
One hour by road from Alexandria along a 
barren road, leads to 90-square kilometres 
of green tranquility with a pleasant date-
palm fringed waterfront, the Corniche. The 
past still whispers sweet-nothings through 
the vibrant fishing boats shuttling fish and 
the quaint horse-carts plying the peaceful 
roads. But sadly, where the world’s 
longest river empties into the deepest 
blue sea, stands a forgotten port town, 
shrouded in a faded shadow of its former 
celebrated self. The irony is that the key 
to deciphering the mysteries of that river’s 
greatest civilisation was discovered right 
here in Rashid (Rosetta). 

A Fairytale Setting
The town epitomises time travel in a 
capsule. 22 Ottoman era residences, in 
distinctive Delta-style, dated 18th-19th 

centuries, all located within a walkable 
500-metre radius. Their ageless 
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Romancing Rosetta
A flourishing Mediterranean harbour, elegant 

Ottoman-style architecture, mosques, 

churches, houses and inns. Charming feluccas 

and dahabiyas skimming the glittering waters.  

Welcome to Rosetta. 

Words: PunitA MAlhotRA
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facades are adorned with pointed brickwork 
highlighted by red-white paint, carved 
lintels, glazed tiles, ornamental doors 
and intricately carved wooden windows 
(mashrabiyas). Strolling through the four 
levels is like a flashback into the days when 
there were stables, mills and storehouses 
on the ground floor, men’s quarters on the 
first floor and accommodation for women 
on the higher floors. The drama continues 
at the 19th century Hammam Azouz, a 
traditional bathhouse with marble floors, 
fountains and elaborately carved wooden 
ceilings. A heavenly hammam with water 
pumped in directly from the Nile!

Rosetta boasts of no less than twelve 
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the replica of the famous 
Rosetta stone on display 
(original is in British Museum) 
sparks the urge to seek out the 
location it was unearthed from. 
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historical mosques and three of them 
are unmissable: Al  Mahali Mosque (18th 
century) for its ceiling supported by 99 
columns reused from ancient Alexandrian 
monuments. Abbasi Mosque (19th century) 
for its exquisite moulded-brick appearance. 
And Zaghloul Mosque (16th century) for its 
lineage and scale. The latter’s 4000-sqm 
makes it the largest in Egypt, even Al-Azhar 
in Cairo doesn’t match in size. 
 
Witnessing the Magic
A brief stop at the compact Rashid 
Museum, housed in the 18th century Kili 
House adds backdrop appeal with old 
exhibits and documents. The replica of the 
famous Rosetta stone on display (original is 
in British Museum) sparks the urge to seek 
out the location it was unearthed from. 
And so, the treasure hunt ends at Borg 
Qait Bey, the town’s defence fortress by 
the Nile. The Rosetta stone was discovered 
under the south tower in 1799. The rest 
is history.

Nowadays, the town is decked up at its 
festive best only in mid-November, during 
Mawlid al-Nabi, the birthday of Prophet 
Mohammad, when joyous meals of salted 
fish (fesikh) and hummus are served 
everywhere. Glory days may return to 
Rosetta with the planned refurbishment of 
the town’s heritage monuments and Nile 
Corniche. Meanwhile, one of Egypt’s most 
fascinating cities continues to play second 
fiddle to its own ancient avatar. 
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top: Traditional 
bathhouse with 
marble floors, 
fountains and carved 
wooden ceilings.
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Jazeera Airways has 

daily direct flights to 

and from Alexandria. 

Rosetta is 65km from 

Alexandria.
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