The publishers and the author have checked the tracks and points en route to the best of their knowledge and ability. Nevertheless, mistakes or deviations are still possible. In addition, conditions on site may have since changed. GPS data is certainly a great help for planning and navigation but still requires meticulous preparation and a certain degree of orientation skill as well as expertise in judging the (geographical) situation at hand. For orientation, one should never depend exclusively on GPS devices or data.


[image: Miraduro]
View of the northern coast from the Miradouro Ninho da Manta. 
Image author : Philip Kahnis

Access
Most of the walks described in this guide can be accessed by public transport. A bus time table with the most useful bus service for walkers is provided on p. 30 and 31. Some starting points must be driven to with a car or by taxi.



Walking times
The time details refer to real walking time and do not take into account stops and photo opportunities. The total time is usually given.


Equipment
All walks, apart from a few easy ones along the levadas, require you to wear sturdy walking shoes with good soles. Absolutely essential is gear protecting you from the rain and sun as well as warm clothing for cooler days. A good torch or a head-torch with spare batteries for each walker is also required for passing through the levada tunnels.

[image: ]
A landslip can sometimes make the route dangerous. Then, you are better off turning back.

Dangers
Most walks follow clear paths. Special mention is given to areas without paths, sections of climbing or where you need a good head for heights. There might be landslides at heights above 500m and clouds can suddenly form, making many mountain and levada paths temporarily impassable.



Best season
Madeira is ideal for walking all year round. The summer months are not all that hot and the winter months are mild with, for Central Europeans, spring-like weather. The period between May and the end of September guarantees the most stable weather conditions with only moderate precipitation on the north side. In winter you should be prepared for cool and rainy weather in the north and in areas above 600m. It can be cold in the central mountains area and there might be occasional snow showers. In contrast, the south side of the island is usually dry and mild, even in winter.


Network of paths and waymarkers
Madeira has an extensive network of paths. On levada walks, the irrigation channel gives you the direction and it is almost impossible to get lost. The island’s government has signposted 28 very popular levada walks and mountain walks in the central massif according to international walking guidelines (PR 1 to PR 23, plus alternative routes). In each case there is a large information board with the route of the path at the start, and the main junctions and crossroads are signposted and marked with distances. However, only a few yellow and red waymarkers are set up along the route itself.


[image: Rocks]
Magic Rocks on the southern coast near Funchal.
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Mountain huts and refreshment
Catered mountain huts or walker’s huts like you find, for example, in the Alps, are non-existent at the moment on Madeira. Several walking routes pass snack bars and restaurants offering food and beverage.



Maps and guides
We recommend the walking map »WKP 1 Madeira«, with a scale of 1:30,000 from Freytag & Berndt. Another good one is the locally available »Madeira Tour & Trail Map« (1:40,000) from Discovery Walking Guides. »Madeira – Plants and Flowers« by António da Costa and Luis Franquinho, an illustrated identification guide for those interested in botany, is also offered by local tourist offices and souvenir shops.


Tips for linear and long distance walks
Some walks and levada walks are conceived as one-way day walks where the destination is a long way from the starting point. For these walks you are advised to take advantage of public transport (bus, taxi) or to join forces with another walker with a car – here, the best method is to park a car at the destination before starting the walk.

Long-distance walkers can cross the island from Funchal on a multi-day levada trek. The sections Monte – Camacha – Santo da Serra – Portela – Caniçal are fully described in this guide. Allow two or three days for this tour. You can stay overnight in Camacha, Santo da Serra and Caniçal.


Tip: Up-to-date information regarding trails that have been temporarily closed due to landslips, forest fires or construction can be found at www.visitmadeira.pt (»Useful Info« and »Notice to walkers and List of Walks«).


[image: The country inn, A Carreta]
The country inn, A Carreta
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The sea-water swimming pool in Porto Moniz – fishermen come here when the swimmers have gone for the day.




The Top walks on Madeira



Classic levada walks
Through the Ribeira da Janela valley
This eternally green valley can be explored along numerous levada routes. Delightful views of the terraced area around an estuary open up on the levada trail starting at Lamaceiros (Walk 60, 3.30 hrs); on the valley flank opposite, the Levada dos Cedros runs through the protected natural heritage site of the laurel forest (Walk 53, 3 hrs).



Ribeiro Frio
The classic amongst levada walks acquaints you with the subtropical laurel forest on Madeira. The luxuriant vegetation amazes even botany enthusiasts (Walk 18, 3.30 hrs).



Levada do Rei
The »King’s levada«, once relatively unknown to walkers, leads below moist rock faces through evergreen laurel forest and penetrates deep into the remote valley of the Ribeira Bonito (Walk 30, 2.30 hrs).



Caldeirão Verde
The wild levada path into the »green cauldron« leads into one of the most primeval regions on Madeira. There are narrow tunnels to walk through, impressive waterfalls cascade down from mountain slopes into the valley. You can also link this route with the adventurous Walk 29 into the Devil’s Cauldron (Walk 28, 3.30 hrs).



Levada da Bica da Cana
This narrow levada, at an altitude of a good 1300m, on the southern slopes of the Paul da Serra plateau, opens up splendid views of the southern coast – but only when cloud cover is not spoiling the view (Walk 47, 2.50 hrs).



Levada das 25 Fontes
Dense forests of tree heathers line this wonderful levada path into the headwater area of Rabaçal. A short diversion (Walk 50) brings you to the most famous waterfall on Madeira (Walk 51, 3.00 hrs).



[image: ]
Walk 30
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Walk 47

Dizzying summit climbs
Pico Ruivo, 1862m
Without a doubt, the most spectacular walking tour on the island; this superlative high mountain path connects Madeira’s highest peaks, one with the other. An alpine path leads along steps cut into the rock faces: thus, you must be physically fit for this climb (Walk 34, 5.30 hrs).
If you prefer it not quite so steep, you can climb this island »rooftop« starting at the Achada do Teixeira for a shorter walk (Walk 33, 2,00 hrs).



Pico Grande, 1654m
»Grand peak« is the name of the huge mountain massif that stands unpretentiously in the centre of the »Flower Island«. An airy path with beautiful views and a demanding ascent brings you onto one of the most beautiful mountains on Madeira. If you prefer to avoid the easy scrambling section, follow the spectacular high mountain path only as far as the »Donkey Pass« (Walk 38, 4.00 hrs).



[image: Pico Ruivo]
Pico Ruivo

Attractive circular walks
Ponta do Pargo
After walking a good hour along the fern-flanked levada, this circular walk passes through several remote hamlets.Short detours lead to two viewpoints taking in the rugged western coast dropping steeply to the sea (Walk 57, 3.50 hrs).



Paul do Mar
This lengthy walk on the western island begins with a spectacular descent through the coastal cliffs and then follows the seaside promenade at Paul do Mar, where you can find a bar to brace yourself for the ascent back up again (Walk 56, 5.40 hrs).






Coastal trails
São Lourenço peninsula
The very popular walk through this bizarre nature reserve in the far east of Madeira is famous for its coastal views – sheer capes in warm red and ochre tones of colour. From a panoramic summit you can see as far as the neighbouring island of Porto Santo in the distance (Walk 12, 3.00 hrs).



Porto da Cruz
Ascend at first via a levada to the »dangerous opening«; however, the precipitous mule track which follows, leading high above the steep coastline, is only recommended for vertigo-free and sure-footed walkers (Walk 14, 3.45 hrs).



Fajã Quebrada Nova
The descent to the »seaside gardens« on the north-west coast is simply breath-taking; taking the cable car up to avoid the ascent is also an experience that you will never forget (Walk 58, 1.40 hrs). 


[image: São Lourenço peninsula]
São Lourenço peninsula




Walking on Madeira
The main island of the Madeira archipelago is situated geographically nearer to Africa than to Europe. Whilst it lies almost 900km from the Portuguese motherland, it’s only 500km from the Moroccan coast and 400km from the Canary Islands further south. About 270,000 inhabitants live on a surface area of 741 sq.km, with almost half of them in the densely populated area of the capital, Funchal.

In spite of its manageable size Madeira offers a diverse landscape. The island rose up out of the Atlantic through volcanic activity 20 million years ago and is dominated by a strangely weather-beaten mountain range whose highest peak is the 1862m high Pico Ruivo.



The laurel forest – UNESCO World Natural Heritage
Madeira has been included in the UNESCO list of World Natural Heritage sites since 1999. The island owes this distinction primarily to the laurel forest which covered practically the whole of the area between 700 and 1200m up until the Portuguese settlement (not quite 600 years ago) and also gave the »forest island« its name (Portuguese madeira = wood). Clear-felling drastically reduced the forest stand. The remaining primeval laurel forest could only survive in the gorges where access was difficult in the island’s interior and on the north side. However, the true laurel (Laurus nobilis), whose leathery leaves provide the well-known pot herb, is not to be found anywhere in Madeira’s forests. The term laurel forest is generally understood to mean a plant family of about 20 woody plants. Four different laurel plants provide the main representatives that give it its name. The most widespread are the Madeira laurel (Laurus novocanariensis) and the Fetid laurel (Ocotea foetens) but there’s also the barbusano (Apollonias barbujana) and the viñátigo (Persea indica). Associated with these is, amongst others, the Lily of the Valley tree (Clethra arborea, Portuguese folhado), found mainly in the Folhadal region which is named after it (Walk 41). The tree trunks in the laurel forest are covered in moss, and lichens hang down from the branches. The diverse undergrowth is made up of ferns and common sowthistle. A good 70 species of fern grow on Madeira, where the common bracken is very strongly represented and much rarer, the Kidney-leaved Fern.

Laurel forests like it especially wet and need a moderate amount of rainfall of 1500 mm a year to survive. The humidity is, in many cases, around 85 %. The subtropical mountain forests, therefore, play an enormously important role in the water supply. In areas above 1200m the laurel forest is replaced by shorter woody plants. The predominant tree heather (Erica arborea) forms dense stands. Quite often the gnarled trees reach a height of 3–4m and they blossom in the months of April and May.



[image: ]
Ferns can be found in all sizes and shapes on Madeira; here a tree fern.
[image: ]
Purple foxglove enjoys cosmopolitan distribution which includes Madeira.

Endemic flora
About 140 of the roughly 760 plant species growing wild on the island are endemic, that is they grow only on Madeira and nowhere else in the world. One of the stars of the endemic plant world is the so-called Pride of Madeira (Echium candicans), a type of Echium that produces magnificent mauve candle-like blossoms in summer. Also on show in the summer months is the Madeiran foxglove (Isoplexis sceptrum) with its golden yellow blossom in August. Foxgloves can grow to over 3m in height. No less colourful is the Madeiran cranesbill (Geranium maderense) that endows the floor of evergreen laurel forests with colourful spots of lilac. The yellow flowering Madeiran violet (Viola paradoxa), on the other hand, seems quite inconspicuous. It can be found in the rocky terrain of the central massif. The Madeiran bilberry (Vaccinium padifolium) is also endemic and produces sweet berries like the one in central Europe. You need to stretch up in order to pick them rather than bend down as the berries grow on six foot high bushes.

One of the Crassulaceae plants to deserve special mention is the Aeonium glandulosum. The plate-like leaf rosettes without stems tuck themselves into rock faces. You might see them on Walks 14, 34 and 39, for example. The ancient looking dragon tree (Dracaena draco), with its bizarre network of hollow branches, has become rare and, apart from on Madeira, can also be found on the Canary Islands. One of the most superb examples stands in the garden of the Reid’s Palace Hotel in Funchal. 


[image: ]
Madeira cranesbill (Geranium maderense).
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Tree houseleek (Aeonium glandulosum).
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Madeiran Sea Stock (Matthiola maderensis).	
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Bugloss, Pride of Madeira (Echium candicans).
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Smooth Spear-leaved Spurge (Euphorbia piscatoria).
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Scotch broom (Cytisus scoparius).
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Palm ferns from South Africa are the pride of the botanical gardens.


Nature parks and botanical gardens
Almost two thirds of the island’s surface is a protected conservation area; the Parque Natural de Madeira takes up practically the whole of the island’s interior. The extensive laurel forests are to be found here too and are especially impressive in the region of Ribeiro Frio (Walks 17, 18 and 19) and in the Parque das Queimadas (Walks 27, 28 and 29). Also under special protection are the Nature Reserves of Ponta de São Lourenço in the extreme east (Walk 12), Rocha do Navio on the north coast between Ponta de São Jorge and Ponta do Clérigo (Walks 24 and 25) and the Marine Reserve of Garajau. The Parque Ecológico do Funchal situated above Funchal is renowned. This protected zone of 1000 hectares with a multitude of endemic plants extends from Ribeira de Santa Luzia (520m) near Monte up to Pico do Arieiro. You will find the information centre (Centro de Recepção e Interpretação) on the ER 103 between Monte and Poiso. Picnic sites and waymarked walking paths make the ecological park a popular leisure and recreational area in summer for the citizens of the capital.
The best way of experiencing the diversity of flora is to make a visit to one of the botanical gardens. The English brought the art of landscape gardening to the island. Sub-tropical and tropical plants from all continents find ideal growing conditions here thanks to an all-year-round mild climate.

Together with a section of endemic plants like the dragon tree, the Jardim Botânico da Madeira in Funchal houses exotic species from all over the world, amongst them some domesticated plants like coffee, cinnamon and vanilla. There’s a bird sanctuary adjoining the botanical garden and a beautiful orchid park nearby.

Perhaps even more attractive is Palheiro Gardens. Also known as Blandy’s Garden it is famous for its stock of old trees, the magnificent southern African Proteaceae and walkways flanked by camelias.

Another highlight amongst the gardens is the Monte Palace Tropical Garden. which has a spectacular collection of palm ferns. The sumptuous ornamental plants under shady sequoias and tree ferns are a feast for the eyes.



[image: ]
Bananas thrive well in the sub-tropical climate on the south coast.

Ornamental plants
Madeira owes its reputation as the floating garden to the ornamental flora that has been introduced from all round the world. Practically all the notable species grow here. Characteristic levada plants are hydrangeas and Blue Lily of the Nile, often the walkers’ companion for miles on end. Bougainvillea, Hibiscus and Bird of Paradise flowers bloom all year round. The latter, also called Parrot flower, has become the botanical symbol of Madeira. In the airport before your flight home you can quickly buy a bunch of these flowers as a small present, packed carefully in a box for easy transport. Late autumn brings the Belladonna lily which has been introduced from the Cape of South Africa. Acacias are very decorative which originated in Australia and plunge whole hillsides into a sea of yellow from January to March. At their best in winter you will also see poinsettias, camelias and the Coral tree from Brazil.
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The Bird of Paradise flower – Madeira’s botanical symbol. Image author: Werner Gottwald

Fauna
Compared with the richly varied flora, the range of fauna is quite modest. There are no big land mammals except for domestic animals. Walkers need have no fear of snakes – they had as little success in making the jump over to this remote island as scorpions and other poisonous animals. If there’s a rustling in the bushes it’s more likely to be a harmless lizard.

The offshore rocky islands are an important refuge for seabirds like the yellow-beaked Cory’s shearwater and the Madeiran storm-petrel. Only on Madeira can you find the Madeiran firecrest and a wood pigeon that lives in laurel woods.
On the Desertas islands there are still a few Monk seals. These animals, threatened with extinction, also used to inhabit the coasts of the main island in great numbers.
The most important fish is the scabbardfish (Portuguese espada), a Madeiran delicacy that is caught with long lines in depths of up to 2000m.


[image: ]
The endemic Madeira lizard. Image author: Werner Gottwald

Environment and ecology
The luxuriant vegetation and magnificent flowers cannot hide the fact that Madeira also has substantial ecological problems. The high density of population led to the overdevelopment of the regions close to the coast, especially in the south.
As a result of the high level of population there is a corresponding pressure for road development. With the subsidy from the EU, Madeira is seeking to achieve European standards. In spite of the fissured topography, fast roads and motorways eat their way ruthlessly through the island. Valleys are bridged and tunnels are cut through the mountain ridges. Some old cobbled paths have fallen victim to a new road.
One problem which cannot escape your notice is the waste disposal. Thus, some levada paths are being used as convenient rubbish tips and »emergency WCs«. Set a good example and never leave any rubbish behind (also, please refrain from using paper handkerchiefs as toilet paper since these are slow to biodegrade). Refrain from carelessly throwing away cigarette butts and making open fires (danger of forest fire!)

[image: ]
Wind turbines on the high plain of Paul da Serra.

Levadas
With the levadas Madeira has a unique network of paths for walkers. The first irrigation channels were constructed shortly after the island was inhabited in the 15th century to make use of the rich water resources in the island’s interior for the cultivation of sugar cane and grapes. The construction was dangerous and took many lives. Workers were suspended in wicker baskets from the top of sheer rock faces and channels were blasted out of the rock. Over the course of generations a channel system has evolved today of 2000kms in length. The levadas are 20 to 120cm wide and up to one metre deep. The paths along the levadas are not only used for maintenance, they also provide ideal hiking paths. Apart from some steep ascents and descents to the levadas, they even run across the entire island with little difference in height. As long as they are sufficiently well-protected you can walk quite comfortably on or next to the little channel walls. An additional attraction are the ornamental plants that workers have planted along the edge of the paths.

[image: ]
Fern-blanketed meadows and an open pine wood accompany you along the Levada Nova above Prazeres 

Funchal and the south coast
With 112,000 inhabitants Funchal is the undisputed island metropolis of Madeira. The town is a good location for walkers due to its perfect tourist infrastructure, its good bus service to all parts of the island and last but not least, its favourable climate. In addition to the walks in the south you can easily reach the east coast, Curral das Freiras and the central massif. Funchal became a popular holiday resort for well-off English people over 100 years ago. Opened in 1891, Hotel Reid’s is an institution and is one of the world’s most beautiful luxury hotels still today.

Take a stroll through the old town, visiting the botanical garden and the Mercado dos Lavradores, overflowing with fruit and vegetables. Of the various religious edifices, the 500-year-old cathedral is especially noteworthy. If you should be on Madeira over New Year, the firework display in Funchal is world famous and attracts lots of cruise ships.
The main tourist attraction is a ride in a carro de cesto (wicker basket toboggan), the original form of local transport on the island. It starts from in front of the pilgrim church in the exclusive residential district of Monte, situated at a height of 550m. The vehicle, made from willow twigs woven together, has wooden runners and is steered by two sledge drivers down the 2km long run, descending to the city district of Livramento in Funchal. Another highlight is the cable car which swings you up to Monte high above the roofs of Funchal and back down again.

Câmara de Lobos has almost merged with Funchal. This little fishing village was one of the first settlements on Madeira. The scabbardfish is caught from small boats and cat sharks hang on racks to dry in the sun. The most famous guest in Câmara de Lobos was Sir Winston Churchill. He used to paint up on the viewpoint named after him above the harbour. With a fat cigar in the corner of his mouth he would sit at his easel and capture on canvas the picturesque scene below.

An alternative base to Funchal with its characteristic city feel is Ribeira Brava at the estuary of the river of the same name. This sun-kissed town on the south coast offers a handful of middle-class hotels aimed at independent travellers. The town is well-connected by public transport to the walking areas of Paul da Serra and Rabaçal. The symbol of Ribeira Brava is the chequer-tiled tower of the parish church São Bento.


[image: ]
A rewarding stroll – the market hall of Funchal displays a feast for the eyes and the ­palate.
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The sea of houses in Funchal stretches far around the wide-sweeping bay like seats in an amphitheatre.

The east and Ribeiro Frio
With countless grand hotels, Caniço is, next to Fuchal, the second largest holiday resort centre on Madeira. The suburb of Caniço de Baixo along the steep coast guarantees relaxing holidays, however, without an actual centre, it lacks in ambience. Many visitors are familiar with the pebbly beach of Reis Magos as well as the two swimming places Lido Galomar and Lido Rocamar where, after a day’s walking, you can make another trip to the sea for a swim.
A statue of Christ can be seen from a long way off on the nearby Ponta do Garajau. The coastal area around the cliff is designated as an underwater nature reserve where fishing is not allowed. The area is especially popular with divers and there are several diving schools.
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