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Once a major point in commanding coastal trade routes 
and new settlements, Qasr Al Hosn is ready to emerge 
as powerful as before.

Igrew up on Al Nasr Street, right opposite Qasr Al Hosn—
Abu Dhabi’s historic palace-fort dating back to the late 
18th century. As a child, the significance of this place was 
unexplored; I was oblivious to the fact that I was living at 
such close proximity to the birthplace of Abu Dhabi. I  
still remember, as a child, taxi drivers referred to this 
palace-fort as Diwan-Amiri, which loosely translated to 
‘Ruler’s palace.’ 

An aerial view of Abu Dhabi town and island, 1959
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History

Clockwise from left: 
Visitors to Qasr Al 
Hosn Festival take 
a break to enjoy 
traditional Emirati 
food and beverages; 
A close up of the 
north gates of Qasr Al 
Hosn, showing metal 
spikes that protected 
the palace, said to be 
built before 1939; The 
Qasr Al Hosn fort, as 
it currently stands, 
partially stripped  
of the gypsum-
cement render.

Qasr Al Hosn didn’t always enjoy the status of a 
palace. This fort was once a watch tower. It was 
around the year 1761 when Sheikh Dhiyab bin Isa 
bin Nahyan—the then ruler of the nomadic Bani Yas 
tribes—decided to construct a tower with the intent 
of safely guarding the only freshwater well in that 
area, and the island as well. Over time, the watch 
tower became an impenetrable fort during his son’s 
reign and could be seen from land and sea. History 
has it that the Portuguese, Dutch, French, Danish 
and the British traded through the Gulf which 
impacted local trade favourably, with the regular 
trade of the basic commodities such as cotton, silk, 
indigo dye, salt, saltpeter and tea.

Successive generations of the ruling Al Nahyan 
family added towers and walls, as well as modelled 
the fort to function as an administrative centre. 
It was around 1939, during the reign of Sheikh 

Shakhbut bin Sultan Al Nahyan, that the palace was 
built around the original fort, in addition to two 
wind towers. In the 1960s, during the reign of the 
Father of the Nation—the late His Highness Sheikh 
Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan—the palace-fort 
became the seat of the government. In the 1980s, 
during a series of refurbishments, the building 
assumed role as the Centre for Documentation  
and Research. 

THe makings of a palace-forT
A collapse in the trade of natural pearls between 
the 1920s and 1930s affected the Arab pearl 
trade industry, thereby affecting the incomes of 
all the deep sea pearl divers. Owing to the income 
derived from the first oil concessions, the pearl 
divers rendered unemployed at the time were hired 
as craftsmen to construct the palace of Sheikh 
Shakhbut bin Sultan Al Nahyan at Qasr Al Hosn. 
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Above: The watch 
tower at Qasr Al 
Hosn, between the 
outer and inner fort, 
circa 1950-52.

Below: The wall 
completely stripped  
of the gypsum-
cement render.

Going by the facts available, it is thought that 
the palace was built between 1939 and 1945. 
The palace is made up of an inner fort. Two burj 
(fortified round towers) are situated to the north-
east and south-west corners of the palace 
while the Muraba’a (rectangular tower) sits at the 
north-west corner. The palace has two wings for 
accommodation purposes—the east wing doubled 
as an administrative wing and as accommodation for 
men, while the south wing was for the women.

The typical materials used in constructing coastal 
forts at that time were coral stone and sea stone. 

The mangrove poles and date palm fronds generally 
formed the floors and the roof beams. Though 
the fort is aesthetically pleasing to the eye, it was 
designed to serve as a defence quarters rather than 
be just a decorative structure. The fort is dotted 
with symmetrical and equidistant slots at varying 
heights. These ‘rifle defences’ allowed guards to 
assume the position required to defend the palace-
fort, whether kneeling, standing or lying on  
their stomachs.

resToring THe naTion’s birTHplace 
As a result of discovering the corrosive nature 
of condensation trapped between the gypsum-
cement layers and the original coral stone substrate, 
the Abu Dhabi Tourism and Culture Authority 
(TCA) initiated an extensive restoration project. 
A specialised team of historians, architects and 
conservators have been brought together to 
carefully reveal the original coral stone and sea 
stone render of the walls by using international 
restoration principles, to allow the original fabric 
of the wall to breathe again. Leading the project 
since its inception is Mark Powell Kyffin, Head 
of Architecture, TCA Abu Dhabi, who knows the 
history of the Qasr Al Hosn site intimately. “In 
addition to the layers of gypsum-cement render 
that were added, the air conditioning, which was 
also introduced into the building in the 1980s, 
could cool the building to 24 degree Celsius”, says 
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Mr Kyffin. “The combination of this internal cooling 
and the high ambient external temperatures  
causes condensation to be trapped within the  
walls of the building on the surface of the  
coral stone.”

Apart from this, initial archaeological investigations 
were carried out to understand the construction 

Clockwise from above:  
The old tower before 
the plastering was 
done; Entrance to 
the Ruler’s Fort, Abu 
Dhabi, circa 1951; 
Photo taken at the 
Ruler’s Fort, circa 
1949-1950.

History

Materials used in traditional Emirati building of the fort:

Areesh: Also known as barasti— it’s the matting derived from weaving 
date palm fronds together. 

Coral Stone: It is actually a calcareous substance found in the waters off 
the coast of Abu Dhabi. It is porous and is a great insulator. It bonds well 
with the lime-based rendering of juss bahari. Oral histories state that the 
coral stone was harvested from Ras al Ghurab (The Island of the Crows) 
which is to the east of Saadiyat Island, to build the palace in the 1930s.

Juss Bahari: Also called sea mortar or mortar of the beach, it is a 
traditional plaster. It is derived by burning a mix of sea stone, coral stone 
and sea shells, followed by crushing to a pinkish powder. This is then 
mixed with sand and water to produce sea mortar. 

Mangrove poles: Typically found in the lagoons of Abu Dhabi. The 
longest mangrove poles are typically 3.6 metres in length. It was 
influential in traditional, local architecture. 

Sarooj: The material is a mixture of clay, dung and straw. Once dried 
and burned in a kiln, the material is powdered, mixed with water and the 
resulting substance is water-resistant and hard.

sequence of the fort, to aid the restoration process. 
Peter Sheehan, Head of Historic Buildings, TCA 
Abu Dhabi, shares his thoughts on conserving the 
building to the highest possible standards. “We are 
working on revealing the original and traditional 
form of air conditioning known as barjeel ventilation 
system. This system is an intelligent form of natural 
ventilation where sea breezes were circulated 
through the rooms via a network of narrow airways 
directed by recessed arches built into the exterior 
walls of the fort.”

WHaT lies beneaTH
The biggest challenge faced by the team, of 
course, is to ensure that no damage is done to 
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Abu Dhabi has emerged to be a vibrant hub for 
its art museums, water worlds, archaeological 
cities and sleek malls.
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Above: An Emirati 
craftsman checks the 
workmanship on a 
traditional dhow at the 
Qasr Al Hosn Festival.

Below: Sections of the 
modern thick white 
gypsum and cement 
render are being 
removed to protect the 
historic fabric of Qasr 
Al Hosn fort.

QUICK FACTS

GETTInG HERE
Jet Airways has daily flights to Abu Dhabi from 
various cities across India. Located next to the 
Cultural Foundation, Qasr Al Hosn is a building 
you cannot miss.

ACCoMMoDATIon
Abu Dhabi has a large number of hotels to  
choose from. You can find options that suit 
varying budgets.

FoR MoRE InFoRMATIon 
Log on to www.tcaabudhabi.ae to know more about 
the palace-fort and the Qasr Al Hosn festival.

History

Abu Dhabi has emerged to be a vibrant hub for its 
art museums, water worlds, archaeological cities 
and sleek malls, largely due to its prosperity as a 
result of the discovery of oil in the 1960s. But the 
strong link that Qasr Al Hosn has to Abu Dhabi’s 
past before oil, indicates that the city’s Emirati 
heritage lays embodied and deeply rooted in the 
palace-fort. With the recent announcement by the 
TCA Abu Dhabi, to launch a two month educational 
public programme about Qasr Al Hosn and Abu 
Dhabi’s origins, I have no doubt that the spirit of 
the nation birthed at this palace-fort will stay alive 
for generations to come.
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the original stonework especially to that of the 
first watch tower. Any movement in the building 
that may cause a threat to the fort’s structural 
stability is immediately captured by an electronic 
monitoring system that alerts the team. Hossam 
Mahdy, Head of Conservation Section, TCA Abu 
Dhabi, says, “The process of render removal should 
be carefully undertaken, simply because there are 
several layers of gypsum-cement coating to deal 
with. On the coral stone surface, a cement layer 
was added, followed by a ‘scratch’ coat of gypsum 
and a final ‘finishing’ layer of gypsum. The layers 
were intertwined with a plastic and aluminium mesh 
making it even more imperative to remove one layer 
at a time with great attention.”
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