
Joe Wolter doesn’t recall exactly when he first saw the flag
being used for horse training, but he knows it had to be back in the
early 1970s when he began working with Ray Hunt and Tom Dor-
rance. “I’m not sure which one of them started it, but I know I had
never seen anyone before Ray or Tom use a flag. But really it just
wasn’t that big of a deal back then. It was just a tool.”

While Raywas as likely to use a rope as a flag, and Tomoften had
nothing more than a plastic sack on the end of an old buggy whip,
to Joe it wasn’t about the tools they used but the intent behind
them. He had no idea he was caught up in a wave of change that
somewouldeventually cometobecalled“NaturalHorsemanship.”
And he certainly didn’t have any notion of how that plastic grocery
sack on the end of a stick would evolve into the popular training
instrument it is today.

You canmake your own “flag,” as TomDorrance and RayHunt did early on, or you can purchase
allmannerof horsemanship flagswithpaddedhandles forbetter grip and shaftsmadeof stainless
steel or fiberglass of various weights, flexibility and lengths. The flag itself, usually composed of
apoly coated, rip-stopnylon and securedwith a reinforced grommet, canbepurchasedall variety
of sizes and colors. They’re widely available in tack shops and from equestrian suppliers all over
the globe.

The flag has certainly become a standard horse-training device, but Joe wonders if some of the
original intent behind its use and the subtleness of how Ray and Tom applied this tool may have
been lost along the way.

“I think it’s important for people to understand that it isn’t just a tool for driving a horse around
a pen,” Joe says. “It needs to have meaning to the horse and there should be a purpose behind
everything you do with it. That’s how Tom and Ray used the flag – with meaning and purpose.”

Introducing the horse to the flag. Asking the horse to move away.



Joe stresses that it should be a learning process
for the horse, and not simply a way for the human
toweardown thehorse. “Iwant to getmyhorse to
accept the flag, but I’m not trying to desensitize
him. The flag is really just an extension of your
hands. You certainly don’t want to desensitize a
horse to your touch. Youwant him to get comfort-
able with it, to respect it and respond to it.”

Just recently, while watching Tom Dorrance’s
videoThrough theCorral Fence, Joewas reminded
of this. “With Tom it was more like petting the
horse. The flag was just a way to safely expose
horses to your touch and get them so they were
relaxed about it.”

Beyonda tool for gentlingahorse, the flag canalsobeused tobringout ahorse’s desire tomove.
“It’s no different than how youmight expose a horse to a rope or anything else for the first time.
Youwouldn’t just go to swinging the rope right off the bat. Youwould touch the horsewith it, rub
him with it and let him know it wasn’t going to hurt him. Once I get him so he’s not afraid, then
I can use the flag to ask the horse to move out, which gives me an opportunity to influence the
movement and gives the horse an opportunity to make some decisions. I can encourage him to
speed up, or slowdown, to stop or turn around. But I don’tmake himdo anything, I suggest it and
let himwork it out, so it’s his decision how to use his body to turn on the forehand or pivot on his
hindquarters or make transitions in speed or direction.”

Preparing the horse to be saddled.

Getting the horse to move out. Lowering the flag to slow the
horse down.

ToJoe it’sall in thepresentation,and it starts longbeforeheactuallybeginsworkingwithahorse.
Hewatches the horse and is looking for a reaction from themoment he enters the corral. “When
does thehorse noticeme?What does hedowhen I reach for the flag? What happenswhen I raise
the flag up? How the horse reacts dictates what I do. If the horse is scared, I will do less. If he’s
a little dull and not inclined tomove, I might have to domore. Themost important thing is to pay
attention towhat the horse is trying to tell me. I see people shaking the flag and not even looking
at the horse. That’s not communication. That has no meaning and no purpose.”

Whether you’reexposing thehorse to the flag for the first timeorworkingwithamore seasoned
horse, Joe warns against falling into a pattern. “It’s important to mix it up some so it doesn’t



become a drill. Doing something in a different way can have a whole different meaning to the
horse. Notice the horse’s response and think aboutwhat you did to cause that response. Good or
bad, it’s important you understand how you influenced it. Think about how you must feel to the
horse – not just how he feels to you.”

If you’re concerned about doing too little or doing too much, Joe suggests thinking about it as
if you were riding the horse. “Ask yourself how you would use the flag if you were on the horse’s
back. I think people would be a little more thoughtful about how they handle the flag if they
imagined themselves riding and what the consequences might be of overdoing it or not doing
enough or just not paying that much attention to the horse.”

Nomatter what breed of horse you ride and regardless of your discipline, the flag can be a very
useful tool. It’s all about communication and considering the horse’s point of view.
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The 90 minute DVD "Understanding the Flag" is available at Joe Wolter DVDs

http://www.joewolter.com/dvds.html

