Since their inception in the late 19th century, slot machines have undergone radical transformations. While the
earliest models were completely mechanical, the introduction of electricity revolutionized the way these devices
operate, look, and engage players. In this post, we'll explore the pivotal role electricity played in the evolution of
slot machines, focusing on automation via coin mechanisms, the shift to readable outcomes with the iconic three-
reel template, the birth of classic fruit and BAR symbols, and the electromechanical transition which enabled bigger

payouts and new features.

From Lever-Pulled Mechanics to Automated Coin Handling

To appreciate the impact of electricity on slot machines, it's important to look at what changed versus what stayed
the same. Early slot machines, such as Charles Fey's original 1895 “Liberty Bell,” were entirely mechanical — the
player pulled a lever and the reels spun via springs and gears. These machines required manual setups for coin

collection and payout.

Electricity introduced automation to coin handling mechanisms. Prior to electrification, coins often had to
physically engage mechanical levers and springs. With electrical solenoids and sensors, machines could now detect

coin inserts electronically, automate payout processes, and even slightly speed up gameplay.

Key Advances in Coin Mechanisms Due to Electricity
® Coin Acceptance: Electrical sensors developed to detect coin presence, weight, and size improved anti-
cheating measures and allowed acceptance of various coin denominations.

¢ Automated Coin Routing: Instead of manually routed payouts, electrical actuators directed coins to payout
trays or hoppers, increasing reliability and reducing jams.
* Credit Systems: Early electromechanical machines could keep count of credits electronically, eliminating the

need for players to physically insert a coin each time they wanted to spin.

While the mechanical lever remained a tactile staple for years, electrical components started to work quietly behind

the scenes, ushering in smoother operation and laying groundwork for button controls.




Readable Outcomes & The Birth of the Iconic Three-Reel Template

The introduction of electricity coincided with the standardization of the three-reel slot machine layout we still
recognize today. Earlier one- or two-reel models often confused players, as their outcomes were less transparent
and results took longer to understand. Electrification enabled precisely timed reel movements that produced

quickly readable outcomes.

This three-reel template simplified gameplay, creating uniform payline displays that all players could easily
interpret—greatly improving the entertainment value. It even standardized payout tables so players could quickly

assess potential wins.

Button Controls vs. Lever Pulls

One of the more subtle yet important changes was the gradual replacement of the lever pull with button controls,

made possible by electrical switches. Buttons:

® Let players initiate spins faster and more comfortably
® Reduced mechanical stress on moving parts

® Enabled new gameplay options, like “Hold"” and “Double Up"” features in later machines

https://www.oddee.com/7-surprising-inventions-that-turned-slot-machines-into-digital-games-79667/  Though
levers stuck around as a nostalgic charm for decades, the rise of button controls marked a step towards the

modern electronic slots we see today.

Iconography: The Rise of Fruit and BAR Symbols

Electric slot machines helped popularize visual symbols that have become synonymous with the gaming

experience—fruit icons and the BAR symbol. Why did these particular symbols endure for so long? It's a story

partly intertwined with marketing, partly with simplicity.

Electrical lighting allowed symbols to be illuminated and vibrant, stimulating player engagement. These symbols

were easily recognizable, culturally neutral, and lent themselves well to visual design on spinning reels.

Why Fruit?



Fruit symbols (cherries, lemons, plums, watermelons) initially appeared in slot machines during the early to mid-
20th century, partly to evade anti-gambling laws by pretending payouts were candy or gum instead of cash. The
electric machines could light these symbols up, making them more enticing. Even after regulations relaxed, fruit

symbols stuck due to their familiarity and visual appeal.

The BAR Symbol

The BAR symbol was originally a stylized logo representing the Bell-Fruit Gum Company, which produced slot
machines. With electric illumination on reels, the BAR icon became a bold, easily recognizable image that
contrasted nicely with the fruit symbols. This iconography, combined with lights and sound, created an audiovisual

experience that has lasted decades.

The Electromechanical Transition and Bigger Payouts

Perhaps the most defining change electricity brought was the transition from purely mechanical to
electromechanical slots during the 1960s and '70s. This hybrid era married mechanical reels with electrical

components — solenoids, switches, motors, lighting, and sound.

Electromechanical Slots Brought New Features

* Lamps and Lights: Colorful bulbs and flashing lights went from static decoration to gameplay signals,

indicating wins, bonus rounds, or jackpots.

* Sound Effects: Bells, chimes, and mechanical clackers enhanced player excitement, a far cry from the silent

spinning reels of old machines.

* Mega Payouts: Electrical control allowed for complex payout calculations and larger jackpots, with multiple

paylines and bonus features.

¢ Ticket Systems: Although not widespread until later electronic machines, the groundwork for cashless ticket

systems began with electrified coin counters and storage hoppers.

Compared to their purely mechanical ancestors, electromechanical machines could handle faster, more complex

games with larger rewards—making casinos more profitable and the player experience richer.

Summary Table: Mechanical vs. Electromechanical Slot Features

Feature Mechanical Slots Electromechanical Slots Reel Operation Spring-loaded lever and gears Electric motors
with mechanical reels Coin Handling Manual detection and payout Electronic coin sensors and automated hoppers
Outcome Display Physical reel stops, limited transparency Precise reel stops with illuminated symbols Controls
Lever pull only Buttons plus lever optional Lights and Sound Minimal, often none Colorful bulbs, flashing lights,
mechanical sounds Jackpot Sizes Limited by mechanical payout capability Larger, variable jackpots with electronic

control

Final Thoughts: Electricity as the Catalyst for Slot Machine Modernity

The spark of electricity fundamentally transformed slot machines from clunky, mechanical curiosities into the
flashy, auditory spectacles we associate with casinos today. Automation via improved coin mechanisms laid the
foundation for ease of play. The standardization of the three-reel template and button controls made games more

player-friendly and visually clear. Iconic symbol choices came alive thanks to illuminated reels, creating enduring



slot machine imagery. And the electromechanical era brought new layers of excitement through lights, sounds,

and bigger payouts.

If you've ever nostalgically pulled a lever on a classic electromechanical slot, you're experiencing the intersection of
old-school craftsmanship with early electrical innovation—an era that bridged the gap before the digital revolution
took over. Those humming motors, flashing bulbs, and jangling bells were once cutting-edge technology that

turned a simple game of chance into a sensory event.

Looking back, it's clear electricity didn't just power slot machines—it powered their rise to become one of the most

beloved forms of gambling entertainment in the world.



