
 

 

 

LION BREWERY MID-WEEK 

CLUB UPDATE  
AND  

A STUDY OF A PIGEON’S EYE 
VIEW 

By Keith Mott 
 

Lion Brewery Mid-Week Club 

The Lion Brewery Mid-Week Club has its HQ 

at the Lion Brewery PH set in the wonderful 

Surrey countryside at Ash and it is common 

knowledge that the pub has been run for 

the last 40 years by the premier pigeon 

racing partnership of Mike and Lyndsay 

Armitage, who have won both the BICC and 

L&SECC in recent seasons. The pub is a 

marking station for the NFC and BICC, and 

has been the home of the Lion Brewery 

Mid-Week for many years. 

I received a communication this week from 

my ol’ mate, Mick Worsfold, the hard 

working secretary and the 2015 Lion 

Brewery Mid-Week race programme has 

been sorted out and all will be raced from 

Purbeck on Wednesday afternoons. There 

will be eleven old birds races held between 

15th April and the 24th June, four any age 

races between 8th July and the 29th July 

and then to finish the season six young bird 

races between 5th August and 9th 

September. There will be three inter-club 

Purbeck races with the Bromley Mid-Week 

Club within that race programme. Mick tells 

me that race marking will be held between 

09.00hrs and 11.00hrs on Wednesday 

morning, but member can leave their race 

birds at the pub on the Tuesday evening by 

arrangement with Mike Armitage. Several 

of the clubs officers looked at the Purbeck 

liberation site in the winter months and it 

was decided that it was better than the old 

one at Hamworthy. All the liberation site 

information will be on the Lion Brewery 

liberation line number: 09063 656856. 

Birdage prices will be 60p per race bird and 

trainers, with 10p of the trainer money 

going to the transport fund, which stands at 

£1,702.00. The Lion Brewery has adopted 

new very good rule: Bad weather, no mark, 

no race, no holdover and no unnecessary 

expense. If the race is cancelled due to 

adverse weather conditions, a notice will be 

posted on the Liberation Line by 18.00hrs 

on the Tuesday and race results will be 

posted on the line by 21.30hrs on the day of 
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the race. Mick tells me the club had a great 

2014 season. 

 

The Lion Brewery Mid-Week Club is 50 

members’ strong and in 2014 paid out £52 

per race, totalling up to £1,455.00 for the 

season. John Waldron was the club’s 

premier prize winner in 2014, winning 6 x 

1st, 9 x 2nd and 4 x 3rd. Johnny is a retired 

postman and has achieved top prize winner 

for the second season on the trot and has 

only been a member of the Mid-Week Club 

for those two seasons. He is a small team 

fancier, but a hard task master with his 

birds and when competing is always the 

man to beat. I have known Johnny since 

1980 when we both raced in the Surbiton 

FC together and he has won many premier 

positions through the years, including 1st 

Federation several times. Other Lion 

Brewery first prize winners were: Mr. & Mrs. 

K. Hine (three firsts), P. Johnson & Partner 

(two firsts), George Burgess (three firsts), 

Mike Armitage (nine firsts), Mr. & Mrs. Bob 

Baldwin (one first), Major Honey & 

Grandson (three firsts) and J. Cudmore & 

Son (one first). The 2014 average winners 

were: Old Bird Average – John Waldron 

1471: Young Bird Average – John Waldron 

1273: Combine Average – John Waldron 

1306: Old Hens Average – Mike Armitage 

1281. 

A study of pigeon’s eye view: Craig Wye of 

Frimley Green 

At the end of March I had a phone call from 

the Lion Brewery PH land lord and pigeon 

racer, Mike Armitage, to inform me that he 

had recently done work with a young 

student, who was taking aerial photos using 

a camera strapped to his pigeons. His name 

is Craig Wye and he is 23, and he is 

currently live in Frimley Green, near 

Camberley in Surrey. He grew up in this 

area and have always been fascinated with 

the nearby, Farnborough Airport and other 

aspects of nearby military heritage. He 

started photography back in school when 

where it was offered as a GCSE subject and 

continued to study and practice the subject 

until he graduated, with first class honours, 

from university of Brighton in July 2014. His 

goal is to make it in the art world, being 

able to display and sell my work in galleries 

and photo books. He has shown his work in 

a few exhibitions and in August of this year 

he will exhibit internationally; this project 

and the article is about will be part of an 

acclaimed Fotofestival in Slovenia called 

Fotopub. Recently a different project of his 

has been nominated to take part in the Prix 

Pictet Award (work has to be nominated by 

someone on a select committee to enter 

and extremely prestigious award within 

photography. He is a recent photography 

graduate of the University of Brighton and 

tell me he wants to tell the racing pigeon 

community about a video piece he made for 

my final major project, titled: HERM-IS, 
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which he created using a small camera 

attached to racing pigeons. 

Craig told me, my project is a “Response to 

the development and deployment of a new 

piece of camera-sensor technology, created 

by BAE Systems for the United States 

Military. The sensor goes by the name of 

ARGUS- IS, which stands for: Autonomous 

Real Time Ground Ubiquitous surveillance 

imaging system. The camera is attached to 

the belly of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles 

(UAVs) or drones. It boasts a resolution of 

1.8billion pixels and makes use of 

automated object-tracking software called 

Persistics which auto-tracks and records the 

movements of every object, person or 

animal within a field of view 362 miles wide. 

To make such a high resolution sensor, BAE 

used technology which most of us have 

available in our pockets, the sensor 

comprises of 368 5mega-pixel phone 

camera sensors joined in mosaic to create a 

mega sensor. This provides enough 

resolution to clearly see objects as small as 

6 inches on the ground from 17,500ft in the 

air. The camera streams live to the ground 

control centre where 1million terabytes of 

video data is stored every day, allowing 

technicians to access any point in time since 

the camera has been in operation, they can 

also witness live events in real-time. The 

technicians start with a wide overview of 

the area in which the camera is positioned 

but are able to zoom into any point at the 

tap of a button, providing a single video 

feed of the specific quadrant. 

I became interested in ARGUS and other 

surveillance technologies because of the, in 

my opinion, massive implications for society. 

I feel the use of this technology sees a 

realization of George Orwell’s novel; 1984 

and further propels the world into a “big 

brother state”, where the world is mediated 

through a screen and major decisions made 

instantaneously at the touch of a button. 

The title HERM-IS is a play on the Hermes 

who in Greek mythology slayed Argus, the 

100-eyed monster from which ARGUS-IS 

takes its name. The video’s focus is on 

Farnborough Airport and the immediate 

area surrounding it. I wanted make work 

about Farnborough because of its historic 

and contemporary importance in the 

intertwining fields of aviation, photography 

and surveillance. Currently the Global 

Combat Systems Head Office of BAE 

systems (the company who developed 

ARGUS) is located to the south of the 

runway. Many other defence and aviation 

companies are located in around the 

business park, situated next to the airport. 

Most notable is QinetiQ whose research 

and development buildings are to the north 

of the runway. QinetiQ is the offspring of 

the MODs avionics progression sector. 

Much of their recent developments have 

centred round production and development 

of UAVs. Farnboroughs rich history was also 

extremely influential in my choice of 

location. Not only was Farnborough the site 

of the first sustained, manned flight over 

British soil, in 1908 by Samuel Cody and his 

Wright-Type Flyer; the Royal Balloon factory 

was situated here after it moved from 

neighbouring Garrison town of Aldershot in 

1905. The Headquarters of the Armys 

school of Ballooning was built in 1907 in a 
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building called Trenchard house. This later 

became the HQ for the Royal Flying Corps 

and later the Royal Air Establishment which 

provided the roots of the RAF that we know 

today. Trenchard house is of particular 

interest to me and my project because it 

can be seen as the site of convergence of 

aviation and photographic technologies. It 

was here where the first RFC/RAF 

photographic darkroom was situated. 

Nowadays Trenchard house is the location 

for the Farnborough Air Sciences Trust 

Museum (FAST) and there is a replica of this 

first darkroom in a cupboard under the 

stairs of the building. It was at the FAST 

museum where I met Dr. Graham Rood who 

greatly assisted me with my research into 

the history of Farnborough and its 

importance in surveillance and UAV 

technology. Dr. Rood informed me that 

effectively the first UAV was developed at 

Farnborough as early as 1917 with the 

manufacture of top secret aircraft called 

Aerial Targets designed to bomb and shoot 

down Zeppelins. In 1927 UAV progression 

continued at Farnborough with the design 

and construction of the Larynx pilotless 

plane.  

Dr. Rood allowed me to make use of the 

museum library, where I came across a 

book called, Eyes of the RAF. Whilst flicking 

through the book my eye was caught by an 

image of a pigeon wearing a harness 

attached to a cumbersome looking 

mechanical instrument and to my 

bemusement I discovered this was in fact a 

camera. From this point on I knew I had to 

try and capture imagery in this interesting, 

unique and bizarre fashion. The next day I 

contacted the Royal Racing Pigeon 

Association and asked if there was anyone 

in the vicinity of the Farnborough Airfield 

who would be interested in helping me with 

my project and also if there was anyone i 

could pick the brains about the use of 

pigeons within military and wartime 

scenarios. The man on the phone exclaimed 

“I know just the man!” and gave me the 

contact details of Mike Armitage. I called up 

Mike and we arranged to meet the next 

week and discuss my ideas, at his pub and 

home: The Lion Brewery in Ash situated just 

3 Miles from the Airport. In the meantime I 

decided to find out more about the strange 

pigeon camera I had seen in the Eyes of the 

RAF. I discovered it was the invention of 

one Julius Neubronner. 

Neubronner was a German Chemist, 

amateur photographer and pigeon fancier. 

During the early 1900s one of his pigeons 

lost its orientation in foggy and adverse 

weather conditions. Neubronner had near 

given up hope when, four weeks later the 

bird returned to his shed in 

Hochtaunuskreis, Germany. It was at that 

point he then came up with idea of 

combining his two hobbies, equipping his 

pigeons with automatic cameras to trace 

their paths. He undertook development of 

cameras slight enough as to not impair the 

bird’s flight. Allegedly Neubronner used 

wooden models ranging between 30 and 75 

grams to train his pigeons to carry their load. 

Neubronner would take the camera-

equipped birds roughly 60 miles from there 

coop. He created pneumatic system to 

control the time delay of the cameras 
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shutter release. Neubronner first applied 

for a patent of the invention in 1907 

however this was rejected by the German 

patent office as “impossible”, but after a 

presentation of authentic photographs the 

patent was granted in December of 1908. 

To accommodate the excessively burdened 

pigeons Neubronners dovecote was 

installed with a spacious dovecote with 

elastic landing board and an enlarged entry 

hole.  

The Wright brothers; successful manned 

aircraft flight in 1903 presented new 

possibilities in aerial surveillance, and 

surveillance aircraft were introduced and 

perfected during the Great War, with the 

attachment of large format cameras to 

various different aircraft. But pigeon based 

photography, despite its practical 

difficulties, promised to work as a 

supplement to the large format images, 

offering lower altitude images containing 

details of specific areas. As war broke out 

Neubronner had to provide all his pigeons 

and equipment to the military, to be tested 

in the field of battle. Results were 

considered satisfactory, yet; the technique 

was not employed more widely. Another of 

Neubronner’s inventions, the mobile 

dovecote; was utilised during the battle of 

Verdum, where it proved so advantageous 

that similar facilities were used on a larger 

scale during the battle of the Somme; 

Neubronner had successfully trained his 

pigeons to return to the dovecote even its 

positioned was not fixed and the location 

changed with each flight. As the war 

progressed the German war ministry 

declared there was little or no military 

benefit of Neubronner’s pigeon camera and 

further research and development was not 

justified. 

During the Second World War it is unclear 

too what extent pigeons cameras were 

implemented as there is insufficient 

evidence. However; according to a report in 

1942, the Russian Army discovered an 

abandoned German truck [name of truck] 

carrying cameras of similar scale and 

specifications to that of Neubronner’s 

earlier invention, as well as dogs trained to 

carry baskets of pigeons to certain points on 

the front line. On the side of the allies as, 

late as 1943 it was reported that the 

American signal corps had looked into the 

possibility of adopting the technique. 

The CIA also developed a battery-powered 

pigeon camera now on display in the CIA 

Museums virtual tour. According to the 

website, the details of the cameras use are 

still classified. News reports suggest that 

the camera was used in the 1970s, that the 

pigeons were released from planes, and 

that it was a failure. 

During this time I was also in contact with 

Collin Hill the Curator of the Pigeons in War 

exhibition at Bletchley House near Milton 

Keynes. I conducted a phone interview with 

him as I was unable to get up to the 

museum due to university commitments. 

During our conversation Colin provided me 

with his expert knowledge, information and 

stories about pigeons in war, PDSA Dicken 

medal winners and even had some 

information about attempts at using pigeon 

mounted cameras however; Colin insisted 

that the use of such an invention during the 

first world war near to impossible. A few 

years back; Colin agreed to test a replica of 

Nuebronner’s contraption on one of his 

pigeons at his loft in Milton Keynes. He 

exclaimed “both the camera and the 

harness were too heavy, the bird couldn’t 

wasn’t even close to lifting off let alone 

flying 60km like the books suggest!". Colin 
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believed that it was all a show; that both 

the Allies and the Germans falsified events 

to scare the opposition and suggest they 

have greater and more innovative 

surveillance techniques. With all this in 

mind I became extremely excited to meet 

mike and find out if my own attempt at 

equipping a pigeon with a camera was. And 

if so, to what extent it would work. 

When I met Mike, it quickly became evident 

he was the ideal man to collaborate with on 

my project. I discussed my ideas and he met 

the project with as much enthusiasm as I 

did. Mike explained to me, his key 

involvement with PDSA animals in war, and 

in particular his contribution to the 

development of a memorial statue in 

London which serves as public recognition 

of all the animals which have assisted with 

war efforts. Mike also mentioned his 

previous association with artistic projects 

such as; assisting the production crew of 

Valiant in the development of their film. 

Mike was also able to provide me with 

access to invaluable source material, of 

documents, articles and photographs, all of 

which greatly aided my research and 

understanding into the unfamiliar word of 

pigeon racing and its military history. 

I took along go-pro camera, which was the 

smallest I could get hold of at the time, 

however it was quickly apparent that this 

would be far too big which raises question 

about the veracity of Neubronner’s 

invention. During my first visit to the Lion 

Brewery, Mike allowed me to take 

photographs and videos around his loft and 

of the many artefacts he had showed me. 

We also discussed the possibility and 

obstacles we would have to overcome in 

order to get a camera in flight. I took 

measurements of a couple of his birds in 

order to get a rough idea of the kind of 

harness i would have to build. After my visit 

I scoured the internet for a smaller 

alternative to the camera i had brought 

along. I found some 5megapixle spy 

cameras on eBay, which weighed less than 

13grams and only cost £10 each. I bought 3 

of them. Originally I was going to use a time 

lapse function to capture still images 

however these cameras did not have this 

function and I quickly came to realize I 

needed to change my project to a moving 

image piece. The camera uses micro SD 

form storage, much like many camera 

phone these days, which became a 

conceptual link back to ARGUS (the camera 

that my project is response to). 

The next challenge was constructing a 

harness which was capable of carrying the 

camera whilst at the same time causing no 

harm to the pigeons. I found a video that an 

American pigeon fancier had posted to 

YouTube. He had constructed a harness for 

a similar purpose. I used this video as a 

guideline when constructing my own pigeon 

camera harness. I adapted his harness so 

the camera would be mounted on the 

breast of the bird not its back. Materials I 

used included: plastic sheeting (which I 

used a sturdy page protector),12mm thick 

(1/2 inch) clothing elastic, 250mm thick (1 

inch) clothing elastic and bra extender loops 

(all of which I got from a sewing shop). I had 

two lengths of the 12 mm elastic, one to 

secure around the pigeons neck, above the 
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wings and one to secure around the body, 

below the wings. These were sewn to a strip 

on the 1 inch elastic, which was roughly the 

length of the pigeons breast, sewn to the 

this on the underside, was the sheet of 

plastic which I had measured, cut and 

shaped to form a pocket which houses the 

camera. To fasten the two lengths of elastic 

i used the bra loops, this allowed room for 

adjustment, to ensure the birds comfort. 

For further security and sturdiness i looped 

another length of 12 mm between the neck 

and body strap, along the spine of the 

pigeon and fastened with a safety pin, the 

camera was also secured with a safety pin. 

When fitting the harness, Mike and I figured 

out the most efficient and comfortable 

method for the bird. We always left the 

neck strap as a loop, and this was the first 

to be carefully placed around the pigeon’s 

neck, then mike would lift the wings whilst I 

would secure the body strap. We would 

adjust the tightness of both straps 

accordingly and ensure the camera is in the 

right position, then finally secure the spine 

strap. I also discovered it is more efficient to 

place the camera in the plastic pocket and 

secure with a small safety pin before 

attempting to place the harness on the bird. 

Now the camera and harness were ready to 

put to the test. 

Initial testing took place lose to the loft 

during mikes daily routine of releasing the 

pigeons, to circle the garden. The initial 

attempt was not a success: Mike carefully 

released the pigeon from waist height, we 

both watched with anticipation but with no 

avail. The pigeon fell dramatically to grass. 

Mike quickly scooped it up, concerned for 

the welfare the bird. Fortunately he was all 

okay and no harm was done. Mike’s first 

reaction was that the camera was too heavy 

and that “we are going to have to find a 

smaller camera” which worried me as this 

was the smallest I would find without 

spending a silly amount of money. 

However; on closer inspection we realized 

that the pigeon had a foot caught in the 

elastic. We made some adjustments and 

mike was happy for us to try again. We both 

stood in silence and held our breaths as we 

let the pigeon go for the second time (this 

time we placed him on the grass). At first 

the bird was hesitant and walked across the 

lawn, and then he lifted off but only got as 

far as the roof of the loft. He waited here 

for 30 seconds, gained some confidence 

with his new burden and took flight once 

more to join the rest of the flock circling the 

gardens. Mike and I were over the moon. It 

was a success! The pigeon could 

comfortably maintain flight with the camera 

around its breast. 

Unfortunately for this initial flight we only 

achieved 2 minutes of footage as there was 

a fault with the cameras memory card. 

Although; the footage we got back was 

fascinating. It was obviously shaky but this 

could not be helped because of the fast and 

furious flying style of the birds, besides I like 

this kind of low aesthetic quality. The sound 

which the cameras microphone picked up 

was extremely disconcerting because of the 
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wind and the flapping of the wings. I liked 

the ominous effect this gave to the footage. 

I ironed out the problems with the camera 

storage and returned to the Lion Brewery - 

which acts as the local mid-week club 

tagging station - the next weekend. It was 

still in the preseason and Mike was about to 

take some of his birds out for training. He 

suggested we use two of his retired birds to 

test the cameras at a slightly greater 

distance. We realised that they became 

much more accustomed with their excess 

baggage, when left in the box with it for a 

short period before they were liberated. 

We stopped just outside of Bentley; about 

10 minutes’ drive from the pub. Mike 

liberated one and showed me the correct 

method of holding the bird without causing 

it distress, and then it was my turn. Mike 

advised me to throw them up high above 

my head and into the wind so they can get 

enough lift. When we returned from 

liberating the rest of the flock we retrieved 

the birds and watched the footage on my 

laptop. We could see that both had made it 

back in good time. It was amazing to see the 

route the two birds had taken. We 

recognised landmarks along the route 

worked out that they had flown in a 

relatively straight line, after circling up high 

to get their bearings. They stuck to roads 

and train tracks to some degree but where 

the roads would curve the pigeons would 

continue to fly straight over fields, woods 

and residential areas. 

Using this knowledge that the birds take as 

direct a route as possible, I spent the 

following weeks plotting and experimenting 

to find the best possible liberation sites 

around the airport. I looked for sites that 

would give a good change of capturing what 

I wanted to include in my film but also so 

that the pigeon had plenty of space to get 

airborne and find its way. In between 

making these short trips I would spend in 

Mikes garden waiting for mikes race birds 

to return and helped him with certain 

formalities of the sport such as; preparing 

the young birds for vaccination, stamping 

and re-stamping them with Mike’s phone 

number and recording the sex, colour and 

ring number of his birds. I learnt all about 

how to check the sex and whether the bird 

was chequered, pied, blue etc. 

I had soon narrowed down the perfect 

locations for liberation and was getting back 

some excellent footage which included all 

the sites of interested I wanted to include, 

as well as some surprising extra sites which 

added to the theme of my film. During the 

video there are freeze-frames on these 

significant sites. My final work was 

constructed out of three separate flights 

but I edited them together so that it 

appears to be one seamless journey. 

Although this is the case, the thirteen 

minute video sequence is spatially correct 

when comparing the sites of interest to 

their location on a map. At the start of the 

sequence Mike’s voice can be heard saying 

“this is the surveillance team, 368 pigeons 

were liberated from Farnborough into a 

light south westerly wind”. I got the idea for 

this from the regular messages he leaves on 

the Lion Brewery midweek Clubs Lib line. 

This project culminated in final year degree 

exhibition. In the exhibition I presented the 

film as if the footage was from a new hi-

tech surveillance system, I included a back 

false story about this new technology: 

HERM-IS which stands for Higher Elevation 

Reconnaissance Mobile Imaging System. 

Again referring back to ARGUS-IS The video 

was projected on the floor of the gallery in 

a darkened space, which visitors had to 

enter to and become immersed but this 
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strange and disorientating audio/visual 

experience. Along with this I included a map 

of the route the pigeon had taken and small 

thumbnails of the locations which the film 

froze on, along with a description of what 

they were. I also included a barcode which 

viewers could use their mobile phones to 

scan; in the description it suggested that it 

showed the development of the new 

surveillance technology however; when 

someone scanned it took them to my 

YouTube page and revealed my use of 

racing pigeons, through early videos of me 

releasing, loading and tagging the birds. 

I achieved a First Class Honours for this 

project and that couldn’t have happened 

without all the help from all the people who 

contributed throughout its development. I 

would especially like to thank Mike. But 

even more so I would like to thank the few 

birds which carried my cameras and 

captured my footage. “ 

If anyone would like further information 

regarding the attachment of cameras to 

racing pigeons Craig would be happy to 

answer any queries via email at 

craigwye@gmail.com. You can see the final 

project at www.craigwye.co.uk or on 

www.vimeo.com/97470317 

KEITH MOTT (www.keith mott.com) 
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