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Did Robert Yates Invent the Can Opener in 1855?
Many thanks to Fortnum & Mason and Dr. Andrea Tanner for confirming
the 1849 date of their instructions for opening tin canisters (tin cans).
The original plan for this note was merely to illustrate a small collection
of can openers in chronological order; however, a critical reading of
Fortnum & Mason’s 1849 instructions for opening tin canisters (tin
cans) added greatly to its scope and content. It was never imagined that
the results of modest research might test the early history of can
openers.
According to Wikipedia (and other standard reference), “dedicated can
openers appeared in the 1850s and were of a primitive claw-shaped
‘lever-type’ design. In 1855, Robert Yates, a cutlery and surgical
instrument maker of Trafalgar Place West, Hackney Road, Middlesex,
UK. devised the first claw-ended can opener with a hand-operated tool
that haggled its way around the top of metal cans.” Hence, Robert Yates
is generally credited with inventing the can opener.
Tom Geoghegan’s article, “The Story of How the Tin Can Nearly
Wasn’t,” published in BBC News Magazine (2013), does not mention
Robert Yates. Concerning the can opener, Geoghegan states that “while
the can was making strides, the can opener wasn’t. And the Fortnum
and Mason 1849 catalogue included instructions on how to cut tins with
a knife. The first tin opener was designed in the 1860s.”

According to Wikipedia, the following illustration depicts
Robert Yates’s lever-type can opener.

Courtesy of Wikipedia

Details of Robert Yates’s Patent of 13 July 1855:
“Improvements applicable to ‘lock knives’ and ‘lever knives’;
partly applicable to such surgical and other instruments as may be
connected to handles by moving joints. These improvements consist in
the production of a compound instrument which is both a ‘lock’ and a
‘lever’ knife, which, like the present lock knife, is made with several
distinct pairs of ‘scales,’ so as to form several distinct parts which may
be separated from each other, and yet may, by means of the locking
mechanism belonging to such parts, be all secured together; the
instrument is provided with a knife, fork, and spoon, all opening and
shutting upon joints. It is provided with a lever knife for cutting or
ripping open preserved provision cases and other uses. It may contain
another lever knife or knives. The parts are secured by the usual locking
mechanism, or by transverse slots in the scales into which the usual pins
fit, and are secured by a spring slot or catch.”

As stated, Yates’s improvements consist in the production of a
compound instrument. It does not appear that he invented the “lock
knife” or the “lever knife.” His 1855 patent does mention that his
compound instrument, similar to a Swiss Army Knife, was provided
with “a lever knife for cutting or ripping open preserved provisions
cases and other uses.” Indeed, Robert Yates does not claim that he
invented the lever-type can opener.
The first mention of an English lever knife appears in the Official
Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of 1851,
page 591, Vol. II: “19 Yates, Frederick Green, Registered lever knives
for opening preserved provisions, fruits, sardine cases, &e. The
advantage is in the power of the fulcrum or leverage.”
Further, “Class 21. Cutlery, Edge and Hand Tools. North Gallery: “19
Yates, F. G. 10 Winckworth Buildings, City Rd. Inv. and Manu.-Registered lever knives for opening preserved provisions, &c.”
English Patents: It appears that Frederick Green Yates registered his
patent (#3356) on a lever knife can opener on 26 August 1852, several
years before Robert Yates's patent of 1855. Hence, it appears that
Frederick Green Yates registered the first English patent on a lever
knife can opener and that he did so several years before Robert Yates
claimed an improvement. Many thanks to Dr. Andrea Tanner of Fortnum
& Mason for informing me that Frederick Green Yates was the son of
Robert Yates.
Encyclopedia of Kitchen History by Mary Ellen Snodgrass (2004), page
160: “In the quarter century before the invention of the can opener, the
navy issued each mess a lever knife for opening tins along with
instructions for testing the quality of the contents.” Ms. Snodgrass
accepts Robert Yates as the inventor of the can opener. Hence, her
suggestion that the lever knife used by the navy (1851) was not a can
opener is absurd: the can openers of Robert Yates (1855) and his son F.
G. Yates (1852) were lever knives!
Origin of the Lever-Type Can Opener
John Gillon of John Gillon & Co., Edinburgh, Scotland, was established
in the meat canning business in 1838. From the following information, it
appears that Mr. Gillon invented the lever-type can opener prior to

1840. To my knowledge, no modern writer has mentioned John Gillon as
the inventor of the lever-knife can opener.
Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, volume 9, No. 430, April 1840:
“It may be added, that, when the meat is to be used, the case can be cut
up with a seaman’s knife, or, more conveniently with what is called a
lever knife, an implement invented by Mr. Gillon, and of which
specimens are sent abroad with almost every package of goods. This
knife consists of a handle, no more than sufficient to fill a single hand,
with a small but a firm hook projecting from it, somewhat in the form of
the blade of a reaper’s hook, and with the same degree of sharpness, but
with a close instead of a sweeping curve, the whole being of such a size
that it might be carried in a waistcoat pocket.
The point being inserted through the tin, the operator is enabled to cut
up the case with ease, by using the fore end of the handle as a fulcrum
on which to rest the instrument while the handle is alternately quickly
raised and depressed.” Hence, John Gillon, of John Gillon & Co.,
invented the first lever knife can opener before 1840.
The following versions of John Gillon's lever-knife can opener are from
Timmins & Sons catalogue of c. 1845, plate, 130. With this form of
lever-type can opener, the tin is cut clockwise instead of
counterclockwise.

1849 Fortnum & Mason Catalogue, page 11:

Courtesy of Fortnum & Mason
Instructions for using the preserved provisions.
“To open the canisters. --First stab a hole with the butt-end of the knife,
near the upper rim of the canister: then insert the blade as far as it will
go; draw the handle towards you (the claw resting against the canister
as a lever), when the blade will be found to cut through the tin with
perfect ease.”
The “knife” used by Fortnum & Mason to open tin canisters (tin cans)
was not an ordinary knife. One can’t “stab a hole with the butt-end” of
an ordinary knife. Further, an ordinary knife does not have a “claw.”
The “knife” described by Fortnum & Mason was undoubtedly a lever
knife can opener.

Early Illustrations of Lever-Type Can Openers

A label attached to a c. 1845 can in the National Maritime Museum
depicts a lever-type can opener with a claw, and a pointed blade at the
butt-end of the handle. Further, the label gives instructions for opening
the can quite similar to those given by John Gillon & Co. in 1840 and
Fortnum & Mason in 1849.
“A relic of Sir John Franklin's last expedition 1845-48. An empty soup
tin painted red with a small and a large hole in the top. The remains of a
label are attached. Probably found in an Inuit cache at Cape Maria
Louisa by the Schwatka Search Expedition 1878-79. Heinrich Klutschak
reported that an Inuk had told the expedition that he had cached these
items under a rock for lack of transport but was unable to find them
when he came back. The label text reads: 'GOLDNER'S,,,GRAVY
So...The ...put into...a saucepan whi... water and boiled about...s, then
opened and...the ...may be turned into...for the purpose of being...a hole
with the...insert the knife...W...& Co Printers.' 'GOLDNER'S PATENT'
is embossed on the base. It was presented to the museum by Sophia
Cracroft in 1892. Date made circa 1845.”
Courtesy of the National Maritime Museum.
Since Sir John Franklin last expedition did not leave England until 19
May 1845, the lever-type can opener depicted on Goldner's label must
have been made before 1845.

Circa 1845 can with a label that depicts a lever-type can opener
(National Maritime Museum):

Courtesy of the National Maritime Museum.

Courtesy of the National Maritime Museum.
The following illustration is from a c. 1845 trade catalogue by Richard
Timmins & Sons of Birmingham, England. The illustration depicts
lever-type can openers; however, they are described as “knives for
opening preserved meat cases.” According to the Oxford Dictionary,
“can-opener” did not appear in print until 1862, and “tin-opener did not
appear until 1895. Again, according to the Oxford Dictionary, “leverknife did not appear in print until 1867. J. MacGregor, The Voyage
Alone in the Yawl Rob Roy: “The pantry is beside them with..pepper..
mustard, corkscrew, and lever-knife for preserved meat tins.” However,
“lever knife” is mentioned in Chambers's Edinburgh Journal, Vol. 9,
No. 430, April 1840, and in Colburn's United Service Magazine, Vol. 66,

May-August 1851. Hence, it appears that before 1862 can openers were
called knives or lever-knives.
The following illustration is from Timmins & Sons catalogue of c. 1845,
plate 130:

(“Knives for opening preserved meat cases”)
The following lever-type can openers follow the design depicted in
Timmins & Sons catalogue of c. 1845.

Private Collection

Private Collection

The United Service Magazine (1851), page 143:

Colburn’s United Service Magazine, Vol. 66 (May-Aug. 1851):
“Preserved meat for the navy. --The following circular (No. 76) has been
issued by the Admiralty:--My lords are pleased to direct that the undermentioned instructions be observed in the future, whenever preserved
meat may be issued on board Her Majesty’s ships and vessels.-Instructions for opening canisters of preserved meat, and preparing
their contents for issue:--1st. The canister is to be opened with the lever
knife furnished for the purpose, and is to be cut completely round the
body near the top. 2nd. Great care is to be used that the meat be not
broken in being taken out of the canisters. 3rd. If the meat be intended
to be eaten cold (it being already fully cooked), it may at once be turned
out whole, upon the canister being thus opened; but if any difficulty
should be found in shaking it out unbroken, a hole must be stabbed with
a knife in the bottom of the canister to admit the air, and thus to effect
the desired object. 4th. When the meat is intended to be eaten warm, the
canister, after being opened as directed in the first paragraph, should
stand in a copper of boiling water, immersed to about two inches from
the top, for 15 to 20 minutes only, in order that the meat may become
sufficiently warm.”
The following example of a lever-type can opener was made by J.
Rodgers & Sons of Sheffield. It works very well and is quite easy to use.

Ezra J, Warner’s 1858 can opener was used mostly by shop keepers and

perhaps by the U.S. Army during the Civil War.

Courtesy of Wikipedia
The famous “Bully Beef” can opener of 1865:
The spike on the bull’s head was used to stab a hole in the top of the can.
The spike was later replaced by a blade. It appears that versions of the
“Bully Beef” can openers were made until about 1938. Indeed, the levertype can opener is yet in use today.

Courtesy of Wikipedia

Private Collection

Private Collection

Private Collection

Private Collection

Private Collection (1860s)
William Lyman invented a can opener that used a cutting wheel to cut
the top of the can. His patent is dated July 1870. The above illustrated
can opener works in the very same manner as Lyman’s; however,
instead of a cutting wheel, it has a sharp, pointed blade. The above
example bears a patent date of 16 June 186?. I think Lyman stated that
he invented his can opener in 1866; however, it was not patented until
1870.

Private Collection (1870s)

Private Collection (1870s)

Private Collection (1870s)

Private Collection (1890s)
According to Wikipedia, “the first rotating wheel can opener was
patented in July 1870 by William Lyman of Meriden, Connecticut.”
Lyman’s can opener was used in the following manner. First, the can
was pierced in the center with the opener’s sharp metal rod. Then, the
cutting wheel was adjusted to fit the size of the can and fixed in place by
a wing-nut. The cutting wheel was forced through the tin near the edge
of the can and rotated around the top of the can. Lyman’s design was
difficult to use and was not successful.

Again, according to Wikipedia, the Star Can Opener Company of San
Francisco, California, improved Lyman’s design in 1925 “by adding a
second, serrated wheel, called a “freed wheel,’ which allowed a firm grip
of the can edge.” The highly successful “Star” was followed in 1931 by
the “Bunker,” made by the Bunker Clancey Company of Kansas City.
Indeed, the “Bunker” copied the “Star” can opener quite closely and
Star Can Opener Company sued the Bunker Clancey Company for
patent infringement. The Star Can Opener Company patented the
“Star” can opener in 1920, not 1925. Further, the Star Can Opener
Company did not invent the highly important, second, serrated “freed
wheel,” as stated by Wikipedia and other standard reference. The
important, second, serrated wheel was indeed invented by Thomas H.
Gilham of Cortes, Nevada, and was part of his patent, dated June 1888.

Modern Can Openers 1920-1950:

Private Collection: “The Star” (1920)

Private Collection: “The Bunker” (1931)

Private Collection (1930s or 1940s)

Private Collection (1940s or 1950s)

Private Collection (1950s)

Private Collection (1940s and 1950s)

Private Collection: P38
The following 1868 ad from the official catalogue of the National

Exhibition of Works of Art at Leeds is of interest because Mr. Davis’s
“American can opener” and Robert “Yates’s lever knives, for opening
sardine & provision cases” are mentioned in the same ad. However, Mr.
Davis’s distinction between his “American can opener” and “Yates’s
patent lever knives” is absurd. In fact, Mr. Davis was a salesman and his
“American can opener” was merely a version of Yates’s lever knife can
opener!
“J. C. Davis, patentee and manufacturer of the ‘Excelsior’ knife cleaner
(patent granted 1865), and sole manufacturer and patentee of the
American Can Opener and Yates’s patent lever knives, for opening
sardine & provision cases (patents granted 1855, 1866, 1867).”
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