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We are all fully aware of the importance of colour breeding in Bull Terriers, however when I first entered the breed, the colours we had in the breed were certainly not equal. In fact there was a clear colour preference and some colours were simple frowned upon. To the point that colours such as fawn and tri-colour (black, tan and white) were just not worth bothering about in the show ring. You could use them from a breeding perspective, but making them into a champion was not an option. In more recent years there has been a move away from the class of colours with all colours now being treated as equal, with the brindle being the preferred colour.

Whether you or I have a preference for a certain colour is not the focus of this article, but more importantly to take a look at how the move to have colour equality is impacting on our breed and how poor interpretation of colour could drive our breed into a corner. I have read many of the colour articles written in the past and at the time would have agreed with most of them. After all, they were written by knowledgeable people with years of experience in breeding coloured Bull Terriers and who was I to question this knowledge? 

With no disrespect to these knowledgeable people and their understanding of colour, I do however believe that the move to make colours equal has presented us with practical experience that they perhaps did not have the opportunity to encounter based on the colour preferences of the past. Furthermore, we are now in the age of DNA mapping and over the past ten years there has been significant research into dog genetics and understanding the colours associated with all breeds of dogs.

It is not my objective to bore you with the research or delve into the different genes and their symbols, that effect colour, or even go into the years of research, other than to highlight key finds and show how this affects Bull Terriers.

Research Overview

· There are three colours that form the foundation for all colours in dogs. These colours are [ Black ], [ Red ] and [ Black and Tan ]. Every dog bred carries one of these three colours as their foundation colour.



· White is not a colour. The appearance of white is due to a set of genes that inhibits the colour from being displayed in the hairs of the coat.



· Colours such as fawn and liver are dilutions of the above colours. There is a separate gene set that causes the colour not to display fully in the hairs. It is this set of genes that creates the many variations of the above three colours.


· Smut facemasks and brindle stripping are not colours and are controlled by an independent gene set.  Smut and brindle are not identical, but it is believed to be controlled by the same set of genes. These black markings or black stripping are an overlay over the foundation colour. What this means is that one of the base colours (Black, Red or Black and Tan) is the colour of the dog and the black smut or black brindle pattern sits over the colour, thereby stopping the base colour from showing through where the black stripping or black mask is.

The above is not too difficult to understand, however we also need to consider the dominance factor of the colours and how a dog can show one colour but also carry another colour, which it can pass onto its offspring.

BLACK is the most dominant of the three colours. If a dog carries the Black gene this will be the visible colour that you see. Now a dog can be pure for the colour Black, meaning that it carries a double dose of the Black gene, or not pure - which means it carries one Black gene and one gene of one of the other colours (Red or Black and Tan).

From a breeding perspective a dog pure for black can only pass on the Black gene, which means all of the offspring will have the Black gene and therefore display the colour Black. If the dog is not pure for the colour Black, it can pass on either the Black gene or the other colour gene.

RED is dominant over Black and Tan, but recessive to Black. What this means is if the colour displayed is Red, then the dog could be pure for red (only carry two red genes), or not pure for red (carry a red gene and the black and tan gene). A dog displaying Red cannot be carrying the Black gene for the simple reason that if it did, the colour of the dog would be black as the Black gene is dominant over Red.

BLACK and TAN is recessive to both the Black and Red colours. What this means is if a dog displays black and tan, it is pure for this colour and that it carries two black and tan genes. If it did carry another colour such as Black or Red, these colours would be the displayed colour of the dog, as both are more dominant than Black and Tan. 

It is important to note that a dog carrying Black and Tan can only pass on the Black and Tan genes to its offspring.

Now the smut and brindle strips are inherited differently to the three base colours in as much as both sire and dam do not have to pass on the gene for it to be displayed. If the gene for these marking are present within the dogs genetic make up, then the dog will display the markings. This means that the genes for these markings are dominant over the colours. From a breeding perspective a dog cannot carry the smut or brindle markings without it being visible to the eye. If you want the brindle or smut markings in your offspring you have to use a dog or bitch that visibly displays these markings.

Personally I am also of the opinion that a dog can have both the smut and brindle genes in their make up or there is a relationship between brindle and smut. By this I mean both are overlay patterns on the dog, but the set of genes controlling the patterns can create variations and the brindle pattern can also produce the smut pattern or is more dominant than the smut mask, thereby influencing its appearance when the brindle pattern is visible.

Bull Terriers and Colours

Relating the above research to Bull Terriers, we have to take into account the visual appearance of White or lack of colour displayed, and some of the terminology we use in the breed. Below are a few examples

1. Red and White – This is a red dog with the white inhibiting the red colour from showing through in areas. The dog obviously carries the Red gene, but could be pure for Red or alternatively carry the Black and Tan as a recessive colour. 

2. White with Red head marking – As above

3. White – This is a dog that could be made up of any of the possible colour combinations. The white is simply inhibiting the true colour from bring displayed. 

4. Tricolour – This is a Black and Tan dog with the white inhibiting the black and tan colour from being displayed. We call it tricolour because of the three visible colours that can be seen. A Black and Tan or Tricolour dog can only pass on this colour to its offspring.

5. Red Brindle and White – This is a red dog as per point one, with the difference that the dog also carries the gene for the black brindle stripping, which is overlaid on top of the red colour.

6. Black and White – This is a black dog with the white inhibiting the black colour from showing through in areas. The dog obviously carries the Black gene colour, but could be pure for black or alternatively carry the Red or Black and Tan gene as well. This dog could also have the smut or brindle gene. The fact that these markings are the same colour as the Black just means that you cannot see it. A Black or Black and white dog will not show any signs of the red colour.

Question Time

When I read the published research on dog colour genetics I questioned two things, namely that Black and Tan was a base colour and secondly that brindle was not a colour. After all, this is how I had been conditioned in my early years and everything that I had read in the past; spoke about brindle as a colour. Yet when you look at colours in other breeds you begin to realise that the research holds true for all dogs not just Bull Terriers. 

Black and Tan unlike brindle is displayed in a clear and distinctive pattern. The tan markings above the eyes, the tan on the cheeks, the tan on the fore and hind legs, the tan in the inside of the ear and the tan under the tail. The Black and Tan markings are consistent and passed on without any significant variation. The brindle pattern (in terms of space between the black stripes, thickness of the black stripes, density of black stripping and the pattern displayed) on the other hand, is totally inconsistent from one dog to the next and from parent to offspring.

The more I came to terms with Black and Tan as a colour and Brindle as a black overlay pattern on the base colours, the more it got me thinking. Those that know me will tell you that tricolour is not my favourite colour, however in recent years I mated a white bitch with a fair size red brindle head marking to a red brindle and white dog. Based on past experience I was expecting puppies that would either be carrying red or red brindle. Would you believe it, out popped a tricolour bitch and another white bitch with a tricolour ear. At the time I thought where did this tricolour come from? I have never used a tricolour dog or bitch in my breeding and on the sire’s side I could not find a tricolour. 

Then the penny dropped. Some years back I had used a dog, which everyone referred to as a black brindle. He was the grand sire of the bitch that I mated. Behind him was a tricolour dog. With the above research behind me, and studying the photos of the so-called black brindle dog I had used in the past, I started questioning if he was a black brindle. Had I been, and are many other breeders being conditioned to think of a Bull Terrier with certain markings as a black brindle when in actual fact they are not? 

Before sounding the voice of judgment, let me explore another question with you first. If we have three base colours in dogs and if brindle is a black stripping overlay pattern on top of the colour, and if it is possible to have the brindle overlay on the red and black bases colours, why is it not possible to have the brindle overlay on the black and tan base colour?

Surely if genetics allows for the brindle overlay on two colours, it must allow for the overlay on the third colour. If this is correct, does it mean that we can get tricolour brindles? Does it mean that we are fooling ourselves by calling some Bull Terriers black brindles?

I remember having this discussion with a good old friend of mine who has been breeding for about 10-15 years longer than I have. Now here was a real challenge. Convincing a bull terrier breeder of note, with over 35 years of breed experience, that there was such a thing as a tricolour brindle and we are mistakenly calling them black brindles. I even used the brindle bitch in the photos below as an example in the discussion. My good friend would not budge in his thinking. At one point he turned to the bitch and said what about the tan markings above the eyes? There is no sign of them. At the time I did not have an answer so we end the discussion agreeing to disagree.

So with a lot more visual evidence, let me explain the logic in there being tricolour brindles. Firstly, if black is the base colour of a Bull Terrier, there is no visual display of the colour red. The only time you see the red/ tan and black colours together is in tricolour, red brindle markings and reds with smut markings, however with the red and smut markings the black colour is at the edges of the predominant red coat, not the other way round, as found in tricolours. With red brindles the red and black markings are displayed all over the dog, not in select areas. Secondly it makes sense that if the black brindle pattern is overlaid on a black coat that the dog will appear black or black and white in the case of Bull Terriers. You will not see the typical red brindle patterns we associate with red brindles. Remember that the brindle gene (pattern) is black stripping not black and red stripping. If it was, all our brindles would be red brindles and there would be no such thing as a black brindle.

Now in all those dogs that I believe are tricolour brindle and which so many refer to as black brindle, why when you look at these dogs the brindle markings are where you would typically find the tan in tricolour?

No I have not forgotten about the two tan spots above the eyes of a tricolour and my good friends argument. Before I put my case forward about the spots however, I think it is fair to agree that the tan spots above the eyes of a tricolour are unique to the black and tan coat colour, even in other breeds such as the Rottweiler, Doberman, and Manchester Terrier.

Now lets take a close look at the same bitch that my good friend referred to. I have used her as an example because in appearance she is closer to black brindle than most. After my discussion with my good friend, I took a good look at her head and the area where you would typically find the tan spots on a tricolour. I took some digital photos and this is what I found.

PHOTOS – Insert close headshot of Ebony

Have a good look at the blown up photo of the area just above the eye. You will note that there are tan hairs visible where the tan spots of a tricolour are. Obviously the brindle factor does cover most of them similar to the way they cover the red on a red brindle dog.

Now before making your final decision, as whether my thinking on tricolour brindles is true, I would also like you to consider what happens when you breed with tricolour brindles currently called black brindles. Firstly we would expect the brindle pattern/ factor to behave in a similar fashion as to when breeding with red brindles. When the brindle factor is not passed on when breeding with red brindles, we see more reds or whites carrying red being produced. Now if black was the true base colour of these so called black brindles and the brindle factor was not passed on, we would expect to see more black and white offspring being produced. Particularly as black is the dominant colour. My research shows that this is not happening, instead we are seeing more and more tricolours being produced.  

The Negative Aspect

As explained above, we need to keep in mind that tricolour is a recessive colour to black and red. What this means is a dog or bitch displaying tricolour, is pure for tricolour and can only past on the tricolour gene to the offspring. This is equally true of a tricolour brindle, the only difference being that the brindle factor may or may not be passed on as well.

Now many breeders may not understand the impact this can and is having on our breed. For starters, breeding with Bull Terriers with tricolour as a base colour means that the black and red colours have been lost and the only way to get them back is to use animals carrying black or red as the base colour. If we were only dealing with coloured dogs, this would be fairly easily to manage, however when you are in a breed dominated by the colour white, you have to rely on head markings to identify the colours carried, which is further complicated by the brindle factor. It is not easy to identify the difference between black, dark red brindle and tri-brindle head markings, particularly on the ears. This makes it extremely difficult to manage the base colours of our breed and ensure equilibrium amongst the colours, particularly when most breeders refer to tricolour brindles as black brindles.

Within a 10-15 year period we can already see the impact this is having in the UK and other countries. The USA is in a better position to manage this, due to coloured Bull Terriers being shown as a separate breed. If one takes a look at the UK 2003-6 Year Books and review the coloured Bull Terriers winning CCs and reserve CCs you note the following:

2003

2004

2005

2006

Coloured Bull Terriers
14 (100%)
12 (100%)
13 (100%)
7 (100%)
Red/ Fawn Brindles 
7   (50%)
5 (42%)

2 (15%)

0 (0%)

Reds


0   (0%)

2 (17%)

2 (15%)

2 (29%)

Tricolour/ Tri-Brindles
7   (50%)
4 (33%)

9 (70%)

5 (71%)

Black / Black Brindle
0   (0%)

1 (8%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

I have excluded imports from the above assessment.

From the above, it is noted how the number of coloured Bull Terriers winning CCs and RCCs is fairly consistent from one year to the next (excluding 2006, when records where being chased), however the data shows that there has already been a dramatic impact on the number of true black and white quality Bull Terriers being produced. On the other hand, the number of tricolour and tricolour brindles has increase significantly to a point where they now dominate top quality coloured dogs. Even the reds and red brindles are on the decline and I was shocked to see this, as I did not expect the decline in reds/ red brindles for a few more years, as the red brindle is a preferred colour for many breeders.

Can we assume that the colours being carried by the top white Bull Terriers are being affected in a similar manner? If this is the case, then we can believe that over 50% of the top breeding stock in the UK already carries and is pure for tricolour or tricolour brindle, and that this is taking place at the expense, primarily of the black colour, but also the red colour, which is the foundation colour for producing red brindles. Add to this the fact that those Bull Terriers displaying red and red brindle could also be carrying the tricolour gene and you begin to see my concern. Another 3-5 years of the top coloured dog or top white dogs carrying tricolour or tricolour brindle and we will reach a point whereby Bull Terriers of lesser quality will have to be used in order to recover certain colours.

Is the UK and other parts of the world not far away from the time when true black and white Bull Terriers will be a thing of the past or will we reach a point whereby the breed and breeders will have to take a backward step in order to avoid the colour trap? When assessing colour one should also consider other factors such as the colour of eyes, the harshness of the coat, pigmentation and nose colour etc. Darker eyes and darker pigmentation is associated with the black coat. 

Clearly breeders need to start debating this subject and the Bull Terrier Clubs around the world should look to take corrective action.

Colour Preference

For there to be a colour preference in our breed, we must assess the benefit or value of a colour preference, rather than being driven by emotional preference. At the same time we need to assess if all the colours are equal. 

As it currently stands, rich red brindle is the preferred visual appearance for a coloured Bull Terrier. Based on this fact, the preferred colour should then be red as the base colour, with equal importance being given to maintaining the brindle factor. Having red, as the preferred colour might be great in terms of keeping the “tiger brindle” pattern, however there is a strong belief amongst breeders that with red comes light eyes and a softening of the coat texture.

The colour black is associated with darker eyes and darker pigmentation, however with true black coats you do not see the brindle markings, secondly the black colour is dominant over both the other colours, meaning if it is present, it will be the coat colour displayed. Tricolour on the other hand signals purity for tricolour and the loss of the other colours. Clearly all the colours have a negative and positive aspect to them. This is probably the reason why we have colour variation in all the various breeds, however we still have to find a solution to maintaining the colour balance.

To achieve this, we as breeders must first recognise the three basic colours correctly and then rank them so as to keep the balance. By ranking them I do not mean returning to the past where colours such as Tricolour and fawns are simply discarded, but use a ranking system that works towards maintaining the balance.

I would rank the colours (and show importance for the brindle factor) as follows:

1. Red Brindle/ Red Brindle and White (rich red colour)

2. Black/ Black Brindle and White 



3. Red Smut/ Red/ Red and White (rich red colour)

4. Fawn Brindle

5. Tricolour Brindle



6. Tricolour

7. Fawn/ Light Reds (washed out or diluted colour)

Giving preference to 1 and 2 would demonstrate the importance in maintain the two colours and the brindle factor. It also recognises that 1 and 2 can also carry recessive colours such as tricolour. I place 3, 4 and 5, below 1 and 2, based on what I call the “missing factor”. 3 lacks the brindle factor but has the important rich red colour, 4 has the brindle factor but is missing the red colour, 5 has the brindle factor but is missing/ void of the other two colours. 

Although ranked below 1 and 2 they are considered equal. The colours associated with 6 and 7 come last based on the “double negative.” Tricolour is void of other colours and is missing the brindle factor. Fawn and light reds are dilute colours and are also missing the brindle factor. 

The above ranking system looks to maintain the colour balance while at the same time demonstrating the importance for the brindles factor and rich colours.

From a breeding perspective, a breeder should always make sure that one of the breeding partners carries red or black and the brindle factor should be brought into the pedigree as often as is possible.

When judging coloured Bull Terriers and with all other things being equal, preference should be given to 1 and 2 with 3, 4 and 5, needing to demonstrate that little bit extra to win. 6 and 7 in my mind would have to demonstrate quality and virtues that puts them significantly above the others to be the winner.

In closing this article on colour in Bull Terriers, I hope I have shed a little light on colour breeding, as well as questioning our conditioning to the point, that breeders will further investigate what I have had to say. Colour genetics is a complex subject and I am sure as time passes, more clarity will be provided through research. In the meantime, we as breeders, judges and custodians of our breed must look to protect the balance in colours amongst our top quality Bull Terriers. If I look at the recent major trophy shows around the world and more particularly the coloured competitors I do not see any Black and White Bull Terriers. Where have they gone? 

Next Article - Close and Distance Relatives
