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      Here at ICHR, we find ourselves in some interesting situations involving unusual horse colors.  Until we can remove the 
perception from people’s minds that champagne is a “default” horse color (if we can’t figure out the color -  it must be champagne), 
and replace that perception with the idea that champagne is a specific color GENE, and not just a set of symptoms (why, my horse 
shows every characteristic of a champagne, so it must be one!), we’ll keep getting stuck in this uncomfortable rut of trying to explain 
why a certain horse is NOT champagne.  The main point of this article will be that a horse does NOT have every characteristic of a 
champagne-colored horse – if it does not have a champagne-colored parent. 
 
Cream Dilutes:  The Bane of Our Existence 
 
      It’s an unfortunate fact that a seemingly large proportion of palomino foals are born with pink skin and blue eyes.  This is the most 
common condition that is mistaken for champagne.  While it is true that “most” gold champagne foals are born a shade of red, and 
“most” palomino foals are born a shade of cream, peach or yellow, it is not unheard of for gold champagne foals to be born yellow, 
and palomino foals to be born red.  So the overlap between them is considerable, and a person would be hard-pressed to tell which was 
which - unless they had parents to look at.  In the case of mixed parentage - where there is both cream and champagne in the 
background - only time and cream gene testing will tell.  However, if this pink-skinned, blue-eyed foal comes from parents who only 

carry a cream gene - then the foal is a palomino.  No amount of wishful thinking is going to 
make him a gold champagne. 
     Separating pink-skinned blue-eyed palomino foals from pink-skinned blue-eyed gold 
champagne foals is often only a matter of waiting a week.  Palomino skin will generally start 
to darken in just a few days.  By the time the foal is a week to 10 days old, the skin change is 
usually quite obvious.  The blue eyes on palomino foals (unless the blue is caused by a pinto 
gene) tend to turn murky or muddy quite rapidly.  They are then often described as “grey.”   
A grey eye, muddy-colored eye, or 
dark blue eye is not associated with 
champagne.  Baby champagne eyes 
are often described as “ice blue.”  
They are generally still a clear and 
crisp blue by the time a palomino eye 
has already changed to murky grey. 
   
(Left, newborn gold champagne.  
Right, newborn palomino.) 
 
     This confusion between cream and 
champagne is not limited to newborns.  
Although palominos and gold 

champagnes can now be readily separated by performing a cream gene test (UC Davis - http://www.vgl.ucdavis.edu/horse/coatclr.htm 
), and buckskins and ambers are usually readily separated on appearance, two rather unsettling examples of smoky blacks with 
unusually pale skin have recently appeared.  Again, a smoky black can be separated from a classic champagne by performing a cream 
gene test - although they are usually distinguishable by phenotype.   Double cream dilutes often have speckled skin that many people 
confuse for champagne (although cremello speckles are not as dark as champagne freckles) and cream dilutes often have pink speckles 

on darker skin that many 
people confuse for the lighter 
skin and darker freckles of a 
champagne. 
   
 
(Left, classic champagne 
skin.  Right, atypical smoky 
black skin.) 
 



The Barlink Dilution:  Strange, But True 
 
     The “Barlink Factor” was covered in depth in the July 2002 issue of the Champagne Horse Journal.  When homozygous for the 
Barlink dilution, these horses look very much like champagnes.  When one Barlink dilute gene is combined with one cream gene, the 
result – a Barlink Cream – also looks very much like a champagne-colored horse.   (Heterozygous non-cream Barlinks generally look 
like non-dilute horses, with pink speckles on the skin.)  The foal coats are not typically 

champagne on Barlink Creams, which 
helps to distinguish them from 
champagnes.  Both known homozygous 
Barlink dilutes are from chestnut 
parents, which also distinguishes them 
from champagne.  And of course, the 
lack of a champagne pedigree is the 
deciding factor in these horses. 
 
(Left, gold champagne.  Right, 
homozygous Barlink dilute, with two 
chestnut parents.) 
 
 

The Unknown Dilutions:  The Spud Factor and the Lusitano Double Dilution Phenomenon  
 
     There appears to be two unclassified dilutions under this heading.  One is in a single individual Paint horse (who was nicknamed 
“Spud” as a foal), and the other appears to be an unknown dilution which has recently become evident in the Lusitanos/Andalusians.  
The commonality between them is that, while both types of affected horses appear to be double dilutes, these horses all have just one 
cream gene, plus an additional unclassified factor that double dilutes their skin, coat, and eyes.  The individual with the “Spud factor” 
is currently three years old.  His eyes remain blue and his skin is pink - evidently without the residual pigmentation of a double cream 
dilute - as he is sensitive to the sun.  His sire is a smoky black and his dam is an 

ordinary bay.  In appearance, 
this colt looks very much like a 
perlino, but can’t be, as he has 
only one cream gene.  Since 
neither parent is champagne, he 
is not champagne. 
  
(Left, buckskin with 
champagne gene {amber 
cream}.  Right,  buckskin with 
“Spud Factor.”) 
 
 

     There is growing evidence that an undocumented dilution gene exists in the Lusitano breed.  Cream gene testing has not been done 
on several suspects, but in one case, the horse tests out to be a smoky black, aaEeCrcr.  He has dilute skin, yellow-green eyes, a 
cream-colored coat, and a lightly pigmented mane and tail.  His coat started out darker as a foal, similar to some champagnes, but he 
did not develop typical champagne characteristics, does not closely resemble a classic cream champagne in adult coat, and has no 
evidence of champagne in his lineage. 
     So, while it is indeed possible for a horse to exhibit every physical characteristic of a champagne-colored horse - they are not 

champagne, and will not be ICHR 
registered as such - if they parentage 
verify to two clearly non-champagne 
parents. 
        
  
(Left, smoky black with 
champagne gene {classic cream}.  
Right, smoky black with unknown 
dilution.) 
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