
The 1906 earthquake and fire devastated San Francisco, destroying homes, businesses and much of the city’s
commercial infrastructure. It also disrupted the people, materials and workshops involved in making and operating
gambling equipment. But the evidence does not support a simple story in which one catastrophe directly created
the slot machine industry—or abruptly ended it. The better account is an object-led one: the disaster damaged a
particular urban setting for production and entertainment, while gambling machines continued to develop
through makers, repairers, venues and changing rules.

That distinction matters. A machine’s appearance tells us about its visual conventions; its mechanism tells us what
a player could actually do. A photograph of a machine, a later animation of reels, or a live stream of equipment in
use may reveal different things. None, by itself, proves how a San Francisco workshop operated in 1897 or how
production changed immediately after 1906.

San Francisco before the disaster: workshops, venues and evidence
By the late nineteenth century, San Francisco had a lively culture of public entertainment. Gambling devices and
related amusements appeared in saloons, arcades and other commercial spaces. Small manufacturers and repairers
were part of this wider urban economy, alongside printers, metalworkers, cabinetmakers and suppliers. Their work
could involve building a complete machine, adapting an existing one, or maintaining equipment in service.

The phrase “market street workshop 1897” is useful as a search clue, but it should not be treated as a settled
fact about a single famous factory without supporting evidence. A workshop reference needs to be checked
against contemporary directories, advertisements, patents, business records and surviving objects. An address can
point to a maker, a retailer, a repair shop or a venue—and those are not interchangeable roles.

Surviving machines and printed material help reconstruct this environment, but each source has limits. A patent
describes a claimed design, not necessarily a machine that was mass-produced. An advertisement promotes a
product, not the full range of its mechanisms. A photograph may show a cabinet but conceal its internal workings,
the way it was paid out, or the arrangement of the room around it.

What the 1906 earthquake and fire changed
The 1906 earthquake fire San Francisco refers to a linked catastrophe: the earthquake damaged buildings and
infrastructure, while fires spread through large areas of the city. For gambling-machine production, the effects
were practical and immediate where workshops, stockrooms, suppliers or customers were lost or made
inaccessible.

Premises and stock: A workshop could lose tools, unfinished cabinets, parts, records and stored machines.
Even an undamaged business might be unable to operate if its building or neighbourhood was unsafe.

Transport and supply: Damage to streets, utilities and commercial networks could interrupt deliveries of
metal, timber, glass, paint and other components.

Labour and customers: Displacement changed where workers lived and where businesses could find
customers. Entertainment venues might close, relocate or reopen under different conditions.

Business records: Fire could destroy the very evidence that would show how many machines a maker
produced, where they were sold, or how quickly a business resumed.

These pressures make a temporary production slowdown plausible for affected makers. They do not establish that
every manufacturer stopped, that all gambling equipment in the city was destroyed, or that the disaster caused a



particular design innovation. To make those claims, researchers need evidence tied to named businesses and dates
—such as a documented relocation, a post-disaster advertisement, or a surviving machine with a reliable history.

From workshop to player: what a machine asks someone to do
Gambling machines are not just cabinets with pictures on them. Their mechanisms organise a sequence of actions:
insert a coin or token, operate a handle or button, wait for a result, and—depending on the design and local rules
—collect a payout or receive another form of reward. The cabinet’s height, controls and viewing window help
shape that sequence. The machine therefore connects workshop production to the gestures of play.

The Liberty Bell slot machine is often used as a landmark in accounts of early mechanical slots. Charles Fey’s
machine, generally dated to the late 1890s, is known for its three reels and symbols including bells. Its historical
importance should not be confused with proof that all later slot machines used the same mechanism, payout
system or operating rules. Nor should a familiar picture of spinning reels be mistaken for a complete account of
how a particular surviving object worked.

When writing about such objects, it helps to separate three layers:

1. Visual convention: the visible symbols, cabinet style, labels and ornamental details.

2. Mechanism: the levers, reels, stops, coin handling and payout arrangements that determine what the
machine does.

3. Use context: where it stood, how players approached it, and how an operator or attendant handled money
and results.

A photo may reveal the first layer while leaving the second and third uncertain. A machine displayed in a museum
may have had parts replaced or may no longer operate. A modern video can show movement, but only if it
depicts the actual object and its mechanism rather than a reconstruction.

Visibility, handling and the recording of results
Design decisions were shaped by the need to make play legible. A player needed to see enough of the result to
understand what had happened; an operator needed to manage coins, payouts and disputes. Windows, labels,
paytables, coin slots and collection areas were functional features, not decoration alone. They helped make the
result visible and made the machine easier to use, inspect and service.

Visibility could also be a matter of venue management. A machine placed where staff could observe it was easier
to monitor than one hidden in a corner. Its position influenced whether play looked like a public attraction, a
private transaction or a supervised activity. In that sense, the floor plan around a machine was part of its operating
environment.



Recording results was not always a matter of a built-in counter. Depending on the device and setting, outcomes
could be tracked through the payout mechanism, a cash box, an attendant’s oversight, written accounts or not at
all in a surviving record. Historians should avoid assuming that a machine’s visible symbols offer a complete record
of its results. The design may show a winning combination, while the actual handling of payment took place
outside the cabinet.

Tables and marked areas are equipment, too
The same object-led approach matters when comparing slots with table games. A roulette wheel is not simply a
generic spinning wheel: it belongs to a specific table layout, betting system and operating practice. The wheel,
betting cloth, marked numbers, chips and dealer’s working area function together. The position of the wheel and
the arrangement of betting areas guide where players place wagers, what they can see, and how a result is
announced and settled.

Here's what kills me: that layout is functional equipment. Marked areas distinguish permitted bets; rails and table
edges organise access; the dealer’s position supports the handling of chips and the recording of outcomes. A
photograph that shows only the wheel may omit most of the apparatus that made roulette playable. Likewise, a
photograph of a slot cabinet may leave out its surroundings, attendant and payment arrangements. In both cases,
the visible object is only part of the equipment.

Evidence or feature What it can show What it cannot prove on its own Workshop address in a directory A business
associated with a place and date Whether it manufactured, repaired or merely sold machines Machine photograph
Cabinet form, visible labels and placement Internal mechanism, actual operation or payout practice Patent drawing
A proposed or claimed technical arrangement Commercial production or widespread use Table layout How marked
areas organise betting and play Every local rule or the full history of a particular table

What live streams and animated reels can—and cannot—tell us

Live streams: observing physical equipment in use

Live streams can be valuable when they show a physical machine being operated. Viewers may observe the order
of actions, the sound and movement of components, the handling of coins or tokens, and how an attendant or
player interacts with the cabinet. A clear stream can document operation in a way that a still image cannot.



But a live stream is evidence of the equipment shown, in the setting shown, at the time of filming. It does not
automatically establish that an antique machine worked the same way before 1906. The device may have been
restored, modified, adapted for demonstration or fitted with replacement parts. To assess it, viewers need
identifying details, provenance and an account of what has changed.

Animated reels: illustrating a visual idea, not proving a mechanism

Animated reels in digital slot interfaces can explain a familiar visual convention: symbols appear to spin, stop and
form a result. They can be useful teaching aids for the history of slot imagery. Yet a digital animation is not
evidence that a historical machine operated through the same sequence or used an equivalent mechanical system.
An animation can reproduce the look of reels without representing the physical parts that drove, stopped or paid
them.

This distinction is especially important in a history of production. A cabinet’s design may echo earlier forms even
when its internal operation is electronic or simulated. Researchers should identify whether they are discussing a
mechanical object, a digital interface, or a later representation of an earlier style.

Did the disaster reshape gambling-machine production?
The most defensible answer is that the earthquake and fire disrupted production in San Francisco by damaging the
urban conditions on which workshops and entertainment businesses relied. They could destroy premises and
stock, interrupt supplies, scatter workers and erase records. Those effects may have been severe for individual
makers, even where the wider trade continued elsewhere or resumed later.

What the catastrophe does not tell us by itself is the precise number of machines lost, how long each maker was
closed, or whether a particular post-1906 design was a response to the disaster. That requires local evidence. A
convincing account would combine dated trade directories and advertisements with photographs, surviving
objects, business records and contemporary reporting. It would also distinguish machine makers from california
state parks historical landmark 937 operators and retailers.

Conclusion: read the machine in its setting

https://www.historyfiles.co.uk/support/historyES431-Cards-Wheels-and-Reels.htm
https://www.historyfiles.co.uk/support/historyES431-Cards-Wheels-and-Reels.htm


The 1906 earthquake and fire affected gambling-machine production not as an abstract turning point, but
through material disruptions to workshops, supplies, labour, venues and records. To understand those effects,
start with objects and ask practical questions: What can the player see? What must they handle? How is a result
shown, settled and recorded? Where does the machine sit, and what other equipment—tables, marked areas,
counters or payout arrangements—makes it usable?

That method keeps the history grounded. The Liberty Bell slot machine can help explain the development of a
particular mechanical form, while the search phrase “market street workshop 1897” points toward the kinds of
local evidence worth investigating. Live streams can show physical operation; animated reels can clarify a visual
convention. Neither should be asked to prove more than it shows. In gambling history, as in collections work, the
object matters—but so does the room, the mechanism and the evidence around it.


