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    The Luck of Roaring Camp, and Other Sketches gathers a focused selection of Francis Bret Harte’s short prose, centered on the California settings and frontier communities with which his name is closely associated. It is not a complete edition of Harte’s writings, but a compact representative volume containing “The Luck of Roaring Camp,” “The Outcasts of Poker Flat,” “Miggles,” “Tennessee’s Partner,” “The Idyl of Red Gulch,” “High-Water Mark,” “A Lonely Ride,” “The Man of No Account,” “Mliss,” “The Right Eye of the Commander,” “Mission Dolores,” “John Chinaman,” “From a Back Window,” and “Boonder.” Together, these pieces introduce the range and concentration of Harte’s early literary reputation.

Harte, born in 1836 and long associated with California journalism and literary culture, became one of the best-known interpreters of the American West for readers in the United States and abroad. His fiction drew upon mining camps, small settlements, roads, towns, and other social spaces shaped by migration and rapid change. The stories in this volume do not offer a documentary record of California; rather, they transform recognizable regional materials into crafted literary situations. Harte’s West is populated by gamblers, miners, travelers, children, soldiers, women living beyond conventional protection, and figures on the margins of established society. Their encounters provide the collection’s central dramatic energy.

The volume chiefly represents short stories and sketches, forms in which Harte achieved particular distinction. Some pieces develop a concentrated narrative premise, while others depend more fully on scene, voice, local observation, or a brief encounter. This variety is important to the collection’s design. “The Luck of Roaring Camp,” “The Outcasts of Poker Flat,” “Miggles,” and “Tennessee’s Partner” are among Harte’s most familiar narrative works, whereas titles such as “Mission Dolores,” “John Chinaman,” and “From a Back Window” broaden the volume’s attention to reflective and observational prose. Across these forms, compression, vivid setting, and carefully managed shifts in perspective remain essential features.

A recurring concern of these writings is the tension between public judgment and private feeling. Harte repeatedly places people who have been dismissed, ridiculed, excluded, or misunderstood at the center of attention. In mining camps and isolated communities, formal institutions may be weak, yet communal opinion can be severe; against this pressure, the stories test sympathy, loyalty, generosity, and moral perception. The title story begins with the arrival of an infant in a rough mining settlement, while “The Outcasts of Poker Flat” begins with a group expelled from a town. Such premises establish Harte’s enduring interest in how communities define belonging and worth.

Harte’s style combines humor, sentiment, dramatic economy, and an alertness to social performance. His narrators and characters often employ colloquial speech, regional idiom, and the expressive exaggeration associated with frontier storytelling. These techniques helped establish a literary image of the West that was immediately recognizable to nineteenth-century readers. They also require historical attention: Harte’s representations of class, ethnicity, gender, and regional identity belong to the assumptions and conventions of his period and may include stereotypes now rightly examined critically. The collection’s value lies not in treating those conventions as transparent truth, but in reading them alongside the sympathy and formal skill that complicate them.

Although California supplies the dominant imaginative ground, the collection is not limited to one kind of experience or one social setting. “High-Water Mark” turns to the Civil War, and “The Idyl of Red Gulch,” “Mliss,” and “The Right Eye of the Commander” show Harte’s continuing concern with education, family authority, aspiration, and the uneven boundaries between respectability and exclusion. “A Lonely Ride” and “The Man of No Account” likewise indicate his attraction to transient encounters and apparently minor lives. Harte often begins with a sharply defined situation rather than an extended history, allowing setting, gesture, and dialogue to reveal relationships without the breadth of a novel.

Read as a whole, The Luck of Roaring Camp, and Other Sketches demonstrates why Bret Harte remains central to discussions of nineteenth-century American regional writing and the literary invention of the West. His stories helped make local color, vernacular dialogue, and western settings important elements of widely circulating American fiction. Yet their continuing significance also rests on their questions about compassion, reputation, chance, and the moral claims of those whom society places at its edges. This collection preserves the concision of Harte’s art: landscapes and communities are rendered in a few decisive details, and brief episodes acquire the pressure of larger social and ethical conflicts.
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    Francis Bret Harte’s The Luck of Roaring Camp, and Other Sketches emerged from a California transformed by the gold rush of 1848–49 and its long aftermath. Gold discoveries near Coloma on the American River drew migrants from eastern states, Latin America, Europe, Australia, and China, rapidly creating mining camps and boomtowns. Although many stories were published in the Overland Monthly between 1868 and 1870 and gathered in the early 1870s, they look back upon this unstable frontier society. Harte, who reached California in 1854, treated the camps as improvised communities whose rough customs could unexpectedly yield loyalty, tenderness, and moral judgment.

Mining settlements often stood beyond effective institutions, even after California entered the Union in 1850. Claims were regulated through miners’ meetings, local codes, and, at times, vigilance committees; disputes over property, theft, and reputation could produce expulsion or lynching. Harte’s communities in “The Outcasts of Poker Flat,” “Tennessee’s Partner,” and “The Luck of Roaring Camp” borrow this atmosphere of informal justice while exposing its cruelty and inconsistency. The stories do not provide documentary portraits of particular camps, but their trials, elections, and public verdicts reflect recognizable frontier practices. Contemporary readers could relish regional color while confronting the precarious authority beneath California’s celebrated individualism.

The Civil War, 1861–65, supplied another moral horizon for Harte’s California writing. California remained in the Union, yet its population included migrants with divided regional loyalties, and wartime political arguments sharpened questions of allegiance, sacrifice, and social belonging. “High-Water Mark” and “The Right Eye of the Commander” turn more directly toward military memory, while the collection’s broader interest in comradeship and pardon reflects postwar desires for reconciliation. Harte had worked as a printer, teacher, and journalist before editing the Overland Monthly; these occupations connected him to public debates rather than isolated camp folklore. His fiction converts national conflict into intimate tests of character.

Chinese migration was indispensable to the Gold Rush economy and became a central target of exclusion. By the early 1850s, thousands of Chinese miners and laborers lived in California; the state’s Foreign Miners’ Tax, first imposed in 1850 and revised in 1852, burdened them disproportionately. Chinese workers later helped build the Central Pacific Railroad, completed with the transcontinental line in 1869, even as violence and restrictive local measures intensified. “John Chinaman” addresses the racial caricatures and economic resentment surrounding this population. Harte’s ironic treatment challenged easy prejudice, though it also remained shaped by the period’s limiting conventions of dialect and stereotype.

San Francisco’s rise from a port of fewer than one thousand residents in 1848 into the Pacific coast’s commercial and cultural center gave Harte an audience and a setting beyond the diggings. Newspapers, theaters, bookshops, and expanding transport networks connected the city to mining districts and to eastern publishers. As editor of the San Francisco–based Overland Monthly from 1868, Harte promoted a distinctly western literature, publishing sketches that combined humor, pathos, and vernacular speech. “Mission Dolores” and “From a Back Window” register the coexistence of older Hispanic and Catholic landmarks with speculative, Anglo-American urban growth. This urban vantage prevented his frontier from appearing wholly remote or self-contained.

Gold-rush migration disrupted conventional households: male migrants vastly outnumbered women in many camps, and children, schools, and stable domestic institutions could be scarce. By the 1860s, settlement and urban growth were nevertheless producing stronger demands for respectability, education, and family life. Harte repeatedly measures rough masculine codes against vulnerable figures who expose their inadequacy. “Miggles,” “Mliss,” and “The Idyl of Red Gulch” use women, girls, and schoolroom ideals to test whether communities can extend care across class and reputation. Such plots reflect Victorian moral expectations, but Harte complicates them by locating generosity among socially marginal people rather than established authorities.

California’s rapid development also depended on difficult movement through a vast and frequently dangerous landscape. Stage routes, coastal steamers, wagon roads, and, after 1869, the railroad shortened distances, yet weather, swollen rivers, mountain passes, and isolation still governed travel. The catastrophic floods of 1861–62, remembered as the Great Flood, demonstrated how abruptly rivers and settlements could overwhelm human plans; mining itself further altered streams through dams and hydraulic methods. Stories such as “A Lonely Ride,” alongside the collection’s camp sketches, draw force from this insecurity of passage and exposure. Nature in Harte is therefore not mere scenery but an active pressure upon community, courage, and chance.

When the sketches reached national and British readers in the late 1860s and early 1870s, the United States was seeking regional voices after the Civil War. Harte’s compressed narratives helped establish the local-color mode, which used place, dialect, and customary behavior to make provincial settings legible to metropolitan audiences. Their popularity brought him exceptional attention, especially after “The Luck of Roaring Camp” and “The Outcasts of Poker Flat,” but it also invited doubts about sentimentality and the accuracy of miners’ speech. The collection’s enduring historical value lies less in literal reportage than in its record of how postwar readers imagined California’s violent, plural, and rapidly modernizing past.
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    The Luck of Roaring Camp
A rough mining settlement is unexpectedly transformed by the arrival of an orphaned infant, whose presence tests its inhabitants' capacity for tenderness and collective responsibility.
Harte balances frontier comedy with sentiment, establishing recurring motifs of improvised family, moral renewal, and the fragility of hope.
The Outcasts of Poker Flat
Several people expelled from a mining town must confront isolation and worsening circumstances after being cast out under the banner of public virtue.
The story uses a spare, wintry tone to question social judgment and to locate dignity in characters conventionally treated as disreputable.
Miggles
Travelers stranded in the mountains encounter an unconventional woman whose home and past reveal a hidden history of loyalty and care.
Its mixture of comic frontier observation and emotional revelation typifies Harte's interest in unexpected gentility beneath eccentric appearances.
Tennessee's Partner
A gambler's steadfast companion responds to betrayal and misfortune with an unfashionable but deeply felt sense of devotion.
Harte treats male friendship and frontier honor with both broad humor and restrained pathos, challenging formal ideas of respectability.
The Idyl of Red Gulch
A young teacher in an isolated mining community tries to impose refined educational ideals on a setting that resists easy improvement.
The sketch gently satirizes reforming zeal while preserving sympathy for the desires and limitations of both teacher and pupils.
High-Water Mark
During wartime, a small group of soldiers faces a difficult test of discipline, courage, and humane judgment.
The story shifts Harte's attention from mining camps to military life, retaining his preference for compressed moral crises and understated heroism.
A Lonely Ride
A solitary journey through dangerous country becomes an encounter with uncertainty, fear, and the unreliable impressions created by isolation.
Its suspenseful, atmospheric mode emphasizes the precariousness of travel in the West rather than the communal warmth found in several camp stories.
The Man of No Account
A seemingly insignificant frontier man acquires unexpected importance when circumstances expose the gap between reputation and character.
Harte's ironic title and sympathetic treatment reinforce a recurring theme: social rank often obscures quiet courage or decency.
Mliss
A neglected, defiant girl in a mining settlement comes into contact with a teacher who recognizes both her intelligence and her need for protection.
The tale combines comic dialect and sentimental intensity to examine education, class prejudice, and the costs of adult neglect.
The Right Eye of the Commander
A military anecdote turns an officer's personal peculiarity into the center of a comic situation involving authority and perception.
Harte uses exaggeration and deadpan humor to deflate ceremonial notions of command without wholly denying the human value of leadership.
Mission Dolores
Set against the older cultural landscape of California, this sketch evokes a mission-centered world in which memory, custom, and change overlap.
Its more reflective tone broadens the collection beyond mining camps, contrasting frontier bustle with an atmosphere of historical persistence and loss.
John Chinaman
The sketch addresses the presence of a Chinese figure within California's social order, exposing the assumptions through which outsiders are judged.
Harte's satirical framing engages recurring concerns about prejudice, belonging, and the uneasy ethics of frontier community.
From a Back Window
An observer turns a limited domestic viewpoint into a sequence of social impressions, finding drama and comedy in everyday scenes.
The piece highlights Harte's sketch-like method: quick visual detail, ironic commentary, and attention to the small performances of public life.
Boonder
This character-centered sketch presents a distinctive figure whose habits and reputation become a lens on frontier society.
Its comic emphasis on local types and storytelling closes the collection's recurring movement between caricature, sympathy, and moral surprise.
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A SERIES of designs—suggested, I think, by Hogarth's familiar cartoons of the Industrious and Idle Apprentices—I remember as among the earliest efforts at moral teaching in California. They represented the respective careers of The Honest and Dissolute Miners: the one, as I recall him, retrograding through successive planes of dirt, drunkenness, disease, and death; the other advancing by corresponding stages to affluence and a white shirt. Whatever may have been the artistic defects of these drawings, the moral at least was obvious and distinct. That it failed, however,—as it did,—to produce the desired reform in mining morality may have been owing to the fact that the average miner refused to recognize himself in either of these positive characters; and that even he who might have sat for the model of the Dissolute Miner was perhaps dimly conscious of some limitations and circumstances which partly relieved him from responsibility. "Yer see," remarked such a critic to the writer, in the untranslatable poetry of his class, "it ain't no square game. They've just put up the keerds on that chap from the start."


 ​With this lamentable example before me, I trust that in the following sketches I have abstained from any positive moral. I might have painted my villains of the blackest dye,—so black, indeed, that the originals thereof would have contemplated them with the glow of comparative virtue. I might have made it impossible for them to have performed a virtuous or generous action, and have thus avoided that moral confusion which is apt to arise in the contemplation of mixed motives and qualities. But I should have burdened myself with the responsibility of their creation, which, as a humble writer of romance and entitled to no particular reverence, I did not care to do.

I fear I cannot claim, therefore, any higher motive than to illustrate an era of which Californian history has preserved the incidents more often than the character of the actors,—an era which the panegyrist was too often content to bridge over with a general compliment to its survivors,—an era still so recent that in attempting to revive its poetry, I am conscious also of awakening the more prosaic recollections of these same survivors,—and yet an era replete with a certain heroic Greek poetry, of which perhaps none were more unconscious than the heroes themselves. And I shall be quite content to have collected here merely the materials for the Iliad that is yet to be sung.


	
	San Francisco, December 24, 1869.
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THE LUCK OF ROARING CAMP.





THERE was commotion in Roaring Camp. It could not have been a fight, for in 1850 that was not novel enough to have called together the entire settlement. The ditches and claims were not only deserted, but "Tuttle's grocery" had contributed its gamblers, who, it will be remembered, calmly continued their game the day that French Pete and Kanaka Joe shot each other to death over the bar in the front room. The whole camp was collected before a rude cabin on the outer edge of the clearing. Conversation was carried on in a low tone, but the name of a woman was frequently repeated. It was a name familiar enough in the camp,—"Cherokee Sal."

Perhaps the less said of her the better. She was a coarse, and, it is to be feared, a very sinful woman. But at that time she was the only woman in Roaring Camp, and was just then lying in sore extremity, when she most needed the ministration of her own sex. Dissolute, abandoned, and irreclaimable, she was yet suffering a martyrdom hard enough to bear even when veiled by ​sympathizing womanhood, but now terrible in her loneliness. The primal curse had come to her in that original isolation which must have made the punishment of the first transgression so dreadful. It was, perhaps, part of the expiation of her sin, that, at a moment when she most lacked her sex's intuitive tenderness and care, she met only the half-contemptuous faces of her masculine associates. Yet a few of the spectators were, I think, touched by her sufferings. Sandy Tipton thought it was "rough on Sal," and, in the contemplation of her condition, for a moment rose superior to the fact that he had an ace and two bowers in his sleeve.

It will be seen, also, that the situation was novel. Deaths were by no means uncommon in Roaring Camp, but a birth was a new thing. People had been dismissed the camp effectively, finally, and with no possibility of return; but this was the first time that anybody had been introduced ab initio. Hence the excitement.

"You go in there, Stumpy," said a prominent citizen known as "Kentuck," addressing one of the loungers. "Go in there, and see what you kin do. You've had experience in them things."

Perhaps there was a fitness in the selection. Stumpy, in other climes, had been the putative head of two families; in fact, it was owing to some legal informality in these proceedings that Roaring ​Camp—a city of refuge—was indebted to his company. The crowd approved the choice, and Stumpy was wise enough to bow to the majority. The door closed on the extempore surgeon and midwife, and Roaring Camp sat down outside, smoked its pipe, and awaited the issue.

The assemblage numbered about a hundred men. One or two of these were actual fugitives from justice, some were criminal, and all were reckless. Physically, they exhibited no indication of their past lives and character. The greatest scamp had a Raphael face, with a profusion of blond hair; Oakhurst, a gambler, had the melancholy air and intellectual abstraction of a Hamlet; the coolest and most courageous man was scarcely over five feet in height, with a soft voice and an embarrassed, timid manner. The term "roughs" applied to them was a distinction rather than a definition. Perhaps in the minor details of fingers, toes, ears, etc., the camp may have been deficient, but these slight omissions did not detract from their aggregate force. The strongest man had but three fingers on his right hand; the best shot had but one eye.

Such was the physical aspect of the men that were dispersed around the cabin. The camp lay in a triangular valley, between two hills and a river. The only outlet was a steep trail over the summit of a hill that faced the cabin, now  ​illuminated by the rising moon. The suffering woman might have seen it from the rude bunk whereon she lay,—seen it winding like a silver thread until it was lost in the stars above.

A fire of withered pine-boughs added sociability to the gathering. By degrees the natural levity of Roaring Camp returned. Bets were freely offered and taken regarding the result. Three to five that "Sal would get through with it"; even, that the child would survive; side bets as to the sex and complexion of the coming stranger. In the midst of an excited discussion an exclamation came from those nearest the door, and the camp stopped to listen. Above the swaying and moaning of the pines, the swift rush of the river, and the crackling of the fire, rose a sharp, querulous cry,—a cry unlike anything heard before in the camp. The pines stopped moaning, the river ceased to rush, and the fire to crackle. It seemed as if Nature had stopped to listen too.

The camp rose to its feet as one man! It was proposed to explode a barrel of gunpowder, but, in consideration of the situation of the mother, better counsels prevailed, and only a few revolvers were discharged; for, whether owing to the rude surgery of the camp, or some other reason, Cherokee Sal was sinking fast. Within an hour she had climbed, as it were, that rugged road that led to the stars, and so passed out of Roaring Camp, its ​sin and shame forever. I do not think that the announcement disturbed them much, except in speculation as to the fate of the child. "Can he live now?" was asked of Stumpy. The answer was doubtful. The only other being of Cherokee Sal's sex and maternal condition in the settlement was an ass. There was some conjecture as to fitness, but the experiment was tried. It was less problematical than the ancient treatment of Romulus and Remus, and apparently as successful.

When these details were completed, which exhausted another hour, the door was opened, and the anxious crowd of men who had already formed themselves into a queue, entered in single file. Beside the low bunk or shelf, on which the figure of the mother was starkly outlined below the blankets stood a pine table. On this a candle-box was placed, and within it, swathed in staring red flannel, lay the last arrival at Roaring Camp. Beside the candle-box was placed a hat. Its use was soon indicated. "Gentlemen," said Stumpy, with a singular mixture of authority and ex officio complacency,—"Gentlemen will please pass in at the front door, round the table, and out at the back door. Them as wishes to contribute anything toward the orphan will find a hat handy." The first man entered with his hat on; he uncovered, however, as he looked about him, and so, unconsciously, set an example to the next. In such  ​communities good and bad actions are catching[2q]. As the procession filed in, comments were audible,—criticisms addressed, perhaps, rather to Stumpy, in the character of showman,—"Is that him?" "mighty small specimen"; "has n't mor'n got the color"; "ain't bigger nor a derringer." The contributions were as characteristic: A silver tobacco-box; a doubloon; a navy revolver, silver mounted; a gold specimen; a very beautifully embroidered lady's handkerchief (from Oakhurst the gambler); a diamond breastpin; a diamond ring (suggested by the pin, with the remark from the giver that he "saw that pin and went two diamonds better"); a slung shot; a Bible (contributor not detected); a golden spur; a silver teaspoon (the initials, I regret to say, were not the giver's); a pair of surgeon's shears; a lancet; a Bank of England note for £5; and about $200 in loose gold and silver coin. During these proceedings Stumpy maintained a silence as impassive as the dead on his left, a gravity as inscrutable as that of the newly born on his right. Only one incident occurred to break the monotony of the curious procession. As Kentuck bent over the candle-box half curiously, the child turned, and, in a spasm of pain, caught at his groping finger, and held it fast for a moment. Kentuck looked foolish and embarrassed. Something like a blush tried to assert itself in his weather-beaten cheek. "The d—d little cuss!" ​he said, as he extricated his finger, with, perhaps, more tenderness and care than he might have been deemed capable of showing. He held that finger a little apart from its fellows as he went out, and examined it curiously. The examination provoked the same original remark in regard to the child. In fact, he seemed to enjoy repeating it. "He rastled with my finger," he remarked to Tipton, holding up the member, "the d—d little cuss!"

It was four o'clock before the camp sought repose. A light burnt in the cabin where the watchers sat, for Stumpy did not go to bed that night. Nor did Kentuck. He drank quite freely, and related with great gusto his experience, invariably ending with his characteristic condemnation of the new-comer. It seemed to relieve him of any unjust implication of sentiment, and Kentuck had the weaknesses of the nobler sex. When everybody else had gone to bed, he walked down to the river, and whistled reflectingly. Then he walked up the gulch, past the cabin, still whistling with demonstrative unconcern. At a large red-wood tree he paused and retraced his steps, and again passed the cabin. Half-way down to the river's bank he again paused, and then returned and knocked at the door. It was opened by Stumpy. "How goes it?" said Kentuck, looking past Stumpy toward the candle-box. "All serene," replied Stumpy. "Anything up?" "Nothing." ​There was a pause—an embarrassing one—Stumpy still holding the door. Then Kentuck had recourse to his finger, which he held up to Stumpy. "Rastled with it,—the d—d little cuss," he said, and retired.

The next day Cherokee Sal had such rude sepulture as Roaring Camp afforded. After her body had been committed to the hillside, there was a formal meeting of the camp to discuss what should be done with her infant. A resolution to adopt it was unanimous and enthusiastic. But an animated discussion in regard to the manner and feasibility of providing for its wants at once sprung up. It was remarkable that the argument partook of none of those fierce personalities with which discussions were usually conducted at Roaring Camp. Tipton proposed that they should send the child to Red Dog,—a distance of forty miles,—where female attention could be procured. But the unlucky suggestion met with fierce and unanimous opposition. It was evident that no plan which entailed parting from their new acquisition would for a moment be entertained. "Besides," said Tom Ryder, "them fellows at Red Dog would swap it, and ring in somebody else on us." A disbelief in the honesty of other camps prevailed at Roaring Camp as in other places.

The introduction of a female nurse in the camp also met with objection. It was argued that no ​decent woman could be prevailed to accept Roaring Camp as her home, and the speaker urged that "they did n't want any more of the other kind." This unkind allusion to the defunct mother, harsh as it may seem, was the first spasm of propriety,—the first symptom of the camp's regeneration. Stumpy advanced nothing. Perhaps he felt a certain delicacy in interfering with the selection of a possible successor in office. But when questioned, he averred stoutly that he and "Jinny"—the mammal before alluded to—could manage to rear the child. There was something original, independent, and heroic about the plan that pleased the camp. Stumpy was retained. Certain articles were sent for to Sacramento. "Mind," said the treasurer, as he pressed a bag of gold-dust into the expressman's hand, "the best that can be got,—lace, you know, and filigree-work and frills,— d—m the cost!"

Strange to say, the child thrived. Perhaps the invigorating climate of the mountain camp was compensation for material deficiencies. Nature took the foundling to her broader breast[1q]. In that rare atmosphere of the Sierra foot-hills,—that air pungent with balsamic odor, that ethereal cordial at once bracing and exhilarating,—he may have found food and nourishment, or a subtle chemistry that transmuted asses' milk to lime and phosphorus. Stumpy inclined to the belief that it was the ​latter and good nursing. "Me and that ass," he would say, "has been father and mother to him! Don't you," he would add, apostrophizing the helpless bundle before him, "never go back on us."

By the time he was a month old, the necessity of giving him a name became apparent. He had generally been known as "the Kid," "Stumpy's boy," "the Cayote" (an allusion to his vocal powers), and even by Kentuck's endearing diminutive of "the d—d little cuss." But these were felt to be vague and unsatisfactory, and were at last dismissed under another influence. Gamblers and adventurers are generally superstitious, and Oakhurst one day declared that the baby had brought "the luck" to Roaring Camp. It was certain that of late they had been successful. "Luck" was the name agreed upon, with the prefix of Tommy for greater convenience. No allusion was made to the mother, and the father was unknown. "It's better," said the philosophical Oakhurst
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