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possible route, and sometimes closed to denote a
wall. The mouse that reached the centre in the
shortest time won the contest.

At the first British Micromouse contest, there
were five entrants only. Some of these behaved in
an extremely erratic fashion — one could not even
travel in a straight line and even the best of the
mice became quite bewildered once it had turned
a couple of corners. In the same year, the
European Finals of the competition were held,
and mice began to arrive from Finland,
Switzerland and Germany. Eventually, a mouse
did succeed in negotiating the maze correctly; this
was Nick Smith’s ‘Stirling Mouse’, which was
equipped with simple mechanical sensors that ran
along the top of the maze walls and was powered
by a simple stepper motor. Since then, interest in
such competitions has grown, and in the 1984
Euromouse Contest in Madrid the fastest time to
the centre of the maze was 31.4 seconds. Some
contestants were still unable to reach the centre at
all, but most succeeded.

MAPPING THE MAZE

So how does a robot mouse negotiate a maze?
In general, the robot must have a precise method
of moving itself around so that it knows its exact
position at any time — this can be achieved by
mounting the robot on wheels and driving it with
stepper motors, often using some form of internal
position feedback, such as shaft encoders. The
robot also requires a set of sensors to detect the
presence or absence of walls so that it can
construct a ‘map’ of the maze. In Micromouse
contests, the robots are allowed a couple of
training runs, which they use to work out a plan of
the course. They then make the competition run,
during which they are timed in their attempts to
reach the centre.

Although precise methods vary from one robot
to another, one answer is to have the robot fitted
with a simple tactile sensor at its front. Sitting at
the centre of each square of the maze in turn, it can
test to see if a wall is directly in front of it. It then
turns clockwise through 90°, tests again, and
repeats the sequence. Eventually it will ‘know’
where all the walls are in each square of the maze.
This information can be stored as a single four-bit
binary number — so 1111 in binary would
represent a square with walls on all four sides
(impossible in practice, as the robot could never
enter that particular square), and 0000 would
represent a square with no walls at all. 0111 would
then represent a square with three walls and one
opening — a cul de sac.

This information could be held in a two-
dimensional array —in Basic, DIM A(16,16) could be
used to represent a maze with 16 ‘cells’ in each
direction. The robot then has to work out a route
that will take it to A(8,8), if that is considered to be
the centre of the maze. Often the robot has a built-
in computer program that works out a tree
structure for each route through the maze. Many
of the branches of the tree will lead to dead ends or




