Course of the Week – Fortrose & Rosemarkie




Fortrose & Rosemarkie - A small Highland jewel that sparkles

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc. 

Spunky, audacious and filled with fun, Fortrose & Rosemarkie is as testy as any links layout and more challenging than most. Be wary, this charming Highlander knows every trick in the book – and then some.

Fortrose & Rosemarkie may sound more like a legal or accounting firm than a golf club, but a golf club it is, though unfamiliar to most on this side of this Atlantic. Pity, because it’s a real gem of a seaside layout and very convenient for anyone playing the better-known courses of the Scottish Highlands.

Most golfers visiting the Highlands, speed along the A9 highway en route from Nairn to Dornoch, passing within just a few miles of the Fortrose & Rosemarkie Golf Club that sits on the ominously named, Black Isle.

The club was founded in 1888, but it wasn’t until the early 1930’s that it was able to acquire enough ground to expand to a full 18 holes. James Braid was brought in to squeeze them into the limited space available and Fortrose & Rosemarkie’s new layout was officially opened in 1935.

Seventy years on the course remains true to Braids original design - a tough little devil with a unique character and charm found in few other links.

The course is situated on a scrawny finger of land, jutting defiantly out into the Moray Firth, totally exposed to the elements and surrounded on three sides by beach and water. Be forewarned, this will not be the piece of cake the modest yardage might initially suggest.

From the tips it measures a mere 5,858 yards, but what it lacks in distance is more than made up for by small deceptive greens, tight fairways and strategically placed bunkers, the specialty of the all time master of bunkering, Mr. Braid. 

Further complications are brought into the equation by the public road that dissects the layout. Running the entire length of the course, it connects the lighthouse at the point, with the main gate. The road together with the beach, are in bounds and you play the ball as it lies on these hazards, or lift and drop for a penalty stroke.

As with any links course, wind is always a factor and with Fortrose & Rosemarkie’s particularly vulnerable location, the wind becomes a major defense. Only two holes play with or against it, the 9th and 5th, on all the others you must contend with cross winds that attack from every conceivable angle.

The sea is another significant hazard on 8 holes and where it isn’t, dense gorse takes over and does an excellent job of substituting. Accuracy is clearly one of the keys to a good round, but an ability to negotiate the wind, often with the assist of power, certainly helps. 

There are several outstanding holes on this tough little links course. The 4th at 455 yards may not appear to merit its par 5 rating, but the hole is considered to be one of the most challenging in the north of Scotland.

The 5th is only a short 132 yards but depending on weather conditions, wind velocity and direction, can take anything from a simple flick of a wedge to a fully launched 3-iron, even from the long hitters.

The 6th and 11th share a large double green, reminiscent of St. Andrews and the 12th, recently extended to within a whisker of 400 yards, brings Braid’s shrewd fairway bunkering back into play after a few decades of redundancy, thanks to modern day equipment.  

There is no question that Fortrose & Rosemarkie is a delightfully testy course, offering diversity and a good challenge, together with a few oddities that make it unique and a lot of fun. There are even a couple of sideshows included along the way, thrown in as a bonus. 

The Moray Firth is well known for the blue nosed dolphins that reside here and one of the best viewing points is around the lighthouse on the 4th. The locals say they often put on a special performance, just for visiting golfers. On a more gruesome side, the course was also allegedly the 18th century scene of the last burning of a witch in Scotland.  Look out for the stone that marks her grave on the 17th.

Fortrose & Rosemarkie is doubtless a little kinder than its neighbors at Royal Dornoch and Nairn, but don’t let that deter you. This is a feisty test that everyone gets a big kick out of. 

For suggestions on including Fortrose & Rosemarkie and a few other unheralded gems on your trip to the Highlands, click here. 
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