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ABSTRACT 
	 

In 2015, two friends fresh out of UC Berkeley released a marketing video for their self-piloted camera drone. Capturing 
the public's imagination the duo raised $34 million in pre-orders and founded a startup poised to be the next Silicon 
Valley success story. But the drone never shipped and the startup closed its doors leaving customers wondering what 
happened to the promise of the perfect selfie drone. 
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TREATMENT 

Synopsis 
	 In May of 2015 a video promoting Lily Camera, a first of its kind quad-copter camera drone was released online. 
Meeting as students at UC Berkeley the founders Antoine Balaresque and Henry Bradlow’s video quickly racked up over 
30 million views and $34 million in pre-orders in 2015. With no operator needed, a durable exterior and a friendly 
polished design the drone seemed to be for everyone. But after a year of delays and broken promises none of the 
company’s customers had received the drone. Unable to produce the drone the young company filed for bankruptcy in 
February of 2017 leaving customers empty handed and unanswered questions. 


The Next Big Thing 
	 Nearly two hundred thousand people come to the Consumer Electronics Show each year to see the latest 
electronic devices. Booth after booth gives those who attend a chance to be the first to see and experience the future. 
With an entire wing of the convention center dedicated to them it’s evident that for many that future is drones.


	 Rumbling down a Portland, Oregon suburb in an oversized diesel pickup is Mark Dearing a man in his 30s who 
loves technology. “You name it, every toy or gadget over the past five years I’ve probably owned it and wrecked it” says 
Mark. As he drives through the town he’s called home since birth he admits that drones are a major interest if his. He 
also admits that the Lily Camera, with its ability to fly itself and follow you was everything he every wanted in a drone. 
After seeing the promotional video late one night on Facebook Mark recalls how cool it was and found it convincing 
enough to preorder.


	 In San Francisco technology reporter Ryan Mac sits at his desk in a busy news room watching the promotional 
video for the Lily Camera drone, the very promo video that was the cornerstone of Lily’s successful preorder campaign 
and the catchy pop soundtrack rings out through his tinny laptop speakers. Ryan covered the company behind the drone 
called Lily Robotics for Forbes.  Ryan explains the enigma that is Silicon Valley and the advantages that students in the 
San Francisco Bay Area have when seeking funding from investors for their fledgling startups just by being nearby.  “I’ve 
seen a lot of founders model themselves after Steve Jobs. It’s funny cause venture capitalists look for that in companies. 
They look for showmen of CEOs that can really market their products.”


	 A year after Lily Robotics released their viral promotional video complaints started to intensify, the drone had had 
not shipped. Even after raising over $15 million in investment along with $34 million in preorders Lily Robotics had to 
push back their release date several times. Originally telling customers they would get their drones in December of 2015 
the release date was now far beyond that. “The films that Lily was able to take with their prototypes wasn’t even close to 
what they showed in that great promotional video” says Evan Ackiron an attorney at the San Francisco District Attorney’s 
Office who continues to track on an ongoing case against Lily Robotics, “It was a fake.” After Lily Robotics failed to 
deliver their drone the SFDA took notice. Thirty days after the original delivery date Lily was legally in the wrong. Preorder 
customers should have gotten their money back but were instead were left with a company that continued to lure them 
along with the promise of a drone while also becoming less responsive to customer complaints. 
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	 In February 2017 Lily Robotics filed for bankruptcy shortly after the SFDA had frozen their bank accounts. Their 
office was empty and employees were let go. Over sixty thousand preorders were made for the Lily Camera but it never 
shipped. “Lily launched when it had nothing to launch with” says Ryan who reported on Lily’s bankruptcy for Forbes, 
“you get that kind of arrogance to it all.”


 The promise of a Lily the flying camera was dead but was it really? If you search for the Lily Camera today you’ll find a 
drone with the same name available for purchase. You can order it and have it shipped immediately. While the name and 
branding of the drone has stayed the same the company behind the drone is new. Mota Group has been in business for 
over a decade and is known for all kinds of products like phone batteries, model trains and other toys but drones are 
what make the bulk of their offering. A long list of drones in various sizes and configurations can be found on their 
website, a list of their offices can be found as well, two in China and two in the United States. As part of Lily’s 
bankruptcy its assets were sold off and Mota purchased Lily’s brand at auction. 


	 With a company that had so much experience producing drones it seemed that the promise of a flying camera 
that could take pictures of you autonomously was alive again. Mota’s version of the Lily drone is different from the 
original. Instead of being a large round disk with four propellors sticking out their drone was skinny and the propellers 
folded out like a Swiss army knife and though it did need a controller the new drone had a feature that lets you follow a 
moving target by selecting that target with your phone mirroring what made the original drone so desirable. 


On Mota’s website it appears this feature works flawlessly but in tests it was a different story. After taking off the drone 
follows a running target for a short distance then lose connection to the phone and attempt to go back to where it had 
taken off. Often the drone would land at a different location. It quickly became clear that the drone did not work as 
promised. But how could such an established company produce something that was so far from the market’s 
expectation? 


	 Shenzhen is known as the Silicon Valley of China. There, among a sea of tall buildings is the drone 
manufacturing capital of the world. Companies that have a presence in Shenzhen gain an edge in their manufacturing 
process, arguably the hardest part of product creation and a central reason to Lily Robotic’s bankruptcy. On its website 
Mota shows a photo and address of their office in Shenzhen, possibly a statement of their manufacturing acumen. But 
traveling to the address reveals something else.


	 Long dark hallways barely glowing with fluorescent light on the sixth floor of an office building are all that is 
found at Mota’s Shenzhen office on the outskirts of town. Ask around the few dozen offices that exist in the building no 
one knows of a company called Mota or even a company that makes drones. Mota’s office doesn’t exist. At their other 
locations its a similar story. In Hong Kong Mota’s address is an accounting firm, in Las Vegas a Cuban immigration 
agency. Confronting Mota’s CEO Michael Faro about the findings he immediately denies the them, “There’s definitely an 
office in Shenzhen I have personally been there. I think that those pictures were actually taken by my staff in in China” 
says Michael. Defending his stance for 10 minutes Michael finally rambles to the point of truth stating that the Hong 
Kong office was essentially a mailbox and the Shenzhen and Las Vegas offices had to be closed as part of their 
consolidation to their only remaining administrative office in San Jose. It was clear Mota was not what they claimed to be 
on their website and their drone didn’t work as promised.
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	 At CES the sound of a familiar pop tune could be heard through the murmur of thousands of visitors. There in the 
center of the convention hall was a small display playing the faked Lily promotional video on loop. Surrounding the 
screen were about a dozen of the original drone prototypes with the Lily brand still visible. Manning the booth is a 
balding middle aged man. “It’s called the Seon” he says, “It’s been developed for the last year and a half and we’re just 
launching it here so people can see it.” While Mota purchased Lily’s brand another company purchased Lily’s intellectual 
property and prototypes. This company was now promoting the same drone under a new name and claiming it as their 
own. Again available for preorder the drone was slated to come out in a few months.

Mark the Lily preorder customer laughs as he sees the new drone’s website. Joking he says, “I think I should at least get 
a $500 discount.” When asked if he thinks its something he’ll buy he gets a serious look on his face, “No, I wouldn’t 
preorder one. It’s kind of outdated, they’ve come out with so much cooler things.”

In a world that has witnessed impossible things accomplished using technology the willingness to believe the promises 
made in videos and by company founders is an easy trap. For the self flying drone Lily was that promise and now stands 
as an example that seeing is not always believing.
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SCRIPT 

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
01:00:00:00 Vegas CES Craig Hickerson VO: 

I’m at the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas to see for myself the 
devices of the future. 

Vendors from all over are here showing their idea for the next big thing 
and I am captivated. 

But this isn’t the first time I’ve felt this way.

01:00:42:13 Title: SOME KIND OF 
DRONE 

Title: Some Kind of Drone 

01:00:52:13 Craig’s Tech Childhood 
- Photos of Craig as 
kid.

Craig Hickerson VO:  
Growing up I noticed my toys getting more sophisticated and I was 
excited about the promise of technology. So excited that I bought this, 
the PDA, a pocket computer and became the coolest kid in my high 
school. 

And I wasn’t the only one who liked new gadgets.

01:01:15:13 Mark as Gadget Nut 
- Portland Scenic 
-Truck driving down 
street 

Mark In Truck: 
My whole life I've always loved toys. You name it, like anything gizmo toy 
gadget over the last five years I've probably owned it and wrecked it.  

Mark VO: 
I really like drones. I’ve never wanted to be a pilot and fly myself because 
it’s not a big deal but to fly a little drone just the RC version of it. I enjoy 
that.  
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01:01:57:06 Old Friends Brought 
back together by tech 
- Mark with Saw 
- Instagram Photos 

(Maybe) 
- Childhood photos 

Mark INTV:  
Welcome to my work space. This is where I build tiny houses. I’m just 
working on getting the tung and groove ceiling on right now. 

Craig Hickerson VO:  
As kids Mark and I were pals. 

And it was good to see we still had one thing in common, we both 
wanted to hold the future in our hands.  

01:02:18:08 Lily History 
- Mark in shop 
- Lily Promo video 
- Henry + Antoine 

Photos 
- Twitter Comments 
- Mark Interview

Mark VO: 
When I first heard about Lily it was on facebook. When I saw it it caught 
my eye it was so cool. 

It blew me away. It was everything I wanted in a drone. 

Craig Hickerson VO: 
It was a drone called the Lily and it would follow you. Like Mark, it blew 
me away too. This viral promo video was seen millions of times and 
convinced thousands of people to preordered the drone raking in over 30 
million dollars, and it wasn’t even out yet. 

Its creators, Henry Bradlow and Antoine Balaresque had started 
developing the idea as undergraduates at UC Berkeley and they were on 
to something, the idea even won an innovation award at CES and the co-
founding duo was listed as one of Forbes 30 under 30. 

Comments poured in and Lily became a major industry player. 

Mark INTV: 
I saw that it fell under the cool label for me and bought it.

01:04:08:19 Ryan Mac Reporter 
Intro 
- San Francisco Intro 
- Watching Lily Video 

in office 

Ryan Mac VO: 
I first heard about Lily because I was kind of on this kick of reporting on 
drones and when you cover Silicon Valley you see these technologies go 
through these hype cycles and so at the time everyone was talking about 
drones

01:04:27:00
Ryan Mac on Silicon 
Valley 
- Ryan at desk

Ryan Mac VO: 
When you think of Silicon Valley you think of the home of venture capital 
firms that have put money into some of the biggest companies in the 
world these days. Google, Facebook you name it these guys have 
probably funded it. That proximity gives these students a bit of a head 
start in a way. They may think of something in their classroom and by 
three months time have a meeting with some of the most influential 
people in Silicon Valley.

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:05:02:09 Other investment 
- Craig talking over 
Article titles

Craig Hickerson VO: 
When Lily presented their idea investors, using a few drone prototypes 
and showing their preorder campaign’s success, investors listened and 
gave them $15 million dollars to deliver the drone.

01:05:19:20 Antione Demo at Haas Antoine Balaresque: 
Hello, I didn't think I was going to be but here that soon here on the on 
the side of the you know the audience but its great to be here is great to 
be back. Um, yeah I'm excited to give you a little presentation about the 
company, Lily.  So this picture was taken by my mother in the summer of 
2013. I finished UC Berkeley and 2013 we,  my family came here from 
France we have a great trip and I remember very well browsing through 
pictures on the family camera and I can’t see my mother in any of these 
images. 

01:05:55:00 Antoine Balaresque: 
Which is kind of you know, she cared so much about all these memories 
and as a result because her thing the picture she was missing from all 
these memories. And so this really how the first idea for flying camera 
came about. This is  a render of illustration of the first camera. It was 
called camera obscura.  

And you know since then image quality and form factors have leaped 
forward  but the core experience has pretty much stayed the same it 
always requires an operator. 

And we are removing the open the unit operator and replacing it with 
artificial intelligence. What we're doing with Lily is really on this I I love this 
illustration  

01:06:32:19 Ryan Mac 
Showmanship 
- Walking SF Street

Ryan Mac VO: 
I’ve seen a lot of founders model themselves after Steve Jobs. It’s funny 
cause venture capitalists look for that in companies. They look for 
showmen of CEOs that can really market their products.

01:06:44:05 Antoine Balaresque: 
one image says a thousand words. we’re are trying to really… taking 
storytelling to the next level  by enabling people to always been image 
with their loved ones and up to grade richer content. And there’s a lot of 
other things we’re doing.

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:06:57:10 Lily Decline  
 - Mark Gets Coffee 
- Ryan + Mark 
interviews

Mark Dearing: 
It was something that I bragged about. You know, I was like hey when 
we’re up at the lake this summer, look at what I’m bringing. 

 It was suppose to ship mid June, early July and you got this delay and  it 
said, hey we're still kind of working on our beta issues or you know we're 
still going through testing and now our ship dates end of July or early 
August and so it wasn't a huge deal but like, oh you know I hope I get 
this end of summer now 

01:07:28:06 Ryan Mac: 
They sent out an email about their manufacturing capabilities at that time, 
which was like their first real update. 

Mark Dearing: 
They would send you little videos and send your little reminders. Even like 
thanksgiving’s coming up  I mean happy holidays, where’s my damn lily 
drone. 

Mark: 
It was kind of like end of the year and they were giving weekly updates 
and that just kind of stopped.  

Ryan: 
And then the lawsuit hit. 

01:08:07:12 Lawsuit, Lily Dies 
- Rain shots of Lily 

and DA office 
- Evan Ackiron 

interview

Evan Ackiron: 
Two issues that we were dealing with, one is that the video was a fake. 
The films that they were able to take with their prototype wasn’t even 
close to what they showed in that great promotional video.   

Number two is if you push the shipping date back more than thirty days 
beyond the original shipping date the customer automatically gets their 
money back unless they opt in and affirmatively agree to the new 
shipping date. Lily was aware of this rule and was just ignoring it. 

And then a very important fact arose Lily’s other money that they got 
through investors was running out. 

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:08:52:22 Ryan Mac, Hardware 
is Hard 
- Rain Scenics

Ryan Mac: 
This is the most over used phrase but like hardware is hard. 

There's so many things that can go wrong with manufacturing hardware, 
Lily ran into that. Lily launched when it had nothing to launch with. You 
get that kind of arrogance to it all. 

Evan Ackiron: 
We got a temporary restraining order freezing their bank accounts. Then 
Lily went into bankruptcy.  
  
Craig Hickerson VO:  
In January 2017, Lily closed their doors. The drone it never shipped. 

01:09:40:21 Craig Reaches out to 
Antoine 

- Email

Craig Hickerson: 
Hi Antione, This is Craig. I am making the documentary about Lily. 

Craig Hickerson VO: 
Thousands of people had preordered the Lily and waiting more than a 
year for a drone that never came. I had to know why the founders faked 
the video and strung them along. So I made every effort to speak with 
Henry and Antoine but only Antione responded saying his lawyer strongly 
advised him against it.

01:10:15:19 Google Lily - Mota 
Reveal 

- Mota Lily Next Gen 
Promo 

-

Craig Hickerson VO: 
Lily was history, so I thought, but then I found something. There was a 
drone with the same name available for purchase. No preorder, no 
drama, I could order it and get tomorrow. 

01:10:40:06 Lily Next Gen Intro Craig Hickerson VO:  
When Lily went bankrupt another company had bought Lily’s brand at 
auction. 

The company behind the new drone, Mota Group, was known for making 
all kinds of products, phone batteries, model trains but mostly drones.  

From their website they looked substantial. They had a long list of 
products, offices in China and the US and even had filed for an IPO. They 
were going to be a publicly traded consumer drone company, one of the 
first in the US. 

I thought the self flying dream of Lily might still be alive after all. 

01:11:58:07 The Lily Next Gen didn’t thrown and go, I had to use my phone, but it did 
promise to follow.

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:12:33:16 Craig Hickerson: 
Oh, no. Ok. It’s in a pile of sticker bushes, thistles.

01:13:21:09 Craig Testing Lily Next 
Gen 
- next gen opening 
- Test at Cesar 

Chavez park

Craig Hickerson: 
I keep losing control. It keep saying that I’m disconnected from the drone.  

Stranger: 
So what model is that? It looks like you got two of them there. 

Craig Hickerson: 
Yeah, we’re doing a little test. 

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:13:41:06 Stranger: 
On a Mavic Pro and? 

Craig Hickerson: 
It looks like it lost connection so it went home. It’s called the Lily Next 
Gen.     

Stranger: 
Oh that’s the Lily Cam? 

Craig Hickerson: 
You know, it’s… 

Stranger: 
Is that the one that you throw up in the air and it follows you and all that 
shit? 

Craig Hickerson: 
It is the… That company actually folded.  

Stranger: 
Well that sucks.  

Craig Hickerson: 
And then this one… 

Stranger: 
I really wanted a Lily and then they turned it into something else? What 
the fuck that sucks.  

Craig Hickerson: 
Well they didn’t finish the drone in time. 

Craig Hickerson VO: 
As I struggled to explained the original Lily’s downfall to a stranger I felt 
disappointed by the Lily Next gen. It just didn’t work like I had hoped. I 
wanted what I had seen in that video.

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:14:36:18 Mota offices 
- Shenzhen 
- Hong Kong 
- Vegas 

Craig Hickerson VO: 
I was in Shenzhen for the holidays, that’s where my wife is from and I go 
often. 

Shenzhen is known as China’s Silicon Valley and a drone manufacturing 
Mecca.  

I noticed Mota had an office there and I figured if I could see where the 
drones were made I could understand why it was so hard make the Lily 
work. 

So I asked Mota if I could visit but they didn’t respond.

01:15:26:06 Mota Offices CONT Craig Hickerson VO: 
Then I went anyway and brought my wife along. 

Craig: 
It looks like there are a bunch of suites in here. 

Craig: 
Is that it? 

Wife: 
Nope. 

Wife: 
Is there a technology company called Mota here?  

Girl: 
Not that I know of. 

Wife: 
Is there a company that makes drones here? 

Girl: 
If there is I haven’t seen it. 

01:16:29:16 Craig Hickerson VO: 
The office just didn’t exist. I checked out the other locations just to make 
sure I wasn’t crazy. I took the train to Hong Kong and there the address 
was occupied by an accounting firm. In Vegas, the office was some sort 
of Cuban immigration agency. 

01:16:57:06 Craig Hickerson VO: 
It was all very confusing so I asked Mota’s CEO Michael Faro.

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:17:04:12 Confronting Michael 
- San Jose Exterior Craig: 

I was in Shenzhen and I went to where your office is and there no office 
there.  
and I also went to the Hong Kong there's also no office. 

Can you tell me where are those offices? 

Michael: 
Well, I don't know which address you went to in Shenzhen so there’s 
definitely an office in Shenzhen I have personally been there. I think that 
those pictures were actually taken by my staff in in China. 

If you go there everybody in China knows us to ask what is no but do we 
have office in there absolutely. 

01:17:35:19 I think you're picking too much on the website.  

I'm saying that we have office in Shenzhen, we had an office in Nevada 
and we have an office in Hong Kong. 

In Hong Kong we don't have an office we have a care owner that if you 
send an address it would come to us and and take care of all of the legal 
paperwork and so forth. 

Craig Hickerson VO:  
It was the way Michael answered my question that made me doubt him. 
After 10 minutes he finally admitted that the Shenzhen office had closed, 
the Nevada office closed, and the Hong Kong office was essentially a 
mailbox.  

Three months later they were still on the website as Mota continued to 
raise money for their IPO. 

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:18:26:19 Return to Vegas CES 
- CES visitors on 

massage chairs 
- SEON booth

Craig Hickerson VO:  
At CES I wandered the halls, going from booth to booth,  looking at what 
was new. 

Then something caught my eye. 

Craig: 
I was hoping that you could tell me a little bit about this drone. 

Salesman:  
Sure 

Craig: 
Maybe we could step to the side over here.  

Salesman: 
Sure, I wanted to show the video, the video is the biggest part of it.  

Craig: 
I know, it’s true. 

01:19:02:04
Salesman: 
It’s called, Seon. 

What it is, is an action figure drone. It follows you when you want to, ski, 
you know snow ski, water ski. It’s been developed for the last year and a 
half and we’re just launching it here so people can see it. ill be talked 
about for the last year and a half okay and we’re just launching it here so 
people can see it an its got a great reception.  

again which is largely a here is some people who see and got a great 
reception.  

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER

Some Kind of Drone Page �14



01:19:20:19 Salesman: 
The only thing you can see on the device basically is the camera. Right 
there 

Craig: 
So I see that it has a Lily branding on it. Can you tell me about the history 
of that? 

Salesman: 
It does. Basically it was $34 to $36 million dollars in pre-sales a couple 
years back and they never launched the product.  

There’s quite a demand well we're gonna make sure it's right for the 
consumer and right for the person with an active lifestyle and um come 
buy it.  

Craig Hickerson VO: 
While Mota had purchased Lily’s brand this new company purchased 
Lily’s technology. It was the same drone with the same promise using the 
same promo video. Lily was alive for the third time. 

01:20:07:22 Craig Calls Mark Craig: 
mark yo.  

Mark: 
Hey, how are ya? 

Craig: 
I have a little link I’m going to send you.  

Mark: 
Okay, something just came in. 

Video: 
It’s called Seon, It’s branded by the Quirky line. What it is an action figure 
drone. It follows when you want to, ski, snow ski. 

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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01:20:32:08 Craig Calls Mark 
CONT

Mark: 
That’s so incredible. Oh on their website too it’s the same picture of the 
snowboarder had a Lily. I should get at least a $500 discount on a 
preorder don’t you think? 

Craig: 
You know, all joking aside, is this something you would buy?   

Mark: 
No, I wouldn’t pre-order one. You know just, it’s kind of outdated. They’ve 
come out with so much cooler things and the look. This is so, like they 
say this is so 1997. This is so two years ago.    
Yeah, they just bought the recipe and put a different.. it’s incredible. 

01:21:21:23 Summary 
- Craig walking up a 
hill and throwing a 
drone in the air. 

Craig Hickerson VO: 
Now, no matter how captivated I am when I see grand ideas, videos for 
the latest devices or even millions of dollars in investment, I think about 
what it means to hold the future in my hand. And it means just that, hold 
it in my hand, try it out and see for myself if it’s just hype or the next big 
thing.

01:22:36:19 END

TIMECODE VISUAL / AUDIO VOICE OVER
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