
You may know Nelson Leenhouts from his favorite pew, a few rows from the front of 
the church, where he sits with his wife, Nancy, at the 7:30 mass on Sundays.  You 
may even know him as a Rochester business leader who has been recognized by the 
community for his achievements.  But what you may not realize is that Nelson can 
whip up a wicked-good ice cream sundae. 
 
Nelson got his start in business when his mother taught him and his late twin 
brother, Norman Leenhouts, how to work in the soda fountain of the family dairy.  
On a given afternoon, Nelson recalls, he and Norman might be serving a dozen 
people at the tables and another eight or 10 customers at the counter.  This might 
mean scooping hard maple walnut or butter pecan ice cream into glass dishes, 
making a root beer float, blending a malted milkshake, or dipping rectangles of 
vanilla ice cream into homemade chocolate, then setting these treats out to harden.  
Or it might mean assembling the king of all sundaes, “the Pig’s Dinner.” More on that 
later. 
 
Life has taken Nelson a long way from the days at the soda fountain, but the lessons 
of his faith-filled mother, Myrna Williams Leenhouts Raup, inspired all three of her 
children, he said an interview at the office of his current company at Clinton Square.  
His mother believed that a good businessperson should be a “servant-leader,” 
seeking not to take from people but to give.  The concept of the servant-leader is 
something she absorbed from the Gospel of Mark (Chapter 9, verse 35): “Anyone 
who wants to be the first must be the very last, and the servant of all,” according to a 
book of family history  (Myrna’s Legacy:  The Story of the Leenhouts Family) written 
in 2012 by Daria Roesch, a family friend.    
 
After a career of building and managing real estate – much of that time in a company 
with his brother – Nelson tried retirement more than 10 years ago and decided he 
wasn’t ready for it.  So he went back into business, this time with his daughter Cathy 
(Leenhouts) Sperrick.  The lessons of the Bible, as Nelson’s mother taught them to 
her children each day, once again provided the guiding principles for a business.  
Nelson, Cathy, and other members of the Leenhouts family, including some of 
Nelson’s grandchildren, run Home Leasing LLC, an apartment building and 
management company that designates a portion of its apartment units to those in 
need of affordable living.   
 
Home Leasing LLC has restored old buildings, and it has brought life to 
neighborhoods that have suffered from economic decline. (Eastman Gardens, for 
example, is the result of a complete renovation the long-vacant Eastman Dental 
Dispensary in Marketview Heights; Voters Block apartments on West Main, behind 
the 1872 Café, also built by Home Leasing, provides a new community in a 
neighborhood that has seen much better times).   On its website, Home Leasing 
professes its mission, which is “to improve the lives of our residents.”   
 
Nelson, Norman, and their sister Martha grew up in the town of Ontario, where most 
of their childhood activities were contained within one square mile of land.  The 



square was bordered on one side by Brick Church Road, the family ran the Brick 
Church Dairy farm, the children attended Brick Church School House, and family life 
centered around the Brick Church (now North Ontario United Methodist Church).   
 
Life would become more complicated, though, when Nelson’s father, Peter 
Leenhouts, suddenly died at age 35, of a cerebral hemorrhage.  Nelson and Norman 
were just nine years old, and Martha was just three.  Although Peter and Myrna had 
been running a dairy farm, they had dreamed of running a dairy plant, where they 
could process and sell milk from other farmers.  The couple had even purchased 
property for it in the town of Ontario, across from the town school.  Despite the 
tragic loss, and with the help of a bank loan, family, and friends, Myrna forged ahead 
with plans to open Leenhouts Dairy on her own.  
 
When the new plant was built, Myrna would get up at 4 a.m. to take deliveries from 
local farmers and would often stay long at the plant into the evening hours.  The 
dairy would pasteurize, bottle, and sell the milk from the farmers.  Myrna also spent 
time during those early years learning how to make ice cream.  So, during their teen 
years, when Nelson and Norman worked in the soda fountain, it quickly became a 
favorite local hangout.   
 
This work often meant that the boys had to get up before school to serve breakfast, 
come back from school during lunch to serve customers, and then return to the 
dairy after school and into the evening, (“washing all those dishes afterwards,” 
Nelson says).  And yet their mother taught them that, no matter how long the hours 
or hard the work, truly fulfilling work should bring joy.  “My mother taught us to 
take pleasure out of each day,” Nelson says.  As Daria Roesch wrote in the book 
about Myrna’s legacy, “If a customer asked, ‘How are you?’ she instructed them to 
say, ‘I feel great! Isn’t this a wonderful day?’ From this her children learned that 
being cheerful can remove relationship barriers and facilitate communication.” 
 
One source of pleasure for innumerable customers over the years was the dairy’s 
specialty, the “Pig’s Dinner,” a sundae that featured four scoops of ice cream, a 
banana, syrups, strawberries, nuts, and homemade whipped cream. If a customer 
could finish the entire dish, Nelson says with a smile of remembrance, he or she was 
handed a pin to wear, with the words, “I was a pig at Leenhouts Dairy.”  
 
One of Nelson’s joys in life came from working with his twin brother, he says.  
After their high school years, Nelson began to specialize in marketing and sales of 
real estate; Norman became a Certified Public Accountant.  In 1967, they formed 
Home Leasing together, as a part-time venture.  Two years later, Nelson went full 
time, and two years after that, Norman joined the company full time.  Guided always 
by their mother’s beliefs in the concept of the servant leader, Norman and Nelson 
were successful. The company went public as Home Properties on the New York 
Stock Exchange in 1994, and it was eventually sold, a move that led each of the 
brothers to start another business.  With his family, Norman specialized in 
commercial property and started Broadstone Real Estate; Nelson continued to 



specialize in apartment building and leasing, and he and his daughter Cathy started 
Home Leasing LLC.   The two men were inducted into the Rochester Business Hall of 
Fame in 2002. 
 
Norman’s death earlier this year, on January 7, was a significant loss for Nelson, who 
admiringly called Norman “by far the most charitable guy I know,” a man who gave 
away all his income in the final years of his life.     
 
Norman and Nelson never got too wrapped up in work to forget about brotherly fun.  
With Norman’s business on the sixth floor of the Clinton Square building and 
Nelson’s business on the first floor, “We’d have lunch two or three times a week,” 
Nelson says.  A yearly fishing trip took the two of them to places as far away as 
Montana and Alaska.  These get-togethers were a great source of joy, Nelson says, 
adding, “I’ll miss that.”   
 
-- Mary Heveron-Smith, May 2017 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 


