The Christensen Home
built in 1932 by an African American couple,
LeRoy and Carrie Christensen
The home is located at:
500 W. Van Buren Ave., Las Vegas, NV 89106

Artwork by Christa Occhiogrosso

Elder LeRoy Christensen
(1904-1953)
and Carrie Christensen
(1904-1998)

“The Castle,” with its tower, stone
facing, and half-timbered architecture,
was the setting for many events.
When an elegant fashion show was
produced here for television in 1948,
local celebrity and eventual Moulin
Rouge owner Sarann Knight-Preddy
(pictured above) modeled high fashion
dresses for the prestigious
production.”

The Christensen Home was on the cover of the national Preservation Magazine,
the Spring 2021 issue. Preservation is the magazine of the National Trust for
Historic Preservation.

This is page 43 of Preservation Magazine, the Spring 2021 issue.

Interview in 1989 with Carrie Christensen
by Julia Occhiogrosso
I was out on the roof when I heard a fragile yet persistent call. As we worked on
rehabbing our newly acquired hospitality house, we were growing accustomed to curious
visitors. I went downstairs to meet our guest. An elderly woman stood in the entrance
way. Streams of daylight gave a soft glow to her brown skin. Her refined attire stood in
contrast to the boarded-up windows and broken glass. She reached out to shake my
hand. “My name is Carrie Christensen. My husband and I built this house in 1932,”
she explained with nostalgic admiration. Still holding my hand, she continued to tell bits
and pieces of the story. “We had a prayer room in this house, my husband and I, we
prayed about every decision we made. We were just married and living out here on this
property in a tent. This neighborhood was just desert back in those days.” She continued,
“I saw we needed a home. I admired these stones I spotted down at the railroad yard.
We had a vision that we could use these stones to build us a home. We prayed that
maybe somehow we would get those stones. Then one day I convinced my husband to
go down to the railroad yard and ask if we could have them. While he was inquiring, I
waited in the car. Meanwhile, a man approached me. I told him what I was waiting for.
He said, ‘Ma’am, if you want thse stones you can have them.’ I asked who should I say
gave us permission. He told me his name and it turned out he was the manager of the
railroad yard. Surely those stones were a gift from the Lord.” She paused for a moment
and I explained that this house would be used to serve the poor. With enthusiasm she
responded, “I always knew this was meant to be a benevolent home ever since my
husband and I adopted twin boys.”
She slowly moved out into the front yard. There she pointed out all the fruit trees she
planted in honor of her favorite scripture stories. “Over there is the pomegranate, and
there are the olive trees. On the side of the house are the orange blossoms; in the back,
the fig tree still stands.” There was a moment of silence as her eyes wandered about the
house. I found myself wandering with her on a journey that seemed to be divinely
connected to our life here at the Catholic Worker.
We visited for a good part of the afternoon and the next day she returned to show
me her wedding picture. Her frail fingers carefully handled the photo. Gently tilting it in
my direction, I had the sure sense that she was sharing a rare treasure. Yet more
precious than the preserved paper image of her and her young groom was her ability
and desire to remember. One could tell she drew strength and vision from this
remembering. It was clear to me that even as a young bride she knew who she was, and
who she would become was intimately connected to those who came before her.

Mrs. Christensen had to sell the house in 1977; she was a widow and could not
manage the upkeep alone. She lives in Kentucky and continues to visit Las Vegas. It is a
privilege to live in a house built on such a legacy of faith. Indeed, this house still stands
tall in this poor African American community. Many old timers who knew the Christensens
have commented that this was a special home, a place where they found good people
and Christian love.
Today, as I look out the second floor window of this house, I try to imagine this area
fifty-six years ago . . . I see this young, confident African American and Native American
woman who arrived here with her African American husband. I try to see what they saw.
Before them was a vast desert landscape. They were surrounded by a stretch of earth
which provided infinite possibilities. And even with life’s struggles of the depression,
they were able to dream.
The shatter of broken glass interrupts my reverie. I find myself abruptly brought back
to 1989. This same area now is covered with boarded-up buildings and burnt-out homes.
It has been economically deprived for so long by a wealthy city that has not learned to
share. It seems to be lingering on its last breath. Old time community members work
hard to hold small businesses together. The national drug crisis hits even harder in this
community that is already on the economic margins. Parent addicts use food money to
get their fix. Young children are attracted to the seemingly quick cash that dealing
drugs provides. Young men fight to their death over a bad deal.
As a culture, we are steadily losing a sense of our connection to those who came before
us. For the poor, who are burdened by the task of survival, reflection on the past is a
luxury or a memory too painful to bear. Indeed, the rise in broken families makes it
difficult to trace even a portion of one’s heritage. The fast lane generation is blinded to
the values of faith and community that gave many of our ancestors a life of integrity.
The immediate gratification mentality leaves us focused on how much and how fast we
can consume in the moment. As a whole, we are left with a society with a disoriented
sense of self and an emptiness that breeds more and more addictions.
Our identity stands on shaky ground and it is difficult to find the proper footing to
push off into a more helpful future. Indeed, the popular culture would tell us that we
should not allow ourselves to even enter a future. Instead, we should stay forever
young. The elderly, symbols of our future, are devalued like an obsolete technology. Our
apathy over pollution of the earth and the arms race indicate how little sense we have of
our connection to the lives that will follow ours.
At the Catholic Worker, we are directly confronted with some of the tragic consequences
of a culture which does not understand its place in history. More significantly, it is a
culture which does not recognize God moving with us in history toward a new creation.

In this poor African American community there are many who are convinced that their
identity lies in embracing the values of the popular culture. Yet, if given a chance to get
truly acquainted with this popular culture, they would realize how hollow these values
really are.
In our new home we will continue to minister to the poor. We will continue to prepare
food for the many homeless on the streets. And in our daily witness, I can only pray
that we, like Mrs. Christensen, can share our rare treasure. We too will inspire others to
remember our common heritage in Christ. And, in that remembering, give this broken
world the hope needed to move toward a vision of the Kingdom.

Reprinted from the Winter 1998 issue of Manna in the Wilderness, the newsletter of
the Las Vegas Catholic Worker.

History of the Christensen House
This history is taken from the plaque on the SE corner of E St. and W. Van Buren Ave.,
#10 on the Pioneer Trail:
“This fairy-tale residence reflects the unique family that built it, whose roots stretch
back to a pioneering Utah Mormon blacksmith, ranchers in Idaho and Nevada, and
railroad workers in Las Vegas.
The life of Las Vegas pioneer Lucretia Tanner Christensen Stevens, mother of LeRoy
Christensen, builder of “The Castle,” embodies much of western history. Lucretia’s
parents were Susannah Hathaway, a young white girl who came to Utah with her family
in the early 1850s, and Tom Tanner, an African-American blacksmith who ran away with
Susannah before she could become the plural wife of a Mormon elder. Their daughter
Lucretia married Danish immigrant Lars Christensen and had two boys, LeRoy and Ray.
After Lars died, Lucretia remaried and had two more children. The entire family moved
to Las Vegas in the early 1920s.
The Christensen brothers became cowboys. Ray worked for famous Nevada trail boss
Uncle (“Black”) Henry, and later opened a stable in Las Vegas, supplying horses and
buggies for the Helldorado parade and competing in the rodeo. LeRoy built the Christensen
House in the mid 1930s.”

And, in tha

Study of Christensen House by Nevada Division of Historic
Preservation and Archaeology, March 18, 1982

World War II Draft Card of LeRoy Christensen (because downtown Las Vegas
used numbered streets, streets in the Westside were changed to letters, Fifth
Street in the Westside became E Street.

Gravestone of LeRoy Christensen at Woodlawn Cemetery, Las Vegas, Nevada

Death Certificate for LeRoy Christensen

Gravesite of Carrie L. Christensen at Peaceful Valley Cemetery in Mayfield, Kentucky.
Carrie was born on April 6, 1904 in Mayfield Graves County, Kentucky to Houston Hill
Moody and Ella Emma Moody. Carrie Christensen died on July 5, 1998.

The Christensen House abandoned and boarded up in 1988. The home was purchased
from HUD for $27,000 in 1989 by the Las Vegas Catholic Worker, the price was
reduced to $25,000 due to a fire set by squators upstairs during escrow, thakfully the
fire did not destroy the house.

Rear view of the abandoned boarded up Christensen home in 1988. Above: The fire
started by squators occured inside the dormer window.

The process of cleaning up the debris in the
Christensen house, 1989.

Images from the
1940’s
in
the
segregated Westside.
Mayor Ernie Cragin
ignored appeals for fire
plugs, a sewer system
and lighting. The area
lacked paved roads,
electricity and even
indoor plumbing.
The Christensen Home is number 10 on the Pioneer Trail, a plaque commemorating
the home is on the SE corner of E St. and W. Van Buren Ave. Websites:
christensenhouse.lvcw.org
lasvegaspioneertrail.com
hmdb.org/m.asp?m=51052
historiclasvegasproject.com/ChristensenHouse.html
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* The Pioneer Trail brochure and plaque list the construction date as 1935, but an inscription
on the chimney states 1932. County records list the building date as 1912. The chain of title
lists the original date of construction as 1932.
The brochure and plaque also list Leroy’s name as LeRoy but legal certificates say Leroy.

