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Tribute 
 

Iain George Renfrew was born in Paisley on 17 May 1939 to parents Jeannie 
and Tom. Tom was a driver, of buses and coaches; Jeannie was a nurse who 
rose to the level of matron. Iain was the oldest of three children: his sister Kay, 
who later became a nurse like her mother, and his brother Jim completed the 
family. A precious childhood snap shows Iain and little Jim striding along the 
street either side of their father. Iain and his father are looking into the camera 
and Tom is looking is dapper and purposeful in his driver’s uniform, complete 
with shiny buttons and cap. 

 

Another, more conventional photo shows all three children in a country setting 
with their mother Jeannie; she has her arms around the two younger children 
while Iain sits in front, looking independent already.  

Another significant person in Iain’s life was Jeannie’s sister, his aunt 
Catherine. She is shown smiling in a pretty frock and holding a blond and 
bonny baby Iain in another informal snap belonging to the family archive.  

So what options were open to young Paisley lads when they left school 
back in those days? Well, if they wanted to avoid National Service, as Iain and 
Jim did, they joined the Merchant Navy. Iain signed up in 1955 and was to 
serve until 1962. Many of his memories of this time have died with him but 
they must have been intense. After all, as the saying goes, ‘A ship in port is 
safe, but that’s not what ships are built for’. The decision to join the Merchant 
Navy led to a lifetime of seafaring and also, when his boat happened to dock in 
Swansea, to the fortuitous meeting with his future wife, Annette. They met at 
a dance when the sailors came ashore on leave and were married on 29 
November 1962, which was, fittingly, the day before St Andrew’s Day. 



 

Swansea was to be this Scotsman’s home from then until his death on 23 
August 2020. After leaving the Merchant Navy, he worked as an engineer in 
and around Swansea on various sites. When they were first married, Iain and 
Annette lived briefly in Upper Killay, but the family home where their 
daughters Kay and Kim grew up was in Waun Wen. Iain seems still to have had 
itchy feet however, because from the late 1970s to the late 1980s he was chief 
engineer for companies that supplied oil rigs. This meant travel to Egypt, 
Mexico and New Orleans, among other faraway places.  

A wonderful photo from this period shows him, fashionably long-haired 
and in his boiler suit, standing, precariously but confidently, holding on to the  
stars and stripes ensign for balance, on a New Orleans tugboat called the 
Phyllis A Guidry. 

Iain later worked in the Estates Department at Swansea’s Singleton 
Hospital and retired in 2004.  

So much for the facts of his life, but what was he like as a person, how 
will he be remembered?  

This is a good moment to hear a poem chosen by the family for today. As 
Kim explains, ‘it has Scotland, seafaring and socialism, a nicely appropriate 
combination’. It’s called ‘At eighty’ and it’s by the Glasgow poet Edwin 
Morgan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



At Eighty 

By Edwin Morgan 

 

Push the boat out, compañeros, 
push the boat out, whatever the sea. 
Who says we cannot guide ourselves 
through the boiling reefs, black as they are, 
the enemy of us all makes sure of it! 
Mariners, keep good watch always 
for that last passage of blue water 
we have heard of and long to reach 
(no matter if we cannot, no matter!) 
in our eighty-year-old timbers 
leaky and patched as they are but sweet 
well seasoned with the scent of woods 
long perished, serviceable still 
in unarrested pungency 
of salt and blistering sunlight. Out, 
push it all out into the unknown! 
Unknown is best, it beckons best, 
like distant ships in mist, or bells 
clanging ruthless from stormy buoys. 

from Cathures: New Poems 1997-2001 (Carcanet Press Ltd, 2002) 

I have been told that Iain was full of contradictions and could be cantankerous; 
you will know better than I what that means. But what I am hearing between 
the lines is that he was also man whose heart was generous, a cultured man 
who cared deeply about the wellbeing of others and about social justice.  

Let’s consider some of the contradictions: a naturally reserved man, a 
man of few words, who had interests that were mostly solitary – listening to 
jazz, reading – he nevertheless used to enjoy an evening in the pub with 
friends from work and very much enjoyed the weddings of his two daughters. 
A proud Scot who, Kim tells me, never lost his accent and never learned to 
pronounce Llanelli correctly, he would also defend Wales from anyone who 
tried to be rude about it. A frequently absent husband and father, due to the 
nature of his work, he was nevertheless enormously proud of his wife and two 



daughters. Annette, who sadly predeceased him by some years, was a very 
intelligent woman who, had she been born later, would no doubt have gone to 
university. Life must have been hard for her when Iain was so often away, but 
she was a very competent person and had close family living nearby to give 
support. She worked in the Civil Service, in the Land Registry, on and off. She 
was in the process of doing her A levels when she unfortunately died.  

Iain’s absence must have been hard for the girls too. Kay remembers 
waiting at a nearby telephone box to speak to her dad before they had a 
phone installed in the house. But there was also a certain romance about his 
work: they remember his love of foreign food (Scandinavian caviar in the 
fridge!), and details like a sombrero brought home from Mexico in the house. 
Iain was very proud of all his daughters’ achievements: of Kay for working for a 
company that did work for the EU, and of Kim for getting into Oxford and her 
subsequent career. In later years he loved to visit them wherever they were – 
London, Amsterdam, Bristol. Another poignant snap shows the three of them 
enjoying a few days in Berlin. 

 

 

Another contradiction perhaps is that Iain hated sport, so often a source of 
easy companionship among men in particular, but nevertheless had strong 
friendships. One of his best friends, who was devastated to hear of Iain’s 
sudden death, told Kay he enjoyed working with Iain and they had a lot of 
laughs together. They kept in touch and would meet up for drinks and lunch 
and, more often than not, a trip to one of Swansea’s art galleries. Iain had a 
particular passion for the work of the political and humanitarian artist Paul 
Peter Piech (1920-1996) and collected some of his prints. He also had a strong 
social conscience, which is one reason why the Edwin Morgan poem, with its 
reference to ‘compañeros’, is so apposite. He was a union man, a lifelong 
socialist, and celebrated the fall of a certain Margaret Thatcher with a visit to 



the pub. Music was a lifelong interest. As we entered the chapel today we 
heard ‘In a sentimental mood’ by John Coltrane and Duke Ellington. Coltrane 
was the first artist Iain saw live in Glasgow. During the quite reflection in a 
moment we will listen to ‘Afro Beat’ by Mongo Santamaria, from one of Iain’s 
LPs. 

Drawing the tribute to a close, the Dylan Thomas poem ‘Do not go 
gentle into that good night’, which the family chose for today and which we 
heard earlier, speaks of men, whether wise, good, wild or grave, who regret 
not living life to the full. With its injunction to ‘rage, rage against the dying of 
the light’ it articulates the reluctance of those left behind to accept the reality 
of death. But the poem also celebrates the sheer energy of the life force, as 
does Edwin Morgan when he tells us to be brave and to ‘Push the boat out, 
compañeros, push the boat out, whatever the sea’. Iain Renfrew, mariner, 
Scot, swimmer, proud husband and father, socialist, jazz enthusiast, union 
man, art lover, humanist, reader, hater of sport, valued friend, lived a full and 
varied life, and we celebrate that today.  
 


