
 

1 

Leonardo Volpato 

He was born in Milan on January 14, 1905.  

In 1930 he graduated with a degree in Mechanical Engineering and later in Electrical 
Engineering from the Polytechnic University of Milan.  

In his early professional years, he was involved in the Pavesi-Volpato family knitting 
company. 

Between 1932 and 1940 he worked at CEMSA in Saronno, which operates in the 
automotive sector and is linked to Isotta Fraschini. In the mid-1930s, in Saronno’s 
automotive district, he participated in developing a front-drive engine system that was 
later patented. 

In 1940 the Saronno district was converted to serve the war industry. At CEMSA, 
Leonardo Volpato was involved in designing light cannons and automatic anti-aircraft 
guns. Photographs show him testing this equipment at Campo Tizzoro (PT). 

After World War II, he returned to work in the automotive industry. He managed a 
factory at Cardini in Omegna that produced lights for FIAT. He reorganized the factory 
and was promoted to general manager of Cardini in Turin, one of FIAT’s main suppliers. 
There he met Vittorio Valletta, who called on him for a role among FIAT's top managers 
at the time. Volpato declined, preferring a career in which he could express his technical 
and inventive nature in an environment where politics was starting to play an important 
part. 

In the following years Leonardo Volpato founded, developed, and ran a fully automatic 
polyvinyl phonograph record factory — from electroplating to pressing machines — for 
Messaggerie Musicali in Milan. 

With his brother Gian Luigi — chemist then employed by Montecatini in the plastics 
sector — he founded SAIRS in Caronno Pertusella, a small business for producing a 
polyamide alternative material to Nylon®, called TRICOVIL. His brother Gian Luigi was 
succeeded by Vismara, who would lead the company to major success: 1,500 employees 
in only a few years. By that time, however, Volpato had already left the company to 
devote himself to another endeavor. Vismara would later introduce him to Carlo 
Fiorentini. Volpato met Luigi Canziani, a friend and collaborator, during the war, and 
would play a decisive role in his life. Over the years, Canziani’s precision mechanical 
workshop would work not only for Volpato but also for Vismara's SAIRS and later for the 
mechanical design and production of Cannon's mixing heads. 

After patenting a special slide motor for textile looms, the royalties from which would 
cover the family’s expenses for a few years, he founded Ing. Volpato S.r.l. in Milan and 
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returned to automotive components. Ambrogio Negri, later the head of testing for Afros, 
worked here. 

In 1962 Leonardo Volpato founded Cannon S.r.l. with Sergio Mauri of Massimiliano Massa 
and made the first automatic spray machines for polyester deposition with fiberglass. 
Production took place in a warehouse covering about 400 square meters in Trezzano sul 
Naviglio, where, for many years, Cannon would later have its Holding Company’s offices. 

At the end of 1963 Volpato saw a Drosthom dosing machine in France and was inspired; 
he left polyester to Mauri and began an adventure in polyurethanes adventure. In 
December 1964, during a dinner at Volpato's home, Vismara introduced Carlo Fiorentini 
to Volpato, who was working at SAIRS at the time, and the Volpato-Fiorentini 
partnership began. The first dosing machines for polyurethanes were developed, using 
a mixing concept similar to those for polyester resins, in that little workshop in Trezzano. 

In 1967 Volpato and Fiorentini moved to a garage in Via Bainsizza in Caronno, later 
deciding to move to Caronno Pertusella, while waiting for the construction to finish on 
first small factory in Via Banfi, thanks to subsidized financing, which required the name 
to change from Cannon S.r.l. to Afròs S.r.l.  

After incredible effort during the initial years, polyurethane use began to have its first 
widespread applications, in domestic and industrial refrigerators (rigid) and for 
upholstery in living rooms and armchairs (flexible foams). 

Leonardo Volpato was the man of low pressure, thus of using mechanical mixers that 
require washing the mixing chambers after each casting. A Bayer patent, that would 
expire in 1967, prevented the use of high pressure, which does not require washing. More 
than forty different mechanical mixer models were developed at Afròs to optimize 
testing according to chemistry and process. Volpato was also involved in designing shell 
and tube heat exchangers (still used today), hydraulic and pneumatic presses, and rotary 
tables. Moreover, he conceived the famous "rota," carousels for producing shoe soles sold 
in those years in more than 20 models. 

From March to December 1968, Leonardo Volpato was absent due to illness. His son 
Marco, at the request of Carlo Fiorentini, joined the company to help him with the initial 
steps of expanding the business. Once Leonardo returned, Marco Volpato returned to 
his studies, and left Afròs. In those years, it was not wished for the son to continue his 
father's business. 

Leonardo Volpato was curious, generous, and of vast culture. He was fascinated by new 
technologies and their applications, and in his spare time, loved reading Greek and Latin 
classics as well as acquiring a deep understanding of history. A truly bright spirit, he had 
a fickle nature animated by a strong eclecticism. He played several musical instruments 
(piano, trumpet, and drums), and for years, his ability to design machines also translated 
into building toys for Christmas to give to his children. 
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On Dec. 6, 1973, Leonardo Volpato passed away suddenly. He saw only the plinths of the 
new headquarters at Via Ferraris in Caronno Pertusella that he had been working on and 
strongly desired. 

On the 10th anniversary of his death, Carlo Fiorentini honored his friend by inaugurating 
a sundial, still found in the center of the garden at Via Ferraris in Afros, an imperishable 
memory. 


