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Martin	Coates	
Redshaw,	Widdale	

	
	
Martin’s	grandfather	came	to	Redshaw	in	1947;	his	son,	Martin’s	father,	continued,	and	now	
Martin	is	running	the	farm	–	‘I	never	had	any	intention	of	doing	anything	else’.	He	farms	with	
the	help	of	his	sons	Brian	and	James.	The	farm	is	held	on	a	generational	tenancy	and	has	been	
home	to	many	members	of	the	same	family	over	the	years.	‘We	look	after	it	like	it’s	our	own	
farm.	I’ve	lived	here	all	my	life,	why	wouldn’t	I?’	
	

The	farmhouse	sits	on	the	side	of	the	long	
open	road	that	stretches	across	Widdale,	
with	windswept	slopes	rising	on	either	side.	
It	sits	at	around	1400	feet	above	sea	level,	
and	all	the	land	that	is	used	for	grazing	–	
some	500	acres	–	rises	above	the	house	and	
farmyard.	The	land	here	is	tough:	‘It’s	pretty	
much	all	rough	pasture.	Even	the	meadows	
would	be	classed	as	rough	pasture	by	most	
farmers.	We	manage	to	eek	some	grass	off	it	
for	the	winter,	but	it’s	all	rough	land.’		
	
Many	of	the	fields	are	rushy	and	boggy,	but	
this	isn’t	necessarily	a	bad	thing.	Martin	
keeps	pure	Swaledales	to	sell	as	breeding	
sheep.	‘They	go	to	lower	farms	and	then	
they’ll	be	crossed	with	the	Leicesters.	
They’re	in	their	prime	when	we	sell	them	
and,	they’re	always	going	to	go	to	a	better	
farm,	no	matter	who	we	sell	them	to,	so	they	
always	do	really	well.	We	get	lots	of	return	
customers,	which	is	quite	good,	quite	
satisfying.’		

	
About	half	of	the	farm’s	520	breeding	sheep	are	pure	Swaledales.	The	bloodline	goes	back	
many	years:	‘I	was	probably	sixteen	the	last	time	we	bought	a	Swaledale	ewe.	The	Swaledales	
have	been	kept	pure	ever	since.’	The	other	sheep	on	the	farm	are	Llyns,	which	come	from	the	
Llyn	peninsular	in	Wales.	‘They	look	like	a	Texel:	white	faced.	They	produce	lots	of	lambs,	lots	
of	milk.	We	cross	them	with	the	Texels	so	they	produce	quite	a	good	butcher’s	lamb.	We	have	
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them	on	what	we’d	call	the	lower	pastures,	rather	than	the	higher	pastures.	They	tend	not	to	
go	up	on	the	fell	unless	they’ve	got	a	single	lamb,	but	most	of	them	have	twins.’	
	
Martin	improves	some	of	the	land	with	the	addition	of	fertiliser,	‘because	nothing	grows	up	
here	without	a	little	bit	of	something.	Most	of	them	get	muck	and	just	one	bag	an	acre	of	
fertiliser.	Some	are	in	a	stewardship	and	don’t	get	any	fertiliser	at	all.	But	even	the	meadows	
aren’t	lowland.	The	meadows	go	up	to	1400	feet.’		
	
If	you	were	to	drive	past	Redshaw	farm,	you	might	think	the	land	looks	quite	barren,	but	it	
actually	contains	a	lot	of	species-rich	fields.	Although	none	of	the	land	is	classified	as	SSSI	(site	
of	scientific	interest),	says	Martin,	‘we	have	fields	that	are	better	than	SSSIs:	fields	with	orchids	
and	globe	flowers	and	things	that	are	quite	rare.	Normally	a	SSSI	would	be	a	precursor	to	
applying	but	because	they	know	what	we’ve	got,	they’ve	gone	with	it	anyway.’	to	along	with	
this,	there	is	an	abundance	of	birds.	I	enjoy	the	curlew	–	first	thing	in	the	morning,	last	thing	at	

night	–	curlews	and	the	lapwings	screeching	around,	that’s	
great.	And	the	oystercatchers	doing	a	fly-past.	There’s	three	of	
them	come	past	every	night	about	half	past	six.’	
	
‘We	have	three	owls	between	here	and	Dead	Road	End.	And	
we’ve	one	of	the	best	wading	bird	populations	going,	I	think.	I	
had	14	lapwing	chicks	in	one	field.	Loads	of	curlews,	snipe,	
redshank,	oystercatchers,	plovers,	and	we’ve	just	got	the	black	
grouse	back.’		
	
Martin	says	that	going	into	the	stewardship	schemes	has	
helped	him	see	more	keenly	what	he	used	to	take	for	granted,	
and	notice	changes.	‘I’m	encouraged	to	count	them	and	I	write	
down	what	I’m	seeing	each	spring	and	summer,	an	ongoing	
record	of	what’s	here.	I’d	never	seen	a	black	grouse	until	about	
five	years	ago.	Part	of	the	Higher	Level	Stewardship	that	we	

were	in	was	letting	some	of	the	fell	ground	go	back	to	heather;	we’ve	planted	some	trees	and	
we’ve	put	some	of	the	meadows	into	Higher	Level	Stewardship	to	encourage	the	rattle	grass	to	
come	back,	so	there’s	habitat	for	all	seasons	for	the	birds	to	stay	here.	We	do	a	lot	of	weed	
wiping	and	cutting	rushes	so	we	get	a	good	habitat	for	the	lapwings	and	the	curlews.’	Other	
bird	numbers,	Martin	says,	appear	to	have	risen	in	the	last	five	years.	‘Some	of	that	is	down	to	
the	weather	–	I	can’t	put	it	all	down	to	good	management.	If	we	get	a	good	fine	weather	
window	in	mid-March,	we	usually	have	a	good	crop	of	wading	birds.	If	the	weather	sucks,	then	
they	fly	straight	through	and	find	somewhere	a	bit	more	sheltered.	You	know,	if	you	get	driving	
rain,	hail	stones,	snow,	in	the	middle	of	March,	which	we	often	can	have,	why	would	they	stop	
here	to	breed?	Some	of	the	curlews	come	back	to	the	same	field,	the	same	acre	of	field,	and	
they	live	for	twelve-fifteen	years.’		
	
The	farm	also	has	a	herd	of	Hereford	cattle:	docile,	characterful	brown-and-white	cows	that	
Martin	looks	after	as	sucklers.	His	choice	of	breed	was	partly	encouraged	by	the	Higher	Level	
Stewardship	scheme	which	he	entered	ten	years	ago.	‘From	a	stewardship	point	of	view	it’s	a	
management	tool,	and	with	the	native	breed	it’s	a	heritage	thing,	to	try	and	maintain	genetics	
that	were	dying	out	on	a	lot	of	the	breeds.	The	capital	invested	in	twenty	cows	is	a	bit	
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ridiculous	though.	You	need	muck	spreaders,	silage	equipment,	three	or	four	tractors,	and	
loaders.	If	you	just	had	sheep	you’d	probably	just	buy	a	few	loads	of	hay	and	a	wagon,	and	just	
graze	the	meadows.	I	don’t	know	whether	you	ever	see	a	capital	return	on	native	cattle.	You	
can	get	a	Continental	bullock	away,	twelve	months	old,	at	a	thousand	pounds.	Why	would	you	
have	a	Galloway	at	500	pounds?	And	it’s	the	same	with	the	Herefords.	I	used	to	sell	the	
limousines	at	twelve	months,	I	have	to	sell	these	at	24	months	to	get	the	same	return	–	so	I	
have	to	feed	them	for	an	extra	twelve	months,	which	eats	in	to	the	margins.	You	need	that	
extra	payment	with	the	stewardship	scheme	to	make	it	justifiable.	But	I	enjoy	having	the	
Herefords,	they’re	a	nice	cattle	to	work	with.	I	can	usually	outwalk	a	Hereford	–	I	couldn’t	
outrun	a	Limousine!’	
	
Martin	has	spent	a	lot	of	time	building	up	a	relationship	with	his	Herefords	and	working	out	
how	to	handle	them.	‘You	can’t	force	them	to	go	anywhere:	if	they	don’t	want	to	go,	they	just	
stand	still.	Nothing	you	can	do	about	it	–	they	weigh	half	a	tonne,	and	I	don’t.	If	you	try	and	
drive	them,	they’ll	just	spread	across	the	field	and	walk	off.	I	do	have	a	dog	that’d	work	cows	
but	they’ll	think	it’s	a	bit	of	object	of	fun	I	think,	so	it’s	back	to	rattling	a	bag	with	nuts	in.	You	
do	that	once	a	fortnight:	you	lead	them	with	a	bag	or	a	bucket	and	get	them	to	where	you	
want	them	to	go.	You	do	have	to	think	days	ahead	sometimes.	In	fact,	I’m	already	thinking	
about	a	sale	in	September,	as	to	how	I’m	going	to	get	them	into	the	trailer	–	I’m	having	to	work	
that	out	now.	I	need	to	set	up	a	pen,	put	a	trough	in	it,	put	some	nuts	in	it,	once	a	week,	so	
they	come	in	without	any	suspicion	the	day	I	want	them.	If	I	only	do	it	two	or	three	weeks	
before	hand,	they’ll	be	suspicious	and	won’t	go	into	the	pen.’	
	
Just	as	the	cattle	do	not	bring	in	a	significant	amount	of	money,	wool	sales	often	don’t	cover	
costs:	‘We	get	about	a	pound	a	fleece	on	a	texel	Llyn	fleece,	or	perhaps	a	little	bit	more,	about	
£1.40,	and	for	a	Swaledale	fleece	about	40	pence.	The	contractors	charge	£1.20	a	fleece,	so	I	
probably	lose	out	on	it.	But	it	has	to	be	done.	I	used	to	do	all	the	clipping	myself	before	the	
boys	left	school	but	my	back’s	not	as	good	as	it	used	to	be.	It’s	a	young	man’s	game.	And	there	
are	other	things	we	need	to	do,	so	we	need	to	crack	on	and	get	on	with	the	work.’	
	
At	present,	Martin	and	Brian	spend	all	their	time	on	the	farm,	with	James	helping	out	when	he	
can	in	addition	to	his	full-time	job	as	a	waller.	Martin’s	wife,	Fran,	works	off	the	farm	at	the	
Tourist	Information	Centre.	‘There’s	never	enough	work	for	three	of	us,	but	always	more	than	
enough	for	one.	Two	of	us	take	an	income	out	of	it,	or	part	of	an	income.	Well,	I	live	off	it,	I	

don’t	get	an	income	as	such.	I	have	to	pay	Brian,	but	it’s	not	easy.	
You	never	know	what	your	income	is	from	one	year	to	the	next.’		
	
Martin	keeps	his	eye	on	continuing	a	good,	strong	flock	of	
Swaledale	sheep,	and	part	of	this	is	selecting	good	tups	in	the	
autumn	for	the	ewes.	He	doesn’t	simply	turn	up	to	a	tup	sale,	
though.	‘I	would	normally	go	to	a	breeding	sheep	sale	and	see	
who’s	got	a	continuous	run	of	good	sheep,	rather	than	somebody	
who’s	got	a	good	pen	of	10	and	the	next	90	are	a	bit	average.	If	
they’ve	got	100	really	good	quality	sheep,	then	I	would	go	to	the	
tup	sale	and	seek	out	their	tups,	‘cos	I	know	they’re	from	a	flock	
with	the	genetics	that	I’m	interested	in.’	
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Martin	doesn’t	show	his	sheep,	with	his	focus	instead	on	breeding	the	best	breeders	he	
possibly	can,	and	knowing	that	they	will	do	well	once	they’re	on	new	farms.	I	ask	him	what	
qualities	he	values.	‘Teeth	are	probably	the	first	thing	I	look	for,	because	I	want	to	sell	a	sheep	
that	will	live	a	long	time	for	other	people.	I	want	something	with	some	length,	some	height,	
and	colour’s	probably	last,	but	important	–	I	wouldn’t	buy	a	tup	that’s	got	all	the	right	colours	
but	its	carcass	is	wrong.	Five	or	six	years	ago	there	was	a	fashion	to	have	a	really	small	tup,	but	
the	colour	was	right.	I	never	went	down	that	route.	I	wanted	a	big	tup,	because	where	I	live,	I	
can	produce	little	sheep	without	breeding	them!	I’ve	got	to	have	a	tup	with	at	least	some	
decent	sized	genes	in	it	to	give	my	sheep	half	a	chance.’	
	
It’s	not	only	about	breeding,	though	–	there	is	the	day-to-day	management	of	the	land	on	
which	the	sheep	graze.	Martin	does	what	he	can	to	keep	excessive	rushes	down,	and	of	course	
has	to	maintain	his	boundaries.	‘We	have	10,000	metres	of	dry	stone	wall.	We’ve	renewed	
2000	metres	–	James	did	that	–	and	we’ve	another	550	going	up	in	the	next	two	years.	James	
will	be	doing	that	as	well.	They’ll	be	good	walls.	They	don’t	come	down	when	he’s	put	them	
up.’	Many	of	the	traditional	barns	on	the	farmland,	however,	are	falling	down.	‘We	don’t	use	
them.	They’re	not	very	practical	or	efficient.	My	dad	would	spend	three	hours	in	the	morning	
and	two	hours	at	night	cleaning	out	cows	and	feeding	them	with	hay,	letting	them	out	to	the	
beck	for	water,	and	then	tying	them	up	again.	Now	I	can	do	the	same	amount	of	cows	in	
twenty	minutes,	on	my	own.	The	barns	are	pretty	much	redundant,	so	very	little	maintenance	
goes	in.	It	is	sad,	but	that’s	the	way	it	is.’	
	
The	barns	would	once	have	been	used	to	store	hay	but	even	making	hay	is	proving	a	challenge	
now.	‘The	summers	are	definitely	wetter.	In	the	last	ten	years,	I’ve	not	made	hay	at	all.	Just	
silage.	There’s	never	been	enough	dry	weather	to	make	the	hay,	or	there’s	never	been	enough	
dry	weather	to	make	the	ground	dry	enough	before	I	cut	it,	and	then	another	dry	week	to	
make	the	hay	–	I	need	two	weeks	of	dry	weather	and	I’ve	not	had	that	in	ten	years.’		
	
The	Coates	have	to	buy	in	silage	to	make	up	for	lack	of	hay,	and	the	amount	of	grass	that	can	
be	cut	–	if	the	weather	is	ever	dry	enough	–	is	also	dependent	on	how	much	fertiliser	can	be	
used.	‘Three	of	the	fields	are	in	a	Higher	Level	Stewardship	and	we	can’t	put	any	fertiliser	on:	
production’s	dropped	by	probably	80%.	We	do	have	to	buy	in	quite	a	bit,	which	takes	away	the	
money	you	get	for	doing	it.	It’s	one	of	those	awkward	equations	really.	Is	it	worth	doing?’	I	ask	
Martin	what	his	view	is	on	the	balance	between	the	farm’s	production	and	the	land’s	
abundance	and	diversity	of	species.	‘I	look	at	it	as	a	whole	package	rather	than	that	those	three	
particular	fields	are	not	producing.	It’s	pasture	management,	it’s	rush	management,	it’s	
restoring	dry	stone	walls.	We’re	1400	feet	above	sea	level	so	not	a	lot’s	going	to	change;	it’s	
not	going	to	grow	wheat	and	barley	and	as	long	as	I	don’t	get	silly	it’s	always	going	to	be	full	of	
lapwings	and	curlews.’		
	
With	the	land	remaining	much	as	it	is,	and	challenging	weather	(although	Martin	says	he	hasn’t	
seen	a	bad,	snowy	winter	for	at	least	25	years),	I	wonder	what	he	sees	for	the	future	of	farming	
here.	‘I	would	hope	that	it	didn’t	get	any	worse.	There’s	far	too	many	political	variables,	which	
we’ve	no	control	of.	That	does	worry	me.	These	sort	of	farms	are	reliant	on	support	payments.	
Without	them	they	wouldn’t	exist	–	they’d	become	hobby	farms	and	you’d	keep	twenty	sheep,	
and	get	a	job,	and	the	rest	of	the	land	would	get	away.	Why	would	you	keep	sheep	and	lose	
money?	You	do	need	to	live,	you	need	to	run	the	car,	pay	the	rent,	buy	food.	Without	the	
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support	payments	they’re	not	viable,	at	all.	It	worries	me	that	
all	the	talk	is	about	when	subsidies	go,	or	how	we	are	going	
to	handle	things	when	they	go.	Well,	who	said	they’re	going	
to	go?’	Martin	would	like	to	see	a	different	planning	
approach	with	people	considering	ways	to	keep	farming	
sustainable:	‘What	do	we	have	to	do	to	make	people	see	the	
importance	of	maintaining	farmer’s	incomes?’		
	
That’s	a	pertinent	question	and	one	that	many	farmers	who	
have	added	their	views	to	this	project	are	grappling	with.	
Martin	frames	it	in	a	national	and	global	context.	‘I	don’t	
think	it’s	specific	to	the	Yorkshire	dales,	I	think	it’s	farmers	
generally.	People	seem	to	think	things	are	not	as	good	as	
they	are.	I	don’t	think	people	realise	how	cheap	the	food	is	

that	they’re	eating,	and	they	won’t	do	until	it’s	gone,	or	how	good	a	quality	it	is.	They	think,	
Oh,	we’re	having	to	pay	ten	pounds	a	week	to	support	farmers.	Well,	without	supporting	
farmers,	they’re	probably	going	to	have	to	pay	fifty	pounds	a	week	because	the	food	will	be	
scarce,	supply	and	demand	will	determine	that	food	prices	will	go	up,	we’ll	need	to	import	
more,	food	will	become	scarcer.	It	takes	very	little	in	the	world	balance	of	food	production	to	
rocket	the	price.	I	don’t	think	the	general	public	realise	how	vital	their	little	bit	of	support	is	to	
stabilise	food	production	and	food	prices.	Even	the	politicians	don’t	realise	it.	If	they	have	a	
three-million-pound	budget,	mmm:	Nurses?	Farmers?	Where’s	that	going	to	go?	It’s	going	to	
go	on	nurses	’cos	that’s	publicly	acceptable.	They	do	a	great	job,	but	don’t	forget	where	
farmers	are,	and	what	they’re	doing.’	
	
Martin	also	tells	us	that,	in	his	opinion,	hill	farmers	have	no	strong	advocate.	‘There’s	nobody	
really	standing	up	for	hill	farmers,	and	when	they	have	done,	they’ve	never	really	been	listened	
to	or	supported	well	enough	to	do	any	good.	There	was	an	initiative	called	the	Hill	Farmers	
Initiative	which	did	some	good	work,	but	it	ran	out	of	funds.	Unless	you’ve	got	a	thousand	
acres	and	a	great	big	combine,	nobody	listens	to	you	–	nobody	listens	to	the	guy	who	has	just	
50	milk	cows	and	200	sheep,	who	is	too	busy	trying	to	produce	a	living	to	actually	get	any	
support,	any	momentum,	any	gravitas	in	what	he	has	to	say.’	Martin	also	thinks	that	many	of	
those	who	influence	policy	have	vested	interests	and	do	not	have	a	background,	or	any	direct	
investment,	in	hill	farming,	and	he	bemoans	some	bias	in	media	coverage.	‘It’s	probably	more	
politically	expedient	to	listen	to	George	Monbiot	–	it’s	popular	to	listen	to	that	sort	of	crap	
rather	than	to	listen	to	some	guys	that	have	actually	done	it,	been	there,	and	understand	
what’s	really	going	on	in	the	hills.’	
	
We	draw	back	from	discussing	politics	and	the	enormous	challenge	of	achieving	a	balanced	
debate,	and	focus	once	more	on	daily	life	here	at	Redshaw.	What	is	it	that	keeps	Martin	going,	
that	makes	him	smile?	‘The	satisfaction	of	a	good	day’s	work,	producing	good	lambs	and	happy	
calves.	The	family	thing	–	I	love	working	with	my	sons,	it’s	fantastic.’	And	no	one	time	of	year	is	
his	best	or	his	worst.	‘Every	day’s	so	different.	There	are	things	I	don’t	like	doing,	but	you	don’t	
get	bored.’		
	
This	is	a	landscape,	and	a	life	of	farming,	that	Martin	has	shared	with	his	parents	and	
grandparents,	and	now	shares	with	his	son,	and	with	a	new	grandchild.	It’s	seventy	years	since	
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his	father	arrived	here,	as	a	child.	That	year	every	farmer	was	affected	by	severe	winter	storms	
and	relentless	snow.	‘It	was	bad,	really	bad.	There	were	three	of	them:	my	grandad,	my	dad	
and	my	uncle.	Sheep	were	frozen	to	the	ground.	They	went	round	with	a	pickaxe	to	get	them	
off	the	ground.	They	had	to	survive	on	thirteen	sheep.’		
	
At	that	time,	the	family	had	to	make	changes	to	keep	going,	and	began	to	farm	hens	and	sell	
eggs.	The	enterprise	lasted	around	twenty	years	and	helped	to	keep	the	family	financially	
stable.	It’s	a	level	of	commitment	that	is	remarkable,	and	some	might	say	goes	deep	among	
communities	of	farmers	in	the	hills.	‘You	don’t	see	that	though,’	says	Martin.	‘You	don’t	
recognise	commitment.	It’s	not	someone	going	off	to	work	nine-to-five	and	being	committed	
to	their	job.	There’s	no	sense	of	commitment	because	it’s	not	something	you	have	to	think	
about,	it’s	not	something	you	quantify:	you	just	do	it	to	get	the	satisfaction	out	of	doing	it.	The	
trouble	with	getting	such	satisfaction	out	of	farming,’	he	adds,	‘is	that	when	things	go	wrong,	
it’s	devastating.	I	remember	selling	fat	lambs	for	£6	each	–	that	was	the	year	before	Foot	and	
Mouth	–	and	they	were	good	lambs.	I	had	to	leave	the	farm	and	get	a	job,	so	that	was	tough.’	
Martin	wells	up	a	little,	surprised	at	the	emotions	that	come	with	this	recollection.	But	he’s	still	
here,	and	the	farm	is	still	going,	and	it’s	a	way	of	life	he	would	like	more	people	to	appreciate,	
but	perhaps	there	is	only	one	way.	‘People	should	spend	at	least	a	day,	or	a	week,	on	a	farm,	to	
find	out	what	farmers	do.	I	think	they	would	find	it	fascinating.	
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