Introduction

By Rt Hon Quincey Riddle Esq.

I first encountered de Ath in an illicit bar during the mid seventies. It was the last years of the Shah’s regime, when the cracks were beginning to become ever wider and silent disquiet conspired across the sands. The powers, who lived in their palaces in the north of Teheran, had lapsed into the type of arrogant hubris so common in such situations: fish, you see, always rot from the head. 

As with so many deviant ex-pats, I found myself in The New City for the same reason as de Ath. Having discovered that our mutual suppliers of opium (in his case, his local cobbler) had been unable to provide for our weekend’s requirements, the only alternative then was to gird up our loins and confront the ‘bad lands’. The New City, you understand, was not quite as its name might imply. None of that Mussoliniesque recreation of Classical Roman stuff. It was in fact quite a run down area in the south-west of the capital where anything was negotiable. Representatives of the police were so thin on the ground that they were akin to a skin of oil floating on the surface of puddles in the gutter. However, there wasn’t too much water around in the New City for them to take advantage of. And even if any were there, they, the coppers, were without question utterly bent. You could buy whatever took your fancy in the New City: guns, murder, rent-a-mob rioteers, sex, illicit brandy, vodka and cigarettes, opium, heroin and etc, take your pick. It wasn’t normally the type of place where one expected to run into a westerner all that frequently, unless they had arrived there by accident or were up to ‘no good’: well, needs must sometimes. So then, having eventually arrived at a satisfactory arrangement with a local purveyor of a variety of opiates, I, deciding to sample some of the ambience of the quarter, stumbled into one of the dens of iniquity: the kind of murky establishment which specialised in the only two varieties of the same lethal cocktail available. Namely, a large tumbler three-quarters full of either brandy or vodka and tinted with a dash of Coca Cola. Imagine my surprise then upon entering said establishment at being greeted by the sight of another pale face leaning against the bar, this was indeed a rarity! I immediately gravitated towards him (curiosity can be so damnably tempting sometimes), and, after initial suspicions had been dispelled, he offered me a mix of my choosing from the variety on offer. I felt like I had been transported back to Capone’s Chicago of the thirties. It didn’t take long before we were regaling each other with our experiences in the land of the Peacock Throne. Shortly thereafter, and once we had embarked on our second, or was it tenth, round, de Ath began to relate tales from his youth. These I found quite captivating: largely because, on the one hand, they were told in such a way as to appear entirely credible, whilst on the other, they left me with a feeling of total disbelief. The time, as they say, flew by, and it became clear after a while that perhaps it was time to depart. The bar, you see, had emptied of nearly all custom apart from de Ath, myself and a couple of very unhappy and muddled looking locals, who were quite obviously not endeared by the prospect of the journey home. In addition to which, we were both packing a pocket of opium apiece and gradually sinking tilewards. It did not, therefore, seem appropriate for us to outstay our welcome under such circumstances, even if there did appear to be no coppers around. We duly shared a cab back up to the cool respectability of northern Teheran at the foot of the Alborz Mountains. Here, I dropped him off at his destination in the delightful little town of Evin on the outskirts of the city. I say delightful, the only drawback to Evin was that this was where the regime accommodated its political prisoners in des res cells which all fed into a giant ensuite torture chamber secreted tastefully under a hill just on the edge of the town, and tooled out by some friendly Americans to achieve the very best in musical echo effects. I then continued on to my own destination in adjacent Shemiran (the Xanadu of Teheran), but not before we had agreed to meet up again. On subsequent occasions, we managed to socialise in more salubrious surroundings, and I learned much more of de Ath’s bizarre experiences.

The following is a random compendium of the myriad tales (told in his own words) that he related to me in bars, tea houses and over the odd opium pipe. I hope that the reader finds them as enjoyably distressing as I did when I first heard them. I now leave you in the more than capable hands of de Ath himself. Good luck. 

Prologue

Although we have the odd Lord Chancellor of Scotland bearing our name, we have no axe-murderers in our family, at least insofar as I am aware. I have managed to trace the genes back to the Hospitallers during the time of the Crusades, but, I’m not so sure that that counts. Let’s face it, they were all axe-murderers in those days. In essence, this could be a story of any family, anywhere, anytime. I don’t suppose it really matters to whom they belong or from whence they hail; it’s just a matter of the telling of tales when it boils down to it. I’m sure you readers out there have quite as many surreal experiences that you have collected in the valise of your various pasts as I do myself, it so happens though that this is my tale, in my time, in my place and in my words.

I was recently entertained by the presence of an old acquaintance of mine, a certain Arbuthnot (ex RAF), and, as we conjoined at the Hilton Raffles Bar overlooking the M8 in Glasgow downing a jar or two of their very best Soviet Vodka, we reminisced. This is rather like the way in which I would prefer the reader to proceed. Imagine you have bumped into a long lost friend in an unexpected location and he has become so irretrievably loquacious that his train of thought left long ago on its journey to nowhere in particular, but previous halts on the line hold a certain piquancy for him. Yes, that is definitely the idea. Rather like an evening’s stroll in the woods, and as you wander aimlessly through the shaded half light, you discover trees upon which characters have been carved on their trunks at different times and by different people for posterity to note.

As I have suggested above, I make no pretence at such complex concepts as ‘normality’, or even structure, cohesion, resolution and all that sticky stuff that binds existence and story telling together into some kind of recognisable and satisfactorily comforting whole. Put simply: this is how it was – like the occasional biscuit crumbs on one’s bedsheet that irritate and prevent sleep from taking its course until something is done about them. So, I’ve decided to do something about them before I either die of laughter or despair, or even death itself. In addition, I make no apologies if any of the following causes offence, after all, no one ever apologised to me (and to be frank, I see no reason why they should have) before they made themselves and their actions a part of my experience: ‘all part of the rich tapestry’ etc. I take my hat off to them all. Well, almost all of them.

What follows then is the ‘Random Tales from Dodge.’  
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