Sable Merle photographs 

The sable merle color is subject to a great deal of controversy. On the one hand, it is a predictable color in the breed, given that both blue merle and sable are acceptable colors in the breed, and it is a natural result of crossing these two colors. On the other hand, it is not addressed at all in the breed Standard, which lists only sable (including sable and white), black with tan and/or white, and blue merle with tan and/or white.

This failure of the breed standard to address sable merle can be considered the root of the problem. On the one hand, It has been traditional in Shelties not to breed sable to blue, and not to show any sable merle offspring if such a mating is made. People who feel this way generally argue that the Standard does not address sable merle because those who wrote the Standard never considered the possibility that they would be deliberately bred, let alone shown. At the other extreme, both merle and sable genes exist in the breed, so they will occasionally come together in the same animal. Some people argue that the Standard does not say that a sable has to be all the same shade of sable, and even argue for accepting blue eyes (a normal effect of the merle gene) in sable merles.

There is occasional talk about changing the Standard to address the problem of sable merles. However, the two extremes are not at all in agreement as to what changes should be made. The "conservatives" would probably opt for making sable merle a faulty color, possibly by severely penalizing blotchy shading on a sable or by explicitly recognizing sable merle as a fault. The "liberals" would probably want sable merle recognized as a fourth color division, with blue eyes acceptable in sable merles. Obviously both sides could not be accommodated in a Standard revision, so the Standard remains unclear. 

My own concern is primarily with the identification of sable merles. While sable merles are normally recognizable as puppies by the appearance of a merling pattern, this is not necessarily true in adults, especially pure for sable merles (two genes for sable and one for merle). A/C Ch Laureate Santana is a pure for sable merle, though in his case the merling can be seen on the tips of his ears. If such a dog is registered as a sable, which might be done through ignorance or in order to be sure it could be shown as a sable, there is a real possibility that a person unaware of merle genetics could mate two sable merles thinking that both parents were ordinary sables, and get a litter with one or more defective whites - a normal occurrence when two merles are mated (which is why the recommended mate for a blue merle is a tri or bi) but not expected in a sable to sable mating.

I refuse to argue either side on a web page. However, any controversy is the better for knowledge of what you're talking about! So here are some photographs of sable merle dogs, including some who have done well in the conformation ring in spite of their color.

Merle Shelties imported to the United States

As merle is a dominant gene, it can with few exceptions (some sable merles or cryptic merles registered as sables or tris) be traced directly from generation to generation. This makes it possible to identify the source of the merle gene in most dogs. A US merle almost always traces in direct merle line to one or more of the six merles imported to the United States appearing behind ROM pedigrees. Bob Miller could probably expand this list to include all dogs who passed their blue merle genes to Champions, but I doubt that the results would differ much from what is given below. The list definitely covers all blue merle ROM Shelties.

The merle imports behind ROMs, in order of Stud Book publication, are:

Eltham Park Bluette of Far Sea (Eltham Park Esric x Treffynon Tessie) imported by Far Sea and registered in 1929. Her only offspring in my file is a sable(!), Sheltieland Wee Tibbie, sired by the tricolor E Ch Max of Clerwood. This puppy was registered by Sheltieland Kennels (Catherine Coleman) so it seems very unlikely that the color was mistaken. Further generations were tricolor and sable, so it seems that this merle gene did not survive. Bluette's merle gene must have been inherited from Treffynon Tessie, and the source in Tessie (sable to sable breeding on paper) is unknown. Although Bluette was registered as a blue merle, one cannot help but wonder if she may have been a sable merle.

Ch Sheltieland Thistle (Mountlethen Blue Prince x Helensdale Lassie), imported in utero by Sheltieland and registered in 1930. The source of the merle gene is clearly Montlethen Blue Prince, a blue merle Collie. She produced two blue merle offspring, Noble Navy Blue and Timberidge Silverthistle. Silverthistle produced only one puppy in my database, and that puppy, Miss Dimple of Timberidge, was a tricolor. While there have been and no doubt are blue merle Champions who trace their merle gene to Noble Navy Blue, none of the merle lines from this dog reach a blue merle ROM.

Kinnersly Blue Morn of Sheltieland (Kilravock Blue Cloud x Kinnersly Jean), imported by Sheltieland and registered in 1933. The source of the merle gene is again Montlethen Blue Prince, the sire of Kilravock Blue Cloud. Blue Morn produced three blue merle offspring, Blue Jacket of Pocono, Ch Pastel o'the Picts, and Sheltieland Pansy. None bred on through merle lines to blue merle ROMs, though a number of early blue merle Champions in Canada trace to Blue Jacket's great-granddaughter, Coltness Camola. 

Peabody Silver Phantasy (Peabody Silver Prince x Peabody Pegamy), imported by Pocono and registered in 1935. The source of her merle gene is Monthlethen Blue Prince via Tilford Blue Beau, the sire of Peabody Silver Prince. She is the source of the majority of the merle genes in the country today, and all of those in merle ROMs, as she provided most of the merle genes in the Poconos. Her merle offspring were Arthea Blue Sparkler, Grey Mist of Pocono, and Pocono Pansy of Beech Tree.

Merriott Mackerel of Bogota (Wren of Wyndora x Blue Bird of Dunwich), imported by Bogota and registered in 1937. The source of the merle gene is Blue Floss of Houghton Hill, described as a small working Collie. The merle line of the pedigree is Bluebird of Dunwich (b) - Dappled Darling of Houghton Hill (d) - Blue Bean of Houghton Hill (b) - Merle Maiden of Houghton Hill (b) - Shadow Princess of Houghton Hill (b) - Blue Floss of Houghton Hill. He produced one blue merle daughter behind ROMs, Ardland Aster, but Aster's only offspring in my file was a tricolor.

C Ch Marbles of Greyhill (Pict of Greyhill x Alley Tor of Greyhill) was imported to Canada and enters US pedigrees through later importation of his descendants to the US. He also traces his merle gene to Blue Floss of Houghton Hill, the trace being Alley Tor of Greyhill (b) - Blue Ray of Houghton Hill (d) - Blue Floss of Houghton Hill (b). His only offspring to appear in ROM pedigrees was Alford Black Watch, a black and white, so he seems not to have passed on his merle gene. 

