
Among the many curiosities in the early history of gambling and vending, trade stimulators hold a fascinating
spot. These coin-operated contraptions blurred the lines between amusement, chance, and commerce in ways that
set the stage for the slot machines we know today. Exploring trade stimulators not only reveals the ingenuity of
early mechanical gaming devices but also illustrates how legal restrictions shaped the evolution of modern slots —
particularly through their design, payouts, and iconic symbolism.

The Origins of Trade Stimulators: Automation via Coin Mechanisms
I've seen this play out countless times: wished they had known this beforehand.. To understand trade stimulators,
we have to travel back to the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a period buzzing with mechanical innovation.
Coin-operated machines were popping up everywhere—vending gum, showing moving pictures, playing music—
but some machines also provided a chance-based game element. While these were not traditional slot machines
outright, they were precursors that introduced important features.

Trade stimulators were primarily devices used by retailers and merchants to encourage purchases or patronage.
Players inserted a coin to spin reels or trigger other moving parts, hoping to land a winning combination that
might earn them small prizes or discounts in merchandise—often items sold by the store itself.

Coin mechanisms automated gameplay, a breakthrough from earlier manual games or lotteries.

They were often housed in compact cabinets suitable for general stores, bars, or cigar shops — the trade
environment.

Unlike gambling machines paying out money directly, trade stimulators paid with tangible merchandise or
coupons to skirt emerging legal restrictions on gambling.

Readable Outcomes and the Three-Reel Template
One of the key ways trade stimulators hinted at future slot machines came through their use of spinning reels. The
three-reel format — now synonymous with classic slot machines — was not invented by traditional gambling
slots. Trade stimulators often utilized spinning reels with visible symbols, presenting outcomes that were easy to
understand at a glance.

This design choice worked well both for game fairness perception and and ease of play:

1. Reels were enclosed behind glass windows, allowing players and bystanders to clearly see the spinning icons.

2. Winning combinations were straightforward, typically linear on one or more paylines.

3. The three-reel setup introduced a rhythm and suspense to the gameplay — spinning, stopping, then revealing
the result.

This setup was a practical solution: simple to operate mechanically, readable for players, and visually enticing with
moving parts and flashing lights (more on that later). It laid groundwork for the gambling industry to adopt and
expand these elements when legal environments allowed direct cash payouts.

Iconography: Fruit and BAR Symbols
Here’s where the story gets tastier — the familiar slot symbols of fruit and the BAR are tightly linked to trade
stimulators. Because trade stimulators often gave out merchandise as prizes, or coupons redeemable for goods,
their symbols reflected popular retail items or suggestive imagery to keep players engaged and enticed.



Fruit symbols like cherries, lemons, plums, and watermelons were ubiquitous branding elements, easy to
depict in early graphics and relatable to candy or gum prizes.

The BAR symbol originated from a company logo of the Bell-Fruit Gum Company, which promoted its gum
through these machines. This turned into a nearly universal icon carried over into slot machines.

It’s interesting that the fruit symbols, now so deeply embedded in slot machine culture, started less as pure
decoration and more as a subtle marketing link to prizes awarded. This iconography has stuck around for over a
century — many of the visuals you see today on online and physical slot cabinets are direct descendents of those
early trade stimulators.

Electromechanical Transition and Bigger Payouts
Trade stimulators were initially purely mechanical, relying on springs, gears, and coin drops. However, by the mid-
20th century, electromechanical technology began to revolutionize this space. The addition of electrical
components allowed faster, more reliable spins, electronic payout mechanisms, and enhanced lighting effects—
making gameplay more captivating.

During this transition, the line between trade stimulators and traditional slot machines started blurring further:

Bigger payouts became feasible because electrical sensing and motorized coin hoppers could accurately and
quickly dispense coins rather than just coupons or merchandise.

Lighting and sound effects improved, elevating user experience to new highs with flashing lamps, bells, and
buzzers.

The gameplay complexity increased with more possible symbol combinations and enhanced control logic.

Nonetheless, many manufacturers kept the fruit and BAR symbols, as players were familiar and emotionally
attached to them due to decades of marketing and usage.

Legal Restrictions and How Trade Stimulators Navigated Them
A crucial point in this narrative is the role of legal restrictions. Gambling laws in the United States and many other
countries often prohibited or heavily regulated machines that paid out cash directly. Trade stimulators cleverly
sidestepped these laws by offering merchandise or store credit as prizes. This difference allowed them to be
installed nearly anywhere, from shops to taverns, keeping the game element alive in a legal grey zone.

As laws evolved, trade stimulators either adapted to payouts in compliance with local laws or gave way to bona
fide slot machines in casinos and permitted venues.

A Quick Comparison Table:

Feature Trade Stimulators Traditional Slot Machines Payout Type Merchandise or store credit Cash payouts via
coins or tickets Legal Status Legal in many restricted areas due to non-cash prizes Regulated or banned where
gambling laws applied Symbol Themes Fruit, BAR, simple retail icons Adapted from stimulators; evolved to include
diverse themes Technology Mechanical to early electromechanical Electromechanical to fully digital/online Player
Feedback Visible reels, simple lights and sounds Enhanced lights, digital displays, interactive effects

Why Trade Stimulators Still Matter Today
Trade stimulators may look like quaint antiques compared to today’s flashy video slots and online games, but
understanding their mechanics and history gives valuable insight into gambling’s evolution. They:



Showcase the clever intersection of commerce and chance before gambling laws were standardized.

Established design elements — from the three reels to fruit iconography — still widely recognized today.

Demonstrate early mechanical engineering approaches to game automation and player interaction.

Highlight how legal frameworks influence technology and design shifts in gaming.

Wrapping Up: The Trade Stimulator’s Place in Slot Machine History
Trade stimulators are an essential chapter in the story of how slot machines developed from simple coin-operated
devices into complex, entertaining, and highly regulated machines. Their automation via coin mechanisms, the use
of readable three-reel displays, the birth of iconic fruit and BAR symbols, and the move into electromechanical
technology all laid the groundwork for modern slots.

While the machines no longer pay out merchandise as prizes, their influence remains stamped on every spin you
see or play today — a mechanical and legal curiosity that bridged commerce, law, and entertainment with a simple
pull or press of a button.

If you find yourself wandering through vintage arcade or gambling museums, keep an eye out for trade
stimulators. They may not have the bells and whistles of today’s gaming tech, but they hum with history — and
maybe a faint echo of a coin dropping into a hopper long oddee ago.
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