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  Foreword




  by Frank Scoblete




  I am so happy that Frank Legato has written a book, because what the world needs now, in this time of war, rumors of wars, disease, and strife, in this time of terrorism and emotional and economic upheaval, in this time of travail, is a sensitive, insightful, courageous, and honest journey into what it means to be a human being in a new and dangerous century. Unfortunately, Frank hasn’t written about that; he’s written a book about slot machines.




  You might be wondering, just who is Frank Legato? And what makes his book so special compared to the other eight thousand books about slot machines that lie in the moldy corners of huge warehouses gathering dust and being discolored by rat turds?




  To discover the truth about a person, who better to go to than his very own loving family? So I asked Frank’s mother about him: “Frank? Don’t know of any Frank.” His children: “Daddy? You’ve met my daddy?” His wife: “Ugh.”




  Frank Legato has done many amazing things in his life, most of which can’t be written about without getting him arrested. He is a card-carrying liberal, on the cutting edge of contemporary concerns. “I absolutely believe that most women should have the right to vote,” says Frank.




  He has been an advisor to presidents and heads of state. President Clinton often sought out Frank’s advice when involved in sticky situations. A clever wordsmith, Frank helped Clinton out by giving him just the right things to say, such as “I didn’t inhale,” and “I did not have sex with that woman,” and “It depends on what the meaning of is is.”




  Frank has worked his whole life in the peace movement and, according to him, “All throughout college I wanted a piece but I never got it.”




  Frank is a man of the people, who delights in making friendships. His two friends agree. “Frank is the kind of guy that, like, if you saw he was dying in the middle of the street or something, you’d really feel bad if a car ran over him,” said friend Barney.




  “Yeah,” said his other friend, Dwayne.




  Over the years Frank has held many important positions in the writing world. I tried to get in touch with his former employers, but there were so many of them, and none of them were able to return my calls when I left messages that I wanted to talk to them about Frank Legato. One former employer did answer a letter I sent him, but when I opened this person’s envelope it exploded, so I wasn’t able to find out all the good things this guy had to say about Frank.




  Many of you reading this book have no idea as to the impact that Frank Legato’s life and works have had on popular culture. Did you know that he has been the inspiration behind some of the best television commercials ever conceived? Frank so inspired his wife on their honeymoon that she went on to write two of the most revered commercials of all time, “Where’s the beef?” and “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up.”




  You would think that with all of this success Frank would be an arrogant, pompous, self-aggrandizing, self-centered, bulbous windbag. And so what if he is?




  When you read this book you’ll see why, too.




  Frank has a foolproof method for beating the slot machines, which he reveals on page … on second thought, maybe you should buy this book and not try to find out the secret without paying for it. But that’s not all this book is about. It’s not just about winning millions and millions playing the slots, guaranteed…. Oh, yeah—Frank says that if you don’t win at least, at least, a million dollars using his methods of play then he will, Frank will, that Frank … Legato … not this Frank writing this foreword … Scoblete … that Frank Legato, known as the man himself to his probation officer, will pay you a million dollars out of his own pocket, even if it means that his great-grandchildren starve to death on the streets of Beverly Hills. If, after one century of playing the slots the way Frank Legato says you should, you have not amassed a million dollars, then you can get that million by writing to Frank Legato in care of whatever cemetery or urn he’s in. Frank promises to make a supernatural effort to see to it that you get that million. He also promises to find out if Houdini still exists.




  But that’s not all you get when you read this book. No, sir.




  What this book offers you is a fun-filled journey into the mind of someone who is, quite literally, out of his mind—driven there by those infernal slot machines that you want to play. By journeying into his mind, you get to occupy all that empty space, see. And isn’t that what everyone wants, plenty of space?




  And you’ll also learn so much about the slot machines that you’ll be able to wow people at your next church or temple service with stories about your gambling habit, uh, hobby. Now, won’t that be impressive to the priest or minister or rabbi and the congregation? Sure will.




  And don’t be one of these wiseacres who think that there is nothing to know about slot machines. That you just put your money in and hope you win. Would Frank have written a whole book about slot machines if there weren’t a whole book’s worth of knowledge about these machines? No. You think he just did it to make money? No. Do you think the sanitarium will release Frank soon? No.




  But just think on this: When you finish reading this book, you too will be able to hold your head up high and say with all the rest of us when discussing the author of this book, “Frank who?”




  So learn and, most important, enjoy! Because, kidding aside, there is a wealth of information in this book!




  Introduction
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  Who the Hell Am I, Anyway?




  I was born in the house my father built.




  No, wait. That was Nixon.




  I was born in a hospital in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The year was 1956. Nixon was vice president then, and probably didn’t even realize that I was being born, which shows you what he knew of important world events. My parents, meanwhile, took one look at me and knew that I was going to grow up to be an expert on slot machines.




  Seriously, though, no one really knew I was going to be an expert on slot machines. It wasn’t something I told the kindergarten teacher in 1961 when she asked all the children what they wanted to be when they grew up. (“Timmy wants to be a fireman. Frankie, what do you want to be?” “I wanna be an experp on slop machines.”) When I was a kid, all I really wanted to be was a Beatle. (I’m still waiting to hear from Ringo and Sir Paul.)




  The real reason I became an “experp on slop machines” is a long story. But hey, this is a book.




  The reason I became a slot expert was, in fact, Nixon. I entered college in 1974, a few weeks after Nixon resigned the presidency because he’d had his political pants pulled down by journalists Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward. By 1976, I, like my fellow students, was told I would have to declare a major. After we all came to grips with the fact that no one was going to give us a job that involved smoking massive amounts of marijuana for 40 hours a week, every one of us who was in college in 1976 declared journalism as his or her major, because we had all just seen All the President’s Men after smoking massive amounts of marijuana.




  Consequently, when we all graduated in 1978 with journalism degrees, there were no writing jobs available for most of us—at least those of us in Pittsburgh. Now, at that moment in history, Pittsburgh was still synonymous with traditional smokestack industry. Big industries were still spewing industrial pollutants into the air of Western Pennsylvania at an alarming rate, which to us was a good thing; smoke meant employment. The city motto was “Don’t Trust Air You Can’t See.”




  Every Western Pennsylvanian in college during the 1970s had parents in one of the main industries—steel, coal, glass, electrical engineering, railroads, banking, or ketchup. In Pittsburgh, a college graduate who couldn’t find a job in his or her chosen field went into whatever the family industry was. For my family, that was railroads. My parents met on the railroad. On my mother’s side, my grandfather and great-grandfather were railroaders. I had the rails in my blood. So, obviously, I had to become a slot expert.




  No, I had to work for the railroad. I became a clerk for Conrail, which was short for Consolidated Amalgamated Agitated Railified Railroad Incorporated, Limited. My railroad career lasted three years, by which time Nixon had passed my fate on to Gerald Ford, who had given it to Jimmy Carter, who had handed it off to Ronald Reagan.




  President “Dutch” Reagan initiated a plan called “trickle-down economics.” Under this economic theory, extreme wealth is granted to a few people who are already rich. That wealth “trickles down” until every blue-collar job in the nation is eliminated and the middle class is wiped out entirely. Thus, I was laid off from the railroad.




  After a couple years of freelance writing (definition: “writing performed by the unemployed”), and after going to graduate school with a major in public affairs (definition: “reporter who couldn’t find a job”), I went to Washington, D.C., where lots of writing jobs were available. And lots of big buildings with statues. There, I found a job writing for and editing a magazine about big buildings with statues.




  Actually, the job I found was writing for and editing a magazine covering the obvious subject of interest in our nation’s capital: the casino industry. The magazine was called Public Gaming, and it was based in Rockville, Maryland—up the “Beltway” from Washington. (The Beltway is a highway famous for its historic perfection of bumper-to-bumper, 70-mile-per-hour driving.)




  My first published article in Public Gaming concerned Aristocrat Leisure Industries, an Australian slot machine manufacturer trying to become licensed to sell its games in Nevada. This article brought to light, for the first time, my astute knack for “reading the market,” as I predicted, right then in August of 1984, that Aristocrat would indeed become licensed to sell its games in Nevada. Sure enough, they did become licensed—16 years later, in the year 2000. But, anyway, I was soon editor of a new magazine from the same publisher, called Casino Gaming. I started going to trade shows, where the very latest in slot machine technology was demonstrated by men in Elvis costumes.




  After I left that company, I continued to write about slots for a number of different magazines. I ended up at Casino Journal Publishing Group, as “Slots Editor” for Casino Journal, a trade publication, and Casino Player, a regular, for-the-masses, read-on-the-john magazine. In 1998, we started a new magazine called Strictly Slots, which is, remarkably, strictly about slots. I served as editor of that for a while.




  I still write for those player magazines, although I recently left my full-time job at Strictly Slots to help start up a new trade journal, Global Gaming Business. I am now senior editor of the new trade journal. I also juggle and perform various parlor tricks. (Available for bar mitzvahs, smokers, and birthday parties. Rates reasonable.)




  All this adds up to me being a writer who has researched and written about a single subject, slot machines, for what amounts to a pathetically long period of time. Through sheer rote, I became an expert. I know more about the contraptions than anyone should ever want to know. I know their history, inner operations, how they work, how they hit, how they don’t hit, and how often they go to the bathroom. Now people often place my cartoon-like face in front of television cameras to talk about slot machines.




  So that’s how I became an expert, and as you can now see it’s all Nixon’s fault.




  There are other experts on slot machines, and I know as much about the subject as any of them. But as the Wizard of Oz told me during a recent delusional episode, “There is one thing they have that you don’t have: a book.” People have been telling me for years that I should write a book about slots. So that’s what I’m doing. But since there are already more than a few good books out there about slot machines I wanted to come up with a new “angle.” A “gimmick” that no one else has tried. A slot-machine coup de grace (literally, “French words in italics”).




  People always liked the goofy column I do in Strictly Slots called “Perfectly Frank.” (Get it?) It is a humor column, sort of like a slot-machine Dave Barry. (In fact, before I ever read a word that Dave Barry wrote, people were telling me I write like Dave Barry. After reading a ton of Dave’s stuff, I have determined that it is he who writes like me.)




  So I’ve decided to combine my knowledge of slot machine history and operations with the oft-skewed vision of the world that I employ for “Perfectly Frank”—what I call on my business card “Eccentricity Bordering on Dementia.” In this book, it is my intention to give you a complete course on the modern slot machine, with side orders of jocularity, tomfoolery, and haberdashery.




  But, before you read another word, I must caution you: Anything in these pages that people conclude to be “funny” is probably a joke. Don’t take it seriously. Don’t become offended.




  If you do take offense, well, I hope you paid for the book first.




  Chapter 1
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  What Is a Slot Machine, Anyway?




  Before we get into all the hard stuff about slots—which may or may not involve a “pop quiz” now and then to make sure you’re paying attention (“Marvin, would you like to share that joke with the entire class?”)—I thought I would start chapter 1 by attempting to cram as many words as I possibly could into a single sentence.




  That accomplished, I’d like to define exactly what it is we’re talking about. What is this thing we refer to as a “slot machine?”




  Webster’s “Collegiate” Dictionary, which comes equipped with holders for beer cans, defines the term “slot machine” thusly: “a machine operated by inserting a coin in its slot, esp. a gambling device or a vending machine.” We’ll concentrate on the type of machine rumored to be a “gambling device.” I will cover the other kind of machine in my upcoming book Gumball Machines: The Naked Truth.




  Actually, the term “slot machine” was created to describe a gambling device. Back in 1803, frontiersman Jeremiah Slot carved the first wooden “Slot’s Machine” out of a block of wood from a felled oak tree. He pulled a branch on the side of the block and acorns came falling out. Soon, he set up shop and charged his fellow pioneers a nickel a pop to “go for the acorns.” In return, he gave each customer a key chain.




  Seriously, though, “slot machine” is actually short for “nickel-in-the-slot machine.” These were games of chance located in bars and on street corners around San Francisco at the dawn of the 20th century. (At night, too.) It was another one of those “wacky California things” back then: In the early 1890s, entrepreneurs “back East” had invented these big, ornate hunks of furniture with fancy roulette wheels imbedded in them. Unable to figure out what the hell they had just created, they sent them to San Francisco. “Those nutty Californians will come up with something,” they said to each other. The Californians saw that there was a crank to turn the wheel, and if the wheel landed on certain spots a bunch of acorns fell out. Always up for another “harebrained scheme,” the Californians said, “Let’s have people win money or prizes instead of acorns!” San Francisco saloonkeepers placed them in their watering holes, and slot machine gambling was born.




  Barflies would put a nickel into the slot and turn the cranks on these things, and maybe win a free drink or cigar, or Wayne Newton tickets. There was a little group of German immigrants in San Francisco (okay, they weren’t that little) that began improving on the big machines with other big machines. But they were all too big—they were about the size of jukeboxes. Since no one had invented records yet, the Germans began working on smaller machines. Some were poker machines that fit right on the bar, with five little spindles, each holding teeny cards. For a nickel, the cards would spin like bitty Rolodexes until they stopped on a five-card poker hand.




  You wouldn’t find expert gamblers like Bob Dancer, John Robison, or Skip Hughes playing these poker machines, though. Why? Because they weren’t born yet. But, even if these fellows were to somehow find themselves in a dusty San Francisco saloon of the 1890s, surrounded by sweaty Germans and smoke from stinking cheroots, they wouldn’t play these poker games. You see, the machines used a single deck of cards spread evenly across the five spindles. Now, God knows I’m no mathematical genius, but it seems to me the 52 cards of a normal deck would not spread evenly over five spindles. The inventors of the games realized this too. But rather than getting their knickers in a twist over the problem they just left two cards out. Much like myself, they were operating two cards short of a full deck.




  The cards they left out were invariably high cards of different suits, so the odds of landing a royal flush were cut in half. The odds of getting four of a kind or any number of high straights were cut too. Probably a lot. (Someone should figure that out.) Finally—as if all that weren’t bad enough—the saloons actually offered no cash back.




  Consequently, the odds of “hitting the big one” on the poker machines were equivalent to the odds of a horse walking into the bar and ordering a sarsaparilla. (Bonus joke: Horse walks into a bar. Bartender says, “Why the long face?”) It didn’t really matter all that much, though, because these poker games awarded drinks or cigars as the prizes. The ones that awarded drinks were popular with bar owners, because if someone won the one-hundred-drink top prize it was a pretty good bet the guy would be unconscious before he finished collecting. The next day, he would wake up and have no idea whether he’d finished collecting, or even what he had been trying to collect, or why he had slept in a drainage ditch that night.




  On other poker machines, a royal flush won you, like, a hundred cigars. This pretty much guaranteed that the main venues for these poker games would be cigar stores. Eventually, our group of German San Francisco inventors from four paragraphs back noticed that some people were becoming tired of going into the cigar store with two sacks of nickels and coming out smoking a 10-cent cigar that had cost them two hundred dollars. They started inventing machines that dispensed real coins as the prizes. Cash. Filthy lucre. Coin of the realm. Sometimes called “jack.” The newly invented gambling devices would award players with a “pot” full of “jack.” Thus was born that now-common nickname for slot prizes, “reportable win.”




  Remarkably, many people preferred winning money to winning a cigar. (Besides, the cigars caused a real mess in the counting machine at coin redemption.) The money-paying games would cause the first “revolution” in the design of a slot machine.




  Two German San Francisco inventors achieved particularly notable success. Gustav Schultze invented wheel machines with automatic pay mechanisms that spilled coins to the delight of patrons. (He would go on to play a German sergeant on Hogan’s Heroes.)




  But Charles August Fey built the most significant new contraption in 1899. It had three spring-loaded, spinning reels, each bearing pictures of bells, horseshoes, stars, or card suits. There was a handle on the side that it took a team of oxen to pull. But when that was accomplished the reels would spin around until stopped by a separate mechanism. Most of the time, that was that. For a nickel, the customer had experienced several seconds of unimaginable bliss from watching spinning reels. But, once in a while, the reel symbols matched up, and a “pot” of “jack” would fall out. Customers went berserk:




  CUSTOMER: I’m rich! Why, there must be $2 worth of nickels in that pile!




  CUSTOMER’S WIFE: But, Durwood, you put at least $15 worth of nickels into the slot.




  CUSTOMER: Who cares? Look at that pile of nickels!




  After witnessing this, the saloonkeepers knew that there were millions of Durwoods out there just dying to empty the nickels out of their pockets.




  Things would never be the same.




  Chapter 2
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  I Know a Good Idea When I Steal It




  Charles August Fey called his new three-reel contraption the Liberty Bell, because it was a trend among slot machine manufacturers around 1899 to give stuff patriotic names. Also, it was a big improvement over his wife’s suggestion, the “Bet Five Nickels to Win Two Nickels Game.”




  Although Charlie Fey didn’t know it at the time, his three-reel design was to be the model on which all future slots would be based. The basic mechanics and design of that machine would be emulated by slot machine inventors around the country.




  By “emulated,” I mean “stolen.” Two years before Fey revealed his revolutionary machine, a judge had declared that the U.S. patent laws did not apply to slot machines because the things had no “utility”—no useful purpose, other than separating people from their money. That would eventually be changed, of course, when separating people from their money became a useful purpose for an invention. (I think the law was changed so they could patent the “Chia Pet.”)




  Anyway, Fey tried to protect his invention by refusing to sell or lease a Liberty Bell machine to anyone. He would keep his machines and use them only at venues he owned or licensed. To copy it, someone would have to steal one of his machines.




  Guess what happened?




  It took six years, but in 1905 someone stole a Liberty Bell from a San Francisco saloon. (Witnesses said the thief was a one-armed bandit.) It turned up in Chicago, where in 1906, by sheer coincidence, Herbert Mills introduced the Mills Liberty Bell. Within a few years, there was also a Caille Liberty Bell in Detroit, another Liberty Bell in Chicago manufactured by Fey’s lifelong friend Tom Watling (who, incidentally, looked exactly like Mr. Monopoly), and Liberty Bells of all kinds from all manufacturers, including My First Liberty Bell (Fisher-Price).




  But the Mills Liberty Bell would meet with particular success across the country, because Herbert Mills was the first manufacturer to apply mass-marketing and assembly-line manufacturing principles to slot machine production. He was known as the Henry Ford of Slot Machines. (This was back when the real Henry Ford was still known as the Herbert Mills of Automobiles.)




  In any event, by 1909 three-reel slot machines were all over the place. But, that very year, those darned “goody two-shoes” got into the game—you know, those people who say gambling is “bad.” Slot machines were outlawed in San Francisco, then in the rest of California, and even in Nevada.




  But this was not necessarily a bad thing for the early slot-makers. They just made the things into gum dispensers. Every nickel you put in would get you a pack of gum from a dispenser on the side, and if the reel symbols matched you got, like, a thousand packs of gum.




  No, not really. You got tokens for merchandise, or for free plays on the gum machine. With a wink and a nudge, some saloon owners would give you money for lining up jackpot combinations.




  The fact that slots were, well, kind of illegal did little to hurt business. What it did to was to create new symbols for the reels—fruit symbols, to represent fruit gum, and “bar” symbols, which looked like the bars on the gum packages. It also let slot machine owners placed them out in public as “gum venders,” in spots where even little kids could play them.




  All that changed in 1919, when Prohibition took the booze out of the saloons and sent it underground through the creation of the speakeasy. Good citizens would no longer be subjected to the evils of gambling devices disguised as gum machines. Now they could go into a speakeasy and play a slot machine that made no bones about being a gambling device. The slot business took off like never before. By the time the Great Depression hit, the three-reel contraptions were at the height of their early popularity—just in time for Nevada to legalize gambling in 1931.




  Slots were again “legit,” at least in one state that at the time contained about three residents, two prairie dogs, and an iguana. In the rest of the country, they were still popular, as long as the sufficient number of official palms were greased. Periodically, mayors of big cities would get pictures taken swinging a sledgehammer at confiscated “illegal” slots, but, other than that, slots were in all the big Northern cities.




  (But, still, no cash back.)




  Things went on like this through World War II, but things in Nevada really started hopping after the war. Bugsy Siegel took over the Flamingo and got rubbed out. The Rat Pack started their wacky shenanigans, and all the old slot manufacturers—Mills, Jennings, Pace, Watling, Shmatling, and on and on—sold games to Nevada casinos. By 1960, when Frank, Dean, Sammy, and the boys made Oceans Eleven, one-armed bandits were a Nevada staple. Everybody else, who generally had two arms, played slot machines.




  Well, not really. Back then, slots were still generally played by the ladies—something to do while their husbands played at the tables. All that was about to change, though.




  In the early ‘60s, slots still worked in basically the same way as the Fey Liberty Bell. No one had changed the basic design during the century. But right about then work was already under way that would provide, in 1964, a revolutionary change. It was all, of course, thanks to four lovable mop-tops from Liverpool, England, who—




  No, wait. Wrong story.




  The change in slot machines would come from Bally Manufacturing, a Chicago company that had first tried changing the basic design of slots in 1941 with a machine called the Club Bell, a “console” slot (basically, a wooden cocktail table that paid) that accepted multiple coins with jackpots that rose according to the wager. Within a year, the slot manufacturers would all retool for production of war materials, but after the war ended there was still one problem—Illinois had implemented a law that prohibited the manufacture of gambling devices. Bally became known for its pinball machines after that—until Illinois repealed the ban on making slots in 1963. Bally picked up where it had left off, and in 1964 introduced a slot machine called Money Honey.




  Money Honey wasn’t just mechanical. It was “electro-mechanical.” It was all lit up. It made sounds that actually went beyond ding. It was “multicoin.” It had lots of paying combinations. It danced around the floor and sang “Shortnin’ Bread” in five languages.




  Okay, I made the last one up. But one more thing Money Honey did have was a “hopper”—a large compartment that held lots of coins for jackpots, with a hopper tray, a big bowl into which coins made a loud “clang” as they dropped—as opposed to the old-style game, which basically spit coins from tubes into a dish. And this one dropped more coins than the old games—a “whopping” 84 or 85 percent of all coins wagered.




  Within the ensuing five years, Bally came up with a bunch more innovations that made the jackpots larger—more reels, more coins in. There was the six-coin, four-reel Continental, with a “highboy” cabinet and a pay table that looked like the financial page of a newspaper. There was the five-reel Big Win, which had a top jackpot of (Gasp!) three thousand simoleons. Bally was smokin’, and the other slot-makers were basically standing there watching, with their mouths open.




  Players, meanwhile, started actually looking at slot machines as a real alternative to table games. But it was in the mid-1970s when casino owners, by that time wearing polyester suits with their black shirts and white ties, actually started looking at slot machines as a way to make money. That was thanks to another Bally innovation, a dollar-sized hopper. Dollar slot machines were put in carousels in Northern Nevada—high-payback games with lots of thousand-dollar-plus jackpots. Players went bonkers, and it began to dawn on casino owners that people would actually play slots with big jackpots. And, if they lost, they would play them some more. Casinos bought more and more Bally slots.




  By the time Atlantic City swung open its doors in 1978, Bally controlled around 90 percent of the slot market. Meanwhile, Bally technicians and casino operators were putting their noggins together to come up with ways to offer even bigger jackpots. There were two ways to do this—more possibilities among the reel results, so the odds of winning big were longer; or requiring higher initial wagers. They couldn’t fit more than five reels into a box unless they wanted two-game slot banks. They could raise the wager, though—and they did, creating $5 games, $25 games … all the way up to $100 games and $500 games.




  They could also stretch the odds of winning a big jackpot by cramming more symbols and blanks—known as “stops”—onto each reel. Reels went from 22 stops to 25 stops. Then they stopped. The limits had been reached on what could physically be done to a game to offer higher jackpots without giving away the store. And, for the workhorse nickel and quarter games, those jackpots were still only a few hundred dollars. Something else would have to be done.




  Hey, I know! Computers!




  A computer programmer named Inge Telnaus worked with Bally during the late ‘70s on ways to make the jackpots bigger and still have slots make money. It dawned on Inge (known as “Inkie” to his friends) that if you could have reels that were, like, 10 feet long, each with hundreds or thousands of symbols, then you could offer zillion-dollar jackpots, which people would hardly ever hit, because the odds would be roughly equivalent to the odds of giant purple boll weevils attacking Las Vegas.




  Telnaus got to work on an invention that was to revolutionize the slot industry. After much painstaking research, though, his wife told him he would have to get rid of all the 10-foot reel strips because she couldn’t fit the car in the garage. So Telnaus figured out a way to make “imaginary” reel strips. Numbers would be plugged into a computer program to correspond to each symbol and blank on a regular-sized reel strip. Then more numbers would be assigned to the same symbols. Lots of numbers would be assigned to the blanks and low-paying symbols; only a few would be given to the high-paying symbols. A random number generator program would cycle through all the numbers and pick one—the odds were that it would be a low-paying number.
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