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Every day, the students of Juan Morel Campos Secondary School walk by
this abandoned building in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Few have ever really
noticed it. One or two students may have snuck a quick peek into the burnt-
out ground floor, but most of the students, when asked, imagine the
building is filled with rats. And dead bodies. And ghosts.

The true story of this abandoned building is even more colorful. In the early
1980's, it housed a Jewish synagogue on the ground floor and artist
studios on the upper floors. "The rabbi was the landlord," said Ron Rocco,
an artist who first leased a studio space in the building in 1984. Rocco
recalled seeing huge matzo ovens in the back of the building and, in the
basement below the synagogue, handmade mikvehs - the ritual baths used
to purify members of the Hasidic community.

This all came to an end in 1989, a second artist from the building recalled,
with a "dramatic arson story... a typical case of 'Catskills Lightning'." Ron
Rocco was there on the day of the fire - "It was like 9:30 in the morning and
all of the sudden | see this big black billowing smoke coming up from the
the floorboards... nobody died or was injured but there was huge amounts
of structural damage. | had a 20 foot by 10 foot hole in my floor in two
spaces. All my walls were collapsed." The synagogue on the ground floor

was destroyed, and never again reopened.
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Dear Nathan,

Thank you for sharing your photographs and research with us. Great essay and
mesmerizing photos!

The students at Campos have learned so much from your presence throughout
this project. You really took it to the next level with your ability to reveal the actual
story to all us.

It is an amazing experience to learn about this magnetic, beautiful and haunting
building as it has been a great source of intrigue for me for the past five years.

Angela
Reply

Alison May 28,2010 at 11:02 AM

As with so many of your posts, this is fascinating. | really can't stop thinking of the
resident of this space. Who and where is this squatter/artist?
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