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What’s Dun Is Dun 

by Nancy Castle ~ Ó2004 
 

 

Colorful Morgans are gaining popularity by leaps and bounds. And who can blame a person for 
admiring and appreciating a quality Morgan horse of a different color? It is a good time for the colorful 
Morgan, with several colors being saved from the brink of extinction, including gray, dun, and silver 
dapple. It is also a confusing time. 

Colors can be very confusing since the genetics of various colors have long been misunderstood, and 
look-a-like colors add to that confusion. Unfortunately, the internet is full of information that is not 
necessarily correct, and most of the equine color books currently on the market are outdated, or fail to be 
written in a way that the average person can even begin to comprehend. It can take a lot of studying, 
research, and sifting through outdated and incorrect information, and not just a little bit of hair pulling, 
to figure out how some of these colors work, and which are look-a-likes. 

One of the most daunting tasks is the proper identification of color. Even within the "normal" colors, 
one can find chestnuts that are so dark they appear to be black, for example. It is no wonder that we are 
finding a number of Morgans mistakenly identified as an incorrect, and often impossible color given 
their parentage. This certainly applies to the dun colors. This article should help remove at least some of 
the mystery and hopefully aid in avoiding future errors. 

The dun colors are the result of the dun dilution gene's unique affect on the basic base coat colors. The 
four basic base coat colors that we will be talking about are black, brown, bay, and chestnut. 
Traditionally, only three base colors are recognized; black, bay, and chestnut. However, the results of 
research done by a group of French researchers has shown that there is a slight, but important, genetic 
difference between bay and brown, as well as the visual differences, so for the purposes of this article, 
we will separate these into two base colors. 

The genes that create bay and brown are called agouti genes. The agouti genes are modifiers that restrict 
black pigment on a horse whose base color is black. Chestnut horses, and colors derived from chestnut 
(such as palomino and red dun, for example), are not visibly affected, as they have no black pigment to 
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be restricted. Chestnut base colored horses can, however, have agouti genes and pass them on to their 
offspring. While both bay and brown caused by agouti genes restricting black, there are two separate 
forms of the agouti gene. In a nutshell, the difference between bay and brown is that the specific form of 
the agouti gene that causes bay has a "stronger" effect than does the form of the agouti gene that causes 
brown. This simply means that the bay form of agouti is "stronger", so it restricts the black more 
completely from the body, while the brown form of agouti is "weaker", thus only restricts the black from 
limited areas, such as the muzzle/nose, flanks, elbow area, and the insides of the upper legs sometimes. 
As anecdotal evidence has shown, these two different forms of the agouti gene do inherit separately 
from each other, so they are not simply the exact same gene randomly expressing differently from one 
black based horse to the next. More detailed information about the genetics of these two forms of the 
agouti gene would be better left for another article, though. 

Now, back to the dun (dilution) gene. The dun gene is not related to the cream gene at all. The cream 
dilution gene gives us smoky blacks, brown (or seal) buckskins, buckskins, and palominos, as well as 
the double cream dilute colors of smoky cream, perlino, and cremello. You cannot produce a dun 
colored horse from horses that are one of the cream dilute colors just mentioned. However, it is possible 
to have horses with both cream dilute and dun dilute genes, if one of the parents was a dun, or a dun plus 
cream dilute color. For example, a buckskin that also has a dun gene is most often called a dunskin, and 
a palomino with a dun gene is generally called a dunalino. But like the cream gene, the dun gene is 
dominant. This means that for any horse to have a dun gene, at least one of its parents must also have a 
dun gene. It also means that if a horse has a dun gene, the gene will be expressed, and the horse will be 
one of the dun, or dun plus cream, colors. 

So how can you tell if your horse has the dun gene or not? That's the tricky part! It's rather tricky 
because there are markings that mimic the markings required of dun colored horses. These are usually 
referred to as counter shading markings. But first, we should focus on exactly how the dun gene affects 
each base coat color, and defining the various colors of dun. 

The dun dilution gene dilutes the base coat color of the horse to shades that may appear the same as 
certain cream dilute colors to the untrained eye. But it is distinctively different in a number of ways from 
the effects of the cream dilution gene. 

One of the main differences is the presence of dun markings. All dun colored horses must have at least a 
dun dorsal stripe and dun leg bars. The rest of the possible dun markings that a dun colored horse may 
have can include concentric rings on the forehead (sometimes called cob webbing), transverse stripe or 
bar over the withers, neck cape, fishboning on the neck, dorsal barbs that are perpendicular to the dorsal 
stripe, light ear tips (on the back side of the ears), and barring on the ears. 

Another main difference between the dun gene's affects and the cream gene's affects is the lack of true 
gold coloring. The dun gene dilutes the base colors shades of dove or mouse gray, to light tan, yellow, or 
apricot. The dun colors have a yellow or tan/yellow tone, whereas the cream dilute colors have either 
gold or gold/yellow tones. 

Additionally, the dun gene dilutes black pigment in its heterozygous form (only one copy of the gene), 
while the cream gene does not dilute black pigment in its heterozygous form. The dun gene does not 
have a true double dilution effect when in its homozygous form (two copies of the gene). But the cream 
gene does have a double dilution effect when in its homozygous form, which results in the double cream 
dilute colors mentioned earlier. 
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The cream gene does dilute the point areas of the horse, where those point areas are red pigmented, as it 
cannot dilute black pigment. The dun gene, however, generally does not affect the point areas, whether 
the point areas are red or black pigmented. The exception to this being that quite often the dun gene does 
create dun colored mane and tail frosting. While it is not uncommon for some buckskins to have mane 
and tail frosting, it is important to note that the frosting on a buckskin will be white, as this is the effect 
of the cream gene on the red pigmented guard hairs of the mane and tail. But dun mane and tail frosting 
is diluted to a shade that is generally very similar to the color of the dun diluted body of the particular 
horse, rather than white like the frosting on a buckskin. 

 

Left  - Lineback Double Take, a bay based dun, owned by Bob & Kellie Sharpe. His mane 
frosting is diluted to a yellow/tan color, similar to the color of his diluted body coloring. Photo 
by Kellie Sharpe. 
Right - UCM Juno Beach, a buckskin, owned by Gord and Mary Freeman of Upper Canada 
Morgans. Mane frosting on buckskins is diluted to white by the cream gene. Photo by Mary 
Freeman. 
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The Four Basic Dun Colors 
 
 

 

Grulla/Grullo  - This color is the result of 
at least one dun gene on a black base coat. 
The points are left basically undiluted, 
while the body of the horse is diluted to a 
color that could be described as slate, 
dove gray, or mouse. 
 
Grulla—Storm Quest (Stormwashed x 
Tigers Silent Saint). Owned by Jackie 
Wyandt. Photo by Jackie Wyandt. 

 

Brown/Seal Dun - A brown, or seal dun, 
is the dun gene affecting a brown or seal 
brown base coat color. This color of dun 
is still being researched for better 
identification, so a clear description of this 
color is not yet "perfected". The examples 
of likely brown/seal duns that have been 
seen have often appeared to go through 
stages of looking almost grulla, and other 
stages of looking dark bay/zebra dun. 
 
Possible brown/seal dun—Amberfield's 
Dun Lovin' (Stormwashed x Finally's Just 
A Dandy). Owned by Laura Behning. 
Photo by Laura Behning. 

 

Bay/Zebra Dun - Bay, or zebra, duns 
have a clear bay base color, with the dun 
gene diluting it to shades often described 
as similar to peanut butter, with it's tan, 
rather than gold, tone. Lighter bay duns 
may be more yellow/tan. They lack true 
golden tones like that of the buckskin. 
 
Bay/Zebra Dun—Left to right: Robbi-
Sue’s Success Story (Robbi-Sue’s Sweet 
Success x In Glen Elation) and 
Cushman’s Melanie Dun Sue (Ragged Mt 
Fibber x Robbi-Sue’s Dun Ella). Photo by 
Jerry Hess. 
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Red Dun - Red duns are the result of 
the dun gene's dilution affects on a 
chestnut base coat color. As with all 
colors, there are ranges of shades. The 
red dun shades can range from lighter 
shades that have often been called 
apricot and claybank, to darker shades 
that might best be described as 
yellow/red or tan/red. 
 
 

Red Duns— 

Top - Lineback Milady In Red (Robbi-
Sue’s Success Story x Ben’s Tekhanto 
Lady), owned by Bob & Kellie Sharpe, 
Daymark Farms, is a paler shade red dun, 
with more mane frosting than typically 
seen, giving her the appearance of being 
flaxen. The color of her mane is almost 
identical to the color of her dun diluted 
body. Photo by Kellie Sharpe. 
 

Bottom - Elly’s Story (Robbi-Sue’s 
Success Story x ML Meadowlark 
Ellymae), owned by Garnet Robinson of 
Texas, is a more typical shade of red dun. 
Photo by Jerry Hess. 

 
 

NOTE: All of the dun colors will have at least a true dun dorsal stripe, and dun leg barring. 

Written descriptions of colors, unfortunately, are not the best way to learn what any horse color looks 
like. Unfortunately, most breed registries have incomplete, and even incorrect, color descriptions for 
many colors, including the dun colors. Studying actual horses when possible, and clear quality 
photographs when not, is the best way to learn horse color identification. 

It is important to note that in order for a horse to even possibly be one of the dun colors, it must have a 
dun parent. Without a dun parent, there is no need to continue to hope any further that the horse in 
question is a dun color. The dun horse's coat must be diluted to an appropriate color corresponding with 
the effects of the dun dilute gene on that particular base coat color. They must also have true dun 
markings, as opposed to counter shading markings. While not every dun horse has all of the possible 
dun markings, at the very minimum they must at least have a dun dorsal stripe and dun leg barring. 
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Dun Markings Theory 

Many have speculated that at some point in evolution, there was a mutation of the dun gene, causing 
horses to be able to have dun markings without the dilution effect of the dun gene. The reason this 
author does not believe this to be the case is due to differences she has noted in the colors of counter 
shading markings vs. the colors of dun markings on the four main base coat colors. From this author's 
research, a theory has developed, and continues to be studied, regarding exactly how dun markings come 
to appear on dun dilute colored horse. Although this theory certainly requires continued research, the 
author has found that it appears to hold true thus far. 

After studying photographs of dun horses for about 4 years, especially very close up photos of their dun 
markings, the author began to notice a pattern in the colors of dun markings on various base coat colors. 
It seemed that the color of the individual markings directly corresponded with the underlying base coat 
color in that particular area of the horse! 

 
Front leg bars from various colors of dun Morgans—Left to right: Grulla (Storm Quest, photo 
by Jackie Wyandt), Dunskin (Finally Tuesday Morn, photo by Deb Tompkins), Bay/Zebra Dun 
(Lineback Double Take, photo by Kellie Sharpe), Red Dun (Elly’s Story, photo by Jerry Hess), 
Red Dun (Lineback Milady In Red, photo by Kellie Sharpe). 
 
It has always been known that the dun markings on grullas are black. And dun markings on red duns are 
red. So what of bay/zebra duns' markings? Upon closer study of the bay/zebra duns' markings, it soon 
became apparent that the color of the markings was highly dependent upon their exact location on the 
horse. Dorsal stripes were found to be some shade of red, though often very dark red, similar to maroon. 
Wither barring and face masking was noted as also being red. Leg bars were quite interesting, though. 
The leg bars that appeared within the dark/black leg points were black, and those appearing above the 
leg points were found to be red. 
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Hind leg bars from various colors of dun Morgans—Left to right: Grulla (Storm Quest, photo by 
Jackie Wyandt), Dunskin (Finally Tuesday Morn, photo by Deb Tompkins), Bay/Zebra Dun 
(Lineback Double Take, photo by Kellie Sharpe), Red Dun (Elly’s Story, photo by Jerry Hess). 

 

From studying the bay/zebra duns' markings, the theory began to take shape. It seems that the color of 
dun markings is directly related to the base color (the horse's color if not diluted by a dun gene) in that 
specific area where the particular dun marking is located. Since bay horses have red bodies, but black 
point areas, those dun markings that are located in the red areas of the body, including the legs above the 
leg points, are red. Those markings located within the leg point areas are black. 

To go one step further, the author began to locate photographs of horses that are a combination of the 
cream gene and the dun gene. Dunskins are basically buckskins with a dun gene. Or, more correctly, 
they are a bay horse with both one cream gene and at least one dun gene. Even with the inclusion of the 
cream gene, the color of the dun markings on these dunskins did not change. Their dorsal stripes 
continued to be red, as did any other dun markings appearing on the body area of the horse. 

The same held true of dunalinos, which are chestnut base colored horses with one cream gene and at 
least one dun gene. Their dun markings were also found to be red, just as they are on red duns. 

When first studying the dun colors, phraseology was routinely found that said, "The dun gene puts dun 
markings on the horse … ". The deeper into the study of the colors of dun markings, the less this 
phraseology seemed quite correct. How would the gene know which color to make the dun markings on 
each base color? How would it know what color to make the dun markings when other modifying and 
dilution genes were also present? 

If the cream gene dilutes the red body of bays and chestnuts to gold, how can the dorsal stripes on 
dunskins and palominos be red? This author believes it is actually very simple. Since we already know 
that the dun gene basically leaves the point areas of all base coat colors undiluted, it is not unreasonable 
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to conclude that it has restrictive properties that prevent it from "invading" specific areas of the horse. 
From this, it is not a big stretch to conclude that it also restricts its own dilution effects away from very 
specific areas other than the point areas … these specific areas being those where dun markings appear. 

And, in order to prevent the cream gene from diluting the dorsal stripe and leg bar areas, the dun gene 
must also be capable of restricting the effects of at least the cream gene, from those same specific dun 
marking areas. Research into the effects on dun markings of other dilution genes (champagne and silver 
dapple) combined with the dun gene is still ongoing. 

With this said, there were a few horses who seemed to defy this pattern of dun marking color. These 
horses included those who appeared to either be a very dark shade of bay/zebra dun, or a lighter, 
yellowed shade of grulla. Where pedigrees and/or photos of parents were available, as well as produce 
records of the subject horses or their parents, it was found that brown/seal brown was the most likely 
culprit. Since brown, or seal brown, horses are primarily black over the majority of their body, their dun 
markings would logically be black, and their body shade would be quite dark when compared to most 
bay/zebra duns, or they might appear to have some of the mousy color tones of a grulla while being 
retaining the yellow/tan tones of a bay/zebra dun as well. 

Since there is no test to differentiate between the bay form of the agouti gene and the brown form of the 
agouti gene, it comes down to studying the colors of parents, siblings and progeny to determine if these 
horses are bay/zebra duns, or if they are brown/seal duns. 

 

Dun Markings vs. Counter Shading Markings 

Counter shading markings are very common on non-dun colored foals, for example. Most foals will lose 
these markings as they shed their foal coats. The purpose of these markings is for camouflaging the foals 
from predators until they are strong enough and fast enough to outrun them. Many horses will even 
retain their counter shading markings their entire life, with the markings changing, or even coming and 
going with seasonal coat changes. All colors of foals have been seen with foal counter shading 
markings, including black, bay, chestnut, smoky black, buckskin, palomino … and the list goes on. 

Counter shading is believed to be a form of sootiness that is focused on specific areas. Sooty is an 
overlay of black hairs, generally focused on the top line of most horses, spreading down the sides of the 
horse, but becoming fainter as it descends. It is the author's belief that counter shading markings evolved 
to provide non-dun colored, and marked, horses with a similar form of camouflage from predators, 
placing these counter shading markings in many of the same places as one finds dun markings. It could 
be thought of as a copycat form of camouflaging. 

While some counter shading dorsal stripes can be quite dark and even fairly sharp edged looking, both 
the color of these counter shading stripes and other details about them prove they are not true dun dorsal 
stripes. On a bay or a buckskin, for example, the counter shading stripe is generally black, or even a dark 
brown on some buckskins. Often, the counter shading stripe will appear to have been drawn on with 
charcoal and the edged smudged. While the dun dorsal stripe on a clear bay base coat will be some 
shade of red, and it will appear to have been drawn on with a Sharpie pen. If the dun dorsal stripe also 



This document prepared exclusively for the Dun Central Station web site.  Any reproduction of this document without 
written permission from the author is a violation of copyright law.  To obtain a legal copy for reproduction, contact the 
author directly.  Contact information can be found on the Dun Central Station web site at www.duncentralstation.com.  

9

has dorsal barbs (barbs extending from either side of the dorsal stripe), the dun dorsal will not appear 
quite as hard edged, of course. 

 
Left - Dorsal and tail head frosting on a bay/zebra dun. 

Right - Counter shading stripe and solid tail head on a buckskin. 
 

Looking at the tail heads of both a counter shaded horse and dun horse, one can see that the tail head of 
a counter shaded horse is not diluted, while on virtually all dun dilute horses, the tail head has some 
amount of dun colored tail head frosting. 

Other very commonly seen counter shading markings can include wither marks and sootiness along the 
neck, as well as leg bars. Once again, the color of these markings can be telltale. With the counter 
shading leg bars, not only can the color be telltale, but also their pattern and vividness. While some 
counter shading leg bars may initially appear to be quite vivid, when compared side by side with dun leg 
bars, the differences become clearer. Dun leg bars, especially on the hind legs, have a pattern that one 
might call "marbled looking". Counter shading leg bars, when compared closely to dun leg bars, also 
look as if they were drawn on with charcoal, rather than with a Sharpie pen. Additionally, both counter 
shading dorsals and counter shading leg bars often come and go with seasonal coat changes, whereas 
dun dorsals and dun leg bars are present year round, though long winter hair coats will reduce the 
appearance of crisp edges, of course. 
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Dun Morgans 

The dun gene is quite rare in the Morgan breed. While a current, accurate count is not available to the 
author, a report that was ordered from AMHA last year listing all of the Morgans registered as dun at 
that time, did show that there were several horses who could not possibly be any of the dun colors, as 
well as those who could have been, but have been determined not to be duns given what is currently 
known about dun color identification. 

While no statistics are available for Morgans registered as dun with CMHA, the only known dun in 
Canada at this time is the yearling bay/zebra dun filly Lineback Hija de Sue, bred by Gerald (Jerry) Hess 
of The Lineback Morgan Stud, of Texas, and now owned by John and Janine Welsh of Homestead 
Morgans, of British Columbia. Other Morgans who have been found registered with CMHA as dun, do 
not have dun parents, nor any evidence in their pedigrees that any dun ancestors were there. Progeny 
colors of these horses and their parents and ancestors also indicate there is no dun gene present in those 
bloodlines. Photographs of the subject horses that were found, also belied any evidence of dun colors. 
These horses almost always were directly from known cream dilute bloodlines. The have been known to 
produce the expected colors of palominos and buckskins, and even smoky blacks. 

 
Lineback Hija de Sue (Robbi-Sue’s Success Story x Cushman’s Melanie Dun Sue).  

Photo by Janine Welsh. 
 

At this time, there is only one known source of the dun gene in the Morgan breed. This source was 
Pendleton Buck Missy (King Richard x Cute), better known by those who knew here as Missy. 
Pendleton Buck Missy was registered as a buckskin, but photographs of her prove she was a grulla. As a 
matter of fact, her progeny prove that she was actually what we call a smoky grulla. That is a black base 
coat diluted by both a cream gene and a dun gene. Missy was able to produce offspring of the cream 
dilute colors and those of the dun dilute colors. Additionally, she could even produce offspring who had 
both a cream gene and a dun gene … and she did! 
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Where the dun gene came from before Missy is not known. Research has run into brick walls time and 
again. A photo of King Richard that was recently found, proves that he was definitely not any color of 
dun, even though the photo is black and white. Cute, who was registered as black, has also been 
researched and determined to either have been a smoky black, or perhaps a brown/seal buckskin. From 
both an old color photograph provided by Julie Ploof of Robbi-Sue Morgans, as well as pedigree 
research, there was simply no evidence of a dun gene there. She was sired by the smoky black, 
Ketchum, and out of Smokie Brown, a mare whose lines were clearly cream dilute, and not dun dilute. 
While Smokie Brown was registered as brown, she could have been a smoky black or brown/seal 
buckskin. Articles have been written and published in the Rainbow Morgan Horse Association 
Newsletter highlighting the proof that no dun gene could be found, either behind King Richard or Cute, 
as well as articles showing that no evidence can be found that the dun gene was in any of the Cross 
Ranch stock, where Cute's heritage lies. What has been found from the Cross Ranch stock, however, are 
many cream dilute colored horses with counter shading markings. Some of these articles, complete with 
photographs, can be found on this web site. 

Pendleton Buck Missy had only two daughters who carried on her dun dilute color production. Missy 
did produce other dun dilute offspring, but their lines did not continue on, unfortunately. One of Missy's 
dun producing daughters was Robbi-Sue's Dun Ella, a red dun mare, sired by Applevale Monarch. 
Sadly, Dun Ella only produced one daughter before an untimely death. Thankfully, this daughter, 
Cushman's Melanie Dun Sue, is a bay/zebra dun. She is the dam of two bay/zebra dun offspring; 
Lineback Double Take, a 2002 bay/zebra dun stallion, and Lineback Hija de Sue, a 2003 bay/zebra dun 
filly. Both offspring were sired by the bay/zebra dun stallion, Robbi-Sue's Success Story, then owned by 
Jerry Hess, now owned by Larry Ash of Ohio. Lineback Double Take is currently owned by Bob and 
Kellie Sharpe of Georgia, and Lineback Hija de Sue, mentioned earlier in this article, is owned by John 
and Janine Welsh of British Columbia. Cushman's Melanie Dun Sue is currently owned by Rhonda 
Sewell of Texas. 

Missy's other dun producing daughter is the prolific dunskin mare, Robbi-Sue Misalert, aka Peaches. 
This mare produced both cream dilute, dun dilute, and cream/dun dilute combined offspring. Of her 
most notable dun and cream/dun dilute offspring who have bred on are Robbi Sue's Taters (stallion - 
dunskin), Lady Sunderland (mare - smoky grulla), and Robbi-Sue's Sweet Success (stallion - bay/zebra 
dun). 

Peaches also produced buckskin and brown/seal buckskin offspring. She is also both the paternal grand 
dam and a maternal great grand dam of the perlino dun, Finally Mr. Amos, bred by Carol Rehberger, 
and owned by Lynn Peterson of Royal Gold Morgans of Illinois. A perlino dun is a bay based horse with 
two cream dilute genes, and at least one dun dilute gene. Although a photograph of this perlino dun is 
not included with this article, there is a picture showing his dun leg barring on the Dun Central Station 
web site, on the Dun Markings page. 
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Robbi-Sue Misalert (Peaches), at age 28 - May, 2004. 

Photo by Lee Hewitt. 
 
Peaches, now 28 years old, is retired from broodmare status. And a well deserved retirement it is. Those 
of us who are fans of the dun Morgan would like to extend a most sincere and heart felt thank you to Lee 
Hewitt of Scrub Apple Farms and Lee-El Morgans in New Paltz, NY for so generously providing 
Peaches with her retirement home, and her wonderful life of leisure and excellent care! "Thank you, 
Lee! We all know that Peaches is in great hands and receiving excellent care!" 
 

 
Dunalino—Finally Dun It (Finallys Brass Figure x Finally Tater’s Tot).  

Photo by Deb Tompkins. 
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Until recently we knew we had grullas, bay/zebra duns, smoky grullas, and dunskins within the Morgan 
breed, but we did not believe we had any true dunalinos yet. A few palominos have been mistaken for 
dunalinos, but either they had no dun parent, or their markings were clearly counter shading markings. 
However, a true dunalino Morgan has been found! Sired by Finallys Brass Figure (palomino) and out 
Finally Tater's Tot, who is either bay/zebra dun or a brown/seal dun. He is the gelding Finally Dun It, 
bred by Carol Rehberger of Finally Farms. He is registered simply as "Dun", since there is no color 
choice for dunalino. Finally Dun It displays a red dorsal stripe, as well as light red leg barring. The leg 
barring on red duns and dunalinos is often harder to see, especially in photographs, due to their lighter 
coloring compared to black leg bars found on bay/zebra duns and dunskins. Deb Tompkins did manage 
to capture his leg bars on film well enough for it to be clear that they were indeed dun leg bars. His coat 
coloring is also quite typical of dunalino, having a more yellow/tan tone than that of the yellow/gold of a 
palomino. Of course, his light red dorsal stripe also helps identify him as a dunalino, as does his darker 
leg points and having red hairs mixed in his mane from the dorsal stripe running through it. A 
palomino's mane would not have red hairs, because the cream gene would have diluted them to white. 
 

 
Dorsal stripe of the dunalino, Finally Dun It. Photo by Deb Tompkins. 
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