
In 1895, San Francisco mechanic Charles August Fey built what is widely known as the Liberty Bell: a coin-
operated machine with three spinning reels and an automatic payout mechanism. It was a pivotal step in the
history of slot machines. But the familiar shorthand—that Fey invented “the first slot machine”—needs a little care.
Coin-operated gambling devices existed before his work. Fey’s achievement was to combine spinning reels with a
relatively simple way to register a winning result and pay the player, making the machine a practical and influential
model for later slots.

That distinction matters because the history of gambling equipment is not just a story of symbols on reels. It is
also a story of what a player could do, what the machine could show, and how the result was recorded. To
understand Fey’s place in San Francisco slot machine history, it helps to look at the object itself: its controls,
visible outcome, payout system and cabinet.

Before the Liberty Bell: Earlier Coin-Operated Games
Fey did not invent coin-operated gambling from nothing. In the late nineteenth century, inventors and
manufacturers were already developing machines that accepted coins and offered a game of chance. The Sittman
and Pitt machine, introduced in New York in 1891, is often cited as an important predecessor. It used playing-card
symbols and a poker-style game, but it did not operate like the later, familiar three-reel slot.

Ever notice how that earlier machine illustrates why the phrase “first slot machine” can be misleading. A device
might accept a coin and produce a gambling result without having spinning reels, an automatic payout, or the
compact, self-contained play cycle associated with a modern slot. These machines belong to the same broader
history, but they are not all mechanically or functionally the same.

What Fey’s Liberty Bell Did
The Liberty Bell’s defining features were three reels that spun when the player operated the machine, and a
mechanism that detected particular combinations and delivered a payout. The reels displayed familiar suit symbols
—hearts, diamonds, and spades—along with horseshoes and bells. A line-up of three Liberty Bell symbols gave
the highest reward. The machine’s name came from that emblematic winning combination.

The player’s action was direct and legible: insert a coin, operate the handle, and watch the reels stop. The machine
then registered whether the visible arrangement matched a winning combination. In accounts of the early Liberty
Bell, the top payout is commonly given as 50 cents. That was a modest sum by later casino standards, but the
important change was that the machine could settle a result without requiring an attendant to calculate a poker
hand or distribute a prize by hand.

In other words, the Liberty Bell was not simply a box containing pictures that happened to spin. Its mechanism
connected the player’s action to the reels, the reel positions to a result, and the result to a payout. That chain
helped make play repeatable and relatively self-contained.



Why the Three-Reel Design Mattered
The three-reel slot machine became influential because it made the outcome easy to see. Each reel presented a
column of symbols; when the reels stopped, the player could quickly judge whether the displayed combination
mattered. There was no need to remember a complicated hand or consult another player. The visual arrangement
did much of the work of explaining the result.

There is a useful distinction here between visual convention and mechanism. Three rows of symbols on a screen
may look like a traditional slot, but that appearance alone tells us nothing about what is happening inside a
machine—or whether there are any physical reels at all. In Fey’s mechanical device, reels were physical components
whose positions were linked to the machine’s internal workings. In a digital slot, the reels are usually a visual
display produced by software. The same familiar imagery can therefore represent very different systems.

That distinction is especially important when looking at modern examples. A live stream may show a cabinet, a
player’s hand on a button, and symbols moving on a screen. It can help viewers see the equipment in use and
observe the sequence of actions. But the camera usually cannot show the internal mechanism or establish how a
result is generated. Exactly.. An animated reel interface, meanwhile, demonstrates a visual convention—not proof
that a machine contains mechanical reels like Fey’s.

Controls, Visibility and the Record of a Result

Handling the machine

On an early slot, the handle was both a control and a visible invitation to act. The player could insert a coin and
pull the lever, setting the play cycle in motion. The physical interaction made the machine understandable at a
glance: it had a place for the coin, a handle to operate, and reels to watch. This design shaped gameplay by
making a single person’s action the start of a short, repeated sequence.

Modern machines often replace the handle with a button or touchscreen control. That change alters how the
player handles the equipment, but it does not by itself tell us how the game works internally. A button press is an
interface action. The symbols that follow may be drawn as spinning reels, but a digital animation should not be
mistaken for evidence of rotating mechanical parts.



Making outcomes visible

For a gambling device to be usable, the player needs some way to recognise what has happened. On the Liberty
Bell, the stopped symbols supplied a public, visible result. The payout system then made the consequence tangible.
This connection between a displayed outcome and a physical payment was part of the machine’s appeal—and part
of its design challenge.

Visibility also has limits. A photograph of a machine may show its cabinet and front panel but not its internal
workings. A live stream shows equipment in use, yet often frames only the player-facing side. If a picture includes
just part of the equipment, that should be stated: a close view of the reels or controls is not the same as a
complete view of the machine.

Recording and settling results

Before automatic payout became practical, a game might rely on an attendant or a player to interpret the result
and award a prize. Fey’s design helped bring the result and its settlement together in one object. That did not
make the machine transparent in every sense: players could see the symbols and receive a payout, but they could
not necessarily inspect the mechanism that determined or paid the result. Still, combining play, display and
payment in a single cabinet helped standardise the experience.

The Cabinet as Functional Equipment
The Liberty Bell was a cabinet, not a table game. Its housing supported the reels and mechanism, protected the
components, and presented the controls and symbols to the player. The cabinet’s shape and position helped
define how play took place: one player stood or sat at the machine, operated it, and watched its front-facing
display.

This is a different arrangement from a casino table, where the tabletop itself is essential equipment. In roulette, for
example, the wheel and the betting layout have distinct functions. The wheel produces the result; the marked table
gives players places to put bets and helps staff identify them. Roulette wheels are not all the same, either: their
layouts and mechanics vary, and they should not be treated as one interchangeable object. A slot cabinet has no
comparable betting felt. Its marked paytable or symbol guide, where present, explains outcomes at the machine
rather than organising wagers across a shared surface.

Equipment What the player handles or reads How the result is presented Fey’s mechanical slot Coin slot and
operating handle Physical symbols stop on three reels; the mechanism pays for winning combinations Digital slot
interface Button or touchscreen controls; displayed game information Animated symbols provide a reel-like visual
display, usually generated digitally Roulette table Marked betting areas on the layout, alongside the wheel The
wheel produces the result; the layout helps locate and settle bets

What Live Streams and Animated Reels Can—and Cannot—Show
Live streams of physical equipment are useful for observing handling. They can show how a player approaches a
machine, inserts payment, operates a control, and responds to the display. If the stream includes a wide enough
view, it may also show how the cabinet sits in a room. But a stream is still a camera view: it cannot automatically
reveal concealed mechanisms, and a close crop may omit important parts of the equipment.



Animated reels are useful in a different way. They show how digital interfaces borrow the visual language of the
mechanical slot: columns of symbols, a stopping sequence, and winning combinations. This is relevant to the
longer history of the slot because the visual convention has endured. But animation is not a mechanical
demonstration. It does not establish that there are physical reels, nor does it explain by itself how a digital game
produces or records an outcome.

Keeping those points separate avoids a common mistake: describing any screen with spinning symbols as if it were
mechanically equivalent to Fey’s machine. The resemblance is real at the level of appearance and player
expectation. The underlying equipment may be quite different.

Fey’s Place in San Francisco Slot Machine History
Charles August Fey’s achievement was not the invention of every coin-operated gambling device, nor the
invention of every later feature associated with slots. Rather, the Liberty Bell brought together a historyfiles.co.uk
clear three-reel display, a simple player action, and an automatic payout in a compact machine. Here's a story that
illustrates this perfectly: made a mistake that cost them thousands.. That combination helped establish a pattern
that later manufacturers could adapt and expand.

Seen as an object, the machine shows how design can organise play. The cabinet directs attention to the controls
and reels. The handle gives the player a defined action. The symbols make the result visible. The payout
mechanism connects that result to a reward. Each feature contributes to a short, repeatable encounter between
person and machine.

So, what did Charles August Fey invent in San Francisco in 1895? Most accurately, he built the Liberty Bell, an
influential early three-reel slot machine with automatic payouts—not the first coin-operated gambling device of
any kind. Its historical importance lies in how effectively it joined mechanism, display and payment in one piece of
equipment. That is why the Liberty Bell remains a landmark in casino history, and why understanding its physical
workings is different from merely recognising its familiar reel-shaped image.
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