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Norton Sarnoff’s 1987 Multi-Purpose Can Opener
by Don Thornton

For most of his life, Norton Robert Sarnoff was wrapped up in a super successful, privately held
aluminum foil dynasty dating back to 1950. He joined his father’s Illinois firm, the E-Z Por
Corporation with its E-Z Foil line of aluminum products in the early 1960s and helped build it up
before it was sold in 1979.

The firm, founded in 1950 by Ben Sarnoff, was purchased by American Home Products
Corporation, which ended up taking court action against Norton Sarnoff for allegedly violating a
“no-competition” contract. The action was triggered by Sarnoff launching in 1980 the Ensar
Corporation, which offered a line of housewares.

The court ruled in favor of Sarnoff, who went on in 1984 to launch the Handi-Foil Corporationin
Wheeling, Illinois, which a trade group once credited with developing “new items and concepts
to revolutionize the foil industry.” Sarnoff was very much a part of that “revolution,” being
awarded more than 80 patents from 1983 to 2014 nearly all related to aluminum kitchen baking
items.

These included disposable roasting pans of all sizes, circular and oblong pans, pans with
handles, nesting pans, grill liners, pizza pans, cookie sheets, disposable lids —and one
handheld church key combination.

He was granted Design Patent No. 288,895 on March 24, 1987 for his “multi-purpose can
opener,” a combination can puncher, bottle opener and tab-top popper. The 4 Ya-inch chrome
opener is marked: ENSAR CORP. PAT. PEND. WHEELING, IL. 60090.

The opener had limited production. After all, by 1965 pop tops had taken over and plastic
beverage bottles with screw off caps assumed controlin the early 1980s — but Sarnoff’s opener
is still sleek, attractive and effective.
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