
THE 
DUKE

“It might not work, fuck knows. I’ve not sat down with a 
strategist and branding agency to come up with this thing, 
it’s just the inside of my head. Whether people want it or 
need it remains to be seen. I guess I’ve gone for a ‘build it 

and see if they’ll come’ approach.”
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Perhaps not the words you’d expect 
to hear from Merlin McCormack, 
better known by his fur-coat-wearing, 
wheeler-dealer-turned-warehouse-
restoring persona Duke of London, on 
the creation of his latest space.

I was guilty of being led by the 
seemingly cocksure persona before 
meeting him, my perception based on 
a scan of his Instagram and my own 
personal grievances with the majority 
of young dealers causing me to jump 
to conclusions about another silver-
spooned, trust-funded West Londoner 
playing with cars.

I know many others have, too. Now, 
more than ever, with an increasing 
amount of eyes on him and his team, 

mother who daily drove a 1967 Plymouth 
GTX, among other eccentric machinery, 
and a father who – having learnt his 
trade at Mulliner Park Ward – remains 
a leader in authentic coachbuilding and 
restoration.

While his younger brother Algernon 
showed a natural flair for metalwork, 
Merlin’s talents lay more on the 
business side of motoring. The £32.01 
eBay purchase of a Peugeot 205 at age 
11, and the subsequent steering-rack 
replacement and resale for £350, got 
the wheels in motion that would lead to 
him formally opening his first showroom 
next to his father’s restoration shop at 
19 years of age. As his hometown of 
Brentford fell victim to the inevitable 

motivated – it’s about trying to work 
with stuff I like.”

Many have curiously observed 
this relentless mentality of restore, 
establish and move on to the next 
when the wrecking ball comes, but 
Merlin has no interest in slowing down 
or leaving Brentford behind. To the 
bemusement of many, he and his team 
took on a horrendously dilapidated 
52,000-square-foot warehouse dubbed 
‘The Factory’ as the new home for 
Duke of London. It was bad – between 
a previous squatter’s innovative use 
of faeces to write ‘shit’ on the wall of 
a needle-ridden room in the lower 
section of the building and the lack 
of roofing in several areas yielding an 

it seemed pertinent to sit down with 
the 25-year-old and start from the 
beginning. Frankly, I’d also been 
looking for an excuse to do a Layer 
Cake homage photoshoot for years, and 
his bright yellow Range Rover seemed 
too good a prop to ignore.

“Growing up around my parents’ 
weird and wonderful car collection, 
every summer holiday or weekend 
would be spent at a show, in the 
workshop or in the back of some odd 
car. By the time I was old enough to 
hold a broom, I was sweeping the 
floor in the workshop and it just kinda 
snowballed from there, really,” he says.

In truth, no-one would have stood a 
chance with such an upbringing, with a 

gentrification common to all London 
postcodes, a number of historic 
buildings were taken over and restored, 
and a wide range of cars sold and events 
held within them, before they were 
demolished to make way for new flats. 

“The chance to open up next to 
Dad’s in the old stables really came 
about because it was cheap enough 
and going to get knocked down. I took 
a punt on it, and it enabled me to be 
19 and opening a showroom in West 
London,” he continues. “I can’t afford 
to do things any other way. I’ve got no 
backers, no investment, we just did 
what we had to do to get it open, and 
20-hour days scraping walls were 
what had to be done. It’s not financially 

arresting build-up of pigeons, both 
living and not, the colossal site was 
nonetheless opened to the public in 
June to a rave reception.

“It’s now just about settling into 
what we’ve spent so long building,” 
says Merlin. “It’s no secret that we’re 
not in this space forever; we’re looking 
at three to five years before we move 
into our new location. At the moment, 
priorities are getting the pub up and 
running, getting the pizza restaurant 
running, formalising the showroom a 
bit more and welcoming a few more 
businesses coming in. The biggest thing 
will launching the membership, which 
has actually been a load of work behind 
the scenes to get it to where I want it.”

60 61



I’VE GOT NO 
BACKERS, NO 
INVESTMENT, 
WE JUST  
DID WHAT WE 
HAD TO TO 
GET IT OPEN
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This immersive, experience-led 
automotive space idea is increasingly 
common nowadays and begs the 
question why so much beyond cars is 
required to gain a following in today’s 
market. “The biggest and most obvious 
cliché is that times have changed, but 
it’s true,” explains Merlin.  
“The market is far from what it 
used to be, and you’ve got to be 
creative and adapt. From an income 
perspective, that’s why we’ve 
diversified and are doing events, 
teaming up with small businesses 
who are in our showroom – that’s my 
way of reacting to a market shift.

“The auctions are a prime example; 
we’d all go to the preview nights and it 

classic-car scene, spaces like The 
Factory seek to unite all of us.

“California is a really good case 
study for the new generation of car 
enthusiasts,” Merlin points out. “Our 
generation has made a real scene out 
there, with car clubs left, right and 
centre, shared workshop spaces, people 
sharing ownership of cars; it’s a totally 
new wave of people trying to get on the 
classic-car ladder and I think that’s 
really cool. It’s starting to bleed over 
here, although we’re never going to be as 
cool as SoCal, but it’s nice to see people 
excited about having a hobby again. It’s a 
bit of an analogue outlet against all the 
digital stuff we’re surrounded by, and 
people like that.”

Shared interest is cool, talking about 
stuff is cool, so the more the merrier – 
no bullshit.”

As for the future, from the outside 
it seems somewhat open. The Factory 
has allowed the McCormack family 
to work alongside each other totally, 
with father and brother over the 
road running the Romance of Rust 
restoration arm, while Merlin’s mum 
is currently getting to grips with her 
birthday present from him – the old 
local pub in the middle of the lot, 
recently saved from closure by that 
same fur-coat-wearing 25-year-old. 
Ask Merlin how he hopes to expand 
the business, and he’s certainly clear 
about what he doesn’t want Duke of 

would just be a big party, and people 
at the sale were buying cars pissed 
because times were good. Now you go 
there and it’s all so contrived, it’s all 
cutbacks, which I totally get, but there 
needs to be a way to make people feel 
more included and more special.

“Whether that’s by doing what 
we’ve done, building something of 
a community that’s all-inclusive, or 
spoiling people with free fizz – whatever 
works for your audience. People seem 
to have forgotten the customer in all 
this and are so focused on the money, 
but one doesn’t exist without the other. 
The days of the quick buck are over.”

Whether you agree with Merlin’s 
sentiment or not, you can’t deny that 
the new generation is coming in strong. 
Seeking inspiration from around the 
world, from beyond the stuffy member’s 
club port parties that used to fuel the 

As for the aesthetic of The Factory 
itself, it’s undeniably singular and a 
reflection of its eccentric operator. 
Straying away from the more traditional 
route of car-themed art and more, the 
flashes of lunacy around the building 
have been put in place for a reason. 
“You can make stuff too car-orientated, 
pictures on the walls and all that – cars 
are almost secondary once you’re in 
the space, because you’re probably 
surrounded by people who are passionate 
about cool stuff,” Merlin says. 

“It has always been my goal to have 
somewhere people can just come and 
hang out, and the feedback has been 
great. Our events are getting bigger 
and bigger, and somehow we seem 
to organically attract the right crowd. 
Most importantly, there’s no hierarchy 
here – it doesn’t matter what car 
you’ve got, we genuinely don’t care. 

London to become. “I’m not really 
chasing any particular cars, I’m not too 
interested in being the guy who looks 
after the multi-million-pound stuff 
– just whatever’s cool,” he declares. 
“Obviously, I’ve got to remain open to 
expansion in different forms, but really 
all I’m looking for is to make the space 
that doesn’t currently exist in London, 
the hub for us all to get together and 
be around cool stuff. If I can do that, 
and mess around with some cars,  
I’m happy.”

One thing is for certain, though: 
people will be watching. Whether 
they’re willing him to succeed or 
hoping he falls flat on his face, they’ll 
be watching. And regardless of what’s 
to come, there’s no denying the impact 
of what has already been created by 
Merlin, the McCormacks and their 
team. Here’s to the next 25 years…
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