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f you wish to satisfy

yourself asto the

quality and buildabili-

ty ofa particular kit,

there is nofiner place

to seck the answers
to your questionsthan in the
owner's club enclosuresat the
major kit car shows.Take
almost any model and you will
seesuperb examples as well as
not soexemplary specimens of
which the owners may be
equally proud but the latter will
usually showup the problem
areas except, that is, in the case
of the Merlin sincel can honest-
ly sayl have never seena dud
one. It seemsthat every
customerfor this Cortina bas-
ed roadster has a wealth of
talent and imagination which,
combined with a well
developed kit, conspires to
produce a superb example of
the marque at the end of the
day.

The Merlin is available as
either a two seaterora 2 + 2
while both body shapesare
identical, the alterations to
allow the extra seating capaci-
ty being to the chassisand rear
suspension. The chassis itself
is a twin rail ladder frame of
50 x 70 x 3 mm box section
main rails which, in two seater
form, acceptsthe standard run-
ning gear from the ever popular
Ford Cortina Mk 3, 4 or 5 while
the front springs are
downrated to 165 Ibs to suit the
lesserweight of the car, the
weight on the axle being fur-
ther reduced by moving the
engine back.

With the 2 + 2 version, the
Cortina trailing arms are
discarded in favour of the
Merlin bracketry whichis
welded to the standard axle to
provide the location points for
the Merlin replacementtrailing
arms which are mounted at 90
degreesto the axle at the outer
extremes and which are fitted
with harder bushes.The arms
pi& up onthe chassismain
rails while the extra space
created by this modification
allows the fitting of the rear
seats.In addition, to compen-
sate for the reduced lateral
location due to the resiting of
the upper Cortina arms, the
Merlin 2 +2 usesa panhard rod
to give effective five point loca-
tion to the axle. Replacement
coilover dampers are also
employed and these are
mountedvertically rather than
being inclined as on the donor.
The standard units are non ad-
justable while the front
dampers are from the donor
car but there is an optional ad-
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With a name like
‘Merlin®, one

would expect to

bird of prey
adopted as the
cars emblem.
Instead youfind a
hermit crab! Why?
Read on as lan
Hyne supplies the
answer to that and

LT St i R

justable rear damper which|
think you would be well advis-
ed to select

The anti roll bars can be fit-
ted but, if you elect to retain
them, they must be fitted both
fore and aft to avoid the handl-
ing deficienciesthat result from
the use of one only. However,
the car is quite alright without
them while, for the handling
seeker, the standard onesare
too stiff and Peter Gowing, the
car's designer, is currently at
work on more suitable items
as one of a number of measures
that constitute the continuous

development programme
which will soonproduce a
handling package specifically
aimed at the sports car en-
thusiast.

The car is designedto usethe
Cortina OHC, fourin line
engine and, with a standard
105 bhp, 2 litre unit, there is
ample scopefor tuning to give
the desired levels of perfor-
mance. However, there are
thosewho wish to fit alter-
native engines,chiefly the Ford
V6, and, while it will go,
builders will require special
manifolds to fit within the con-



fines of the enginebay andwill

needto effect a few body
alterations. To Peter's mind,
the extra power is rather
negatedby the effort required
to fit the heavier engineand he
advises his customers to stick
to the OHC but the choice is
yours.

The body of the caris a one
piece moulding with a separate
bonnet, boot, doors and scut-
tle while their accuracy and
quality obviously contributes
muchto the builder's ability to
tum out a very professional
looking job. The main tub is a

very strong unit which imparts
a great deal of additional
strength to the chassis when it
is bolted down while the fit of
the remaining panelsis first
dass and the underbonnet
treatment particularly worthy
of note. The surface quality of
the GRP s also of the highest
order.

To achieve the comrect
stanceand look, the Merlin
employs 14' wheels which in-
creasethe gearing a little but
with Ford axles, there are
enoughdifferential ratios
available to enable you to

redress the balance should you
wish to do so. Wheels are
either 5 1/2 or 6 1/2 Jwhile
tyres range from 185 to the big-

gest being 195/70.

When complete, there is no
doubt that the Merlin is a very
handsome creation with
beautifully flowing lines which
are ideal for two tone paint-
work but it hasmore thanits
looks to commend it asyou
discover immediately you slip
behind the wheel.

Open two seatersof this type
are not usually noted for their
generous interior space but

clever design hasmadethis the
most notable feature of the
Merlin's very comfortable
cockpit. The first thing you
notice is the seat. Specially
madefor the car, it is a far cry
from the usual diminutive,
figure hugging bucket that just
fits within the confinesof the
passengerwell. Instead it is
fairly large with bagsof
upholstery while the contours
hold you firmly without being
restrictive for larger or broad
backeddrivers. It is also in-
finitely adjustablefor both rake
and distance while, in
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deferenceto the popularity of
the car with the ladies, the
demonstrator has them
mounted on aninclined floor
which raises the seatasit comes
closer to the wheel.

The next surprise is the
amount of elbow room
available courtesy of the elbow
restsbuilt into the upper edge
of the robust doors. These are
features unigue to the Merlin
and the hood attaches to the
outer edgesof these supports
to maintain the spacewhen the
hood goes up. The double duck
hood also provides excellent
headroomfor tall drivers giv-
ing aneasy2' of clearancefor
my headwhich is 6' 1' above
the soles of my feet. The hood
line also provides generous
headroom for rear seat
passengers. Speaking of feet,
spaceis not restricted to
elbows since the feet are well
catered for too with bags of
room between the clutch and
the tunnel and equal amounts
behind the pedalsto allow total
comfort on long journeys.

As well asbeing spacious, the
interior is alsovery well fnish-
ed, the well fitting carpetsand
leather covered seats com-
plementing the wood veneer
dashboardwith its full comple-
ment of instruments. The four
ancilliary instruments are
grouped aheadof the driver
and are all easily visible
through the wheel while the
speedometer and rev counter
are centrally mounted. The
dashboardis very neatwhile
attention to detail is reflected
in the way the underside is all
panelled in. True, you can't
reachup to fiddle with loose
wires but if you've donethe job
right in the first place, you
shouldn't needto while the
smooth underside prevents
you catching your kneeson
sharp brackets.

The passengeris confronted
by a glovebox while additional
storage spaceis provided in the
doors. Larger items can either
go behind the seatsor in the
boot the lid of which hinges at
the bottom and opensto reveal
avery useful space, the spare
wheel being carried on the
nearsidefront wing. The actual
boot panel is flat and being
double skinned and about an
inch thick, Petersaysit is cry-
ing out for atool tray but so
far, he hasn't got round to it.
A goodidea for builders o £
though! i T

| couldn't havepicked a # "-‘5%; Y
worse day to drive the Merlin | L TR
if | hadtried. Thetrip down *1 ‘!.J ‘f?‘i
from Leeds encountered snow, e LSRR

« ./ e

The dashboard is well laid out with all instruments easily
visible. Heater controls are under the centre dash.

\

The elbow rests buift ino the doors are a major plus and
contribute to the spacious nature of the cabin.
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54 spacewith a high roof line and by fixing outside the elbow
rests.



sleet, very low temperatures
and incessantrain but, though
not the conditions that make
you want to break the
drophead out of the garage,
they did confirm the car's abili-
ty to be more than a
fairweather friend.

s | said,slipp-
ing behind
the wheel
and closing
the door
found mein

a comfortable and civilised of-
fice while the large clear areas
in the side screens and rear
window madeit light andairy
too. Cold, wet weather usual-
ly brings out the worst in soft
tops with misting and leaking
conspiring to make any
joumey a bit of anordeal but
in the Merlin, the heaterwork-
ed well to warm the cabin, the
demist plumbing was effective
in keeping the screenclear on
the inside, the three wiper
systemwas similarly effecive
ouside, the hood fitted to
perfection to prevent any
water getting in through the
top and the one piece tub
preventedit gettng in through
the paneljoints. My only slight
annoyance was caused by my
inability to seeanything via the
external mirror but this is set
for Peter's wife Angela who
covers most mileage in the car
while if it stuck out anyfurther,
the carwouldn't fit throughthe
very narrow drive at the side
of their house.As it is, it is a
very delicate task sol craned
my head when necessary and
made greater use of the inter-
nal mirror.

Leaving the village of Great
Wakering, | setoff through the
lanes into Southend, down the
A 127, onto the M 25 and up
the M 11 to Harlow where any
activity with the Dax 40 was
also sidelined by the weather
but the route comprised a good
cross section of roads over
which the car performed
faultlessly.

Days such as this are not
ideal for gaining the bestfrom
acar with asporting nature so
initially, | kept the speedsen-
sible and got the feel of it as
| threaded my way through the
densetraffic to the even denser
trafic on the M 25.
Throughout this time, the
Merlin behavedmarvellously
being adequately quick
without caning the revs, easy
to place, easyto seeout of,
comfortable and easyto drive.
Theonly thing thatinitially
causeda little surprise was the

'

engine. Note the
batfery stored
effort neededto work the non
servoed brake pedal as| was
usedto the light touch required
for the servo assisted pedal on
the Sierma Sapphire that
brought me down from Leeds.
However, this was soon
mastered and asfamiliarity
grew, | found the brakeseffec-
tive and confidence inspiring.

On the openroad, the Merlin
cruised easily at 70 mph while
the slightly longer legs courtesy
of 14' wheels and 195/70 tyres
added to the relaxed nature of
my passagebut there was plen-
ty in hand and alittle squeeze
on the throttle was all that was
neededto summon the extra
power for overtakes. On
smooth surfaces the car also
rode very comfortably but,
come the bumpier sections, the
poise was easily upset and men-
tioning this aspectto Peter on
my return to the ranch, he cited
the old problems of getting a
goodride from afairly light car.
In truth, the suspensionmakes
the necessary allowance for
three extra passengers, their
luggage and afull tank of fuel
and thus loaded, the bumps are
easily ironed out soclearly, the
carwill be morelively with on-
ly the driver to carry while the
dampers on the car were non
adjustable and the wheels were
heavy. Lighter wheels to
reduce unsprung weight and
adjustable dampers that allow
you to caterfor different con-
ditions would go along way
to making the car more ac-
complished in this department.
Indeed, since the Midas went
up in smoke (se Hynesight), |
have been loaned a Vauxhall
Cavalier and a Sierra Sapphire,
both of which have beenall
over the place one up so the
problem is by no means
restricted to kits.

Anyway, for the return
journey from Harlow, | decid-
ed on amystery tour and cross-
ed the M 11 heading for
Chelmsford before cutting off

nreunderbonnetareahtaﬂaredspeciﬁcaﬂ‘yfortheOHc
the pedal box is hidden and the
the passenger footwell.

into Apache country and going
throughBillericay, Wickford
and Rayleigh before picking up
the trail back into Southend.
Where the motorway route
had shown the car to be arelax-

ed cruiser, the twisting lanes
conspired to reveal another
side to the car's character as,
having found my confidence,
| attacked a few bendsand in-

creased my demands of the box
and brakes.

Obviously, the wet weather
was not the ideal time to pick
for the exercise but the Merlin
did well. The steeringis nicely
responsive and gives excellent
feel. When reading a letter sent
in by a readerwho had bought
a second hand Merlin and
remarked that the steering felt
dead, Peter said this is easily
cured by increasing the castor
angle by adjusting the tie rod
ends. The demonstrator runs
about 6 degrees and, to me, it
felt fine. Nosing into corners
too quickly produced the ex-
pected understeer highlighted
by the slippery conditions but,
adopting rather more restrain-
ed speedsthe steering really
bites while the brakes and gear-
changework quickly andeffec-
tively to setthe carup. There
is afair bit of roll but you sit
so low between the wheels that
it doesn't upsetyour concen-
tration or the car's poise while
alittle too much power once
you're in causesthe rear end
to break away in a manner that
is very easyto catch. Safe and
predicable but | reckon dry
weather would seepretty high
levels of roadholding. | have
resolved to come back andtry
the carin the dry but, evenso,
| reckon | madea quick cross-
ing between Harlow and
Southend which says a great
dealfor the Merlin. In addition,
| think the five link rearcnd
hasto be animprovement over
the Cortina systemwhile the
extra cabin spacethat comes
with it is an useful bonus.

| liked the Merlin andcan
quite seewhy the owners in-
vest such great care and pa-
tience in themwhile | seequite
afew on the road too which
must be dueto their civility.
| often seeared one when |
drive the M 42 between Ashby
and Birmingham so next time
'l know whatI'm missing.

Now, . if you decideyou
would' like a Merlin kit, there
are only a couple of pagesof
the brochure to read rather
than the reamsof different and
bewildering options that many
manufacturers offer. There are
two kits; one for the two seater
and one for the 2 + 2 while the
prices are £2165 and £2395
plus vat respectively, the only
extras being a wiring loom at
£89, a stainless steel exhaust
systemwith a lifetime
guarantee at £155 and a hood-
frame and stainless steel fittings
at £36 all plus vat. Both
packages comprise all the
special Merlin partswhile the
instructions are similarly
straightforward with clear, ex-
planatory diagrams taking the
place of many words. It must
do the job asnobody has ever
rung me up to say they can't
build a Merlin and, having seen
the kit, | don't think anyone
everwill.

The only other thing to men-
tion is that items such asseats
and hoods come direct from
the manufacturers and are not
supplied by Paris Cars. The
reason is to save you the Paris
handling charge and save Paris
Cars the problem of holding
stock. However, there are no
problems in supply and the
seats| would recommend asa
must.

The other item that will be
of interest to European en-
thusiastsis that this caris TUV
approved for salein Germany
and Holland while testing is at
an advanced stage for France
(full crashtesting required
here) and just beginning in
Belgium so customers across
the Channel can do more than
sit and dreamin respectof this
car

Full details are contained in
the brochure available from
Paris Cars, 1, Florence
Villas, Barling Road, Great
Wakering, EssexSS3ONF.
Tel 0702 219145.

Ah yes! The hermit crab!
Well he changeshis shell in
much the same manner as the
Cortina mechanics shrug off
the Cortina shell and adopt the
far more flambouyant and non
corroding, GRP, Merlin shell.
A bit deepbut it all makessense!
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