Brora 

Recently elevated to the prestigious listing of Britain’s Top 100 Courses, the century old links at Brora, remains unknown to most who visit Scotland’s Highlands. Miss this charmer and you have missed the very essence of Scottish golf.

Still undiscovered, Brora offers a Scottish links experience like no other

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

Any golfer making the pilgrimage up to the Scottish Highlands to play Royal Dornoch is in for a rare treat. Like an unbroken stallion, it will prove to all who try to master it, that they have taken on a difficult and perhaps impossible task. This untamed beauty will challenge all-comers and usually win – reason enough for it’s status as one of the world’s greatest links courses.

Most who travel to this dramatically beautiful corner of Scotland have only one thought in mind – to play Royal Dornoch. Once the mission has been accomplished, they head back south to resume the task of playing as many more Trophy Courses as time will allow. Would they stay a little longer, they could sample one or two of the exceptional Highland gems, all located close by and savor a totally different Scottish golf experience, likely to live in their memories for years to come. 

Within 15 minutes drive of Dornoch is the historic Tom Morris layout at Tain, a superb combination of links and heathland, set in picture postcard surroundings and tough enough to test the skills of the most accomplished. Even closer is another well pedigreed charmer at Golspie, the handiwork of the noted architect and five-time British Open champion, James Braid. The delightful village of Brora, sits a scant 15 miles north of Dornoch - make this little journey and you’ll discover the most precious gem of them all.

Founded in 1891, Brora Golf Club commissioned James Braid to redesign their modest, 18-hole links layout in 1924, a job the greatest architect of the day achieved in two brief visits to the site and a fee of 25 pounds (approx. $50). Considered exorbitantly expensive in those days, this may have been the best investment ever made in golf – 82 years on, Brora has eventually made it onto the prestigious 2006 listing of The Top 100 Courses in Britain and Ireland. This is Scottish links golf at its finest and accepted as Braid’s best seaside design in a long and illustrious, architectural career.

A traditional out and back layout the course is squeezed onto a spectacular sliver of shoreline, barely wide enough for two fairways. In his trademark style, Braid worked with and took full advantage of the terrain as presented by nature, the result is a gloriously natural feeling where even his fabled bunkers meld perfectly into the surroundings.

Measuring a deceptively short 6,110 yards from the tips, Brora may seem at first glance to be a walk in the park, be warned, nothing could be further from the truth and every player quickly comes to understand the sheer brilliance of the design.  

Tees and greens are often elevated or positioned between sand dunes, increasing the unpredictability of the incessant breezes that change velocity and direction on a whim. Brora is a character-filled layout, brimming over with personality and an obvious sense of humor. It delights in teasing, and frustrating with a seemingly endless variety of challenges that requires every club in the bag is used. And watch out for the testy par-3’s each of which has its own special demands.

The fairways present a constantly changing playing surface in true linksland style, sometimes rippling, then surging to a crest, only to fall away in a rolling cascade of green. Bunkers are generously peppered throughout, always ingeniously positioned and at times ominously deep – avoid them at all costs. Adding to the thrills is a meandering burn that makes its presence known on five holes. This may be one of the best examples of a good old-fashioned links as exists in the home of golf.  

The Brora experience is like stepping back in time and playing a round of golf the way it was played a century ago. And don’t be disturbed by the sheep and cattle grazing the fairways, they have proved to be effective grounds-keepers. The greens filled with subtle undulations and dramatically sweeping turns, are immaculately maintained (by humans) protected from the grazing animals with electric fences, an oddity that only adds to the appeal. 

Almost by way of compensation, Brora makes up for many of its mischievous ways by offering a succession of glorious views. The sea is seldom out of sight and breathtaking panoramas abound, always accompanied by the sounds of waves crashing onto the shore.  

There’s no more pleasant place to spend an hour or two after your round, than in Brora’s cozy clubhouse. A genuine Highland welcome waits for every visitor and always a few members only too willing to hear about your round, inevitably offering some advice on where you may have gone wrong. 

Miss out on any opportunity to play Brora and you will be missing the course now ranked number 26 in Scotland and among the top 100 in the entire British Isles. More than that, you will be missing out on a really Scottish golf experience and memories enough to last a lifetime.

For a few ideas on how to include Brora and other Highland gems in your Scottish golf trip, click here.
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