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The horses in this book are referred to as she and he in alternating chapters unless their sexes are apparent from the activities discussed.
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Safe Horsemanship


As far as some people are concerned, one end of the horse kicks and the other end bites. But knowledgeable equestrians understand “horse sense”—how horses think and react—and they know how to work safely around both ends of a horse.


If you enjoy equestrian activities, it is important to learn and follow safe horse handling and management procedures. Even experienced horse people need to remember to be vigilant about maintaining safe habits. Few things are more heartbreaking than an accident that could have been avoided.


Because of their size and strength, all horses are capable of causing injury. Even the gentlest horse might accidentally stomp on your foot. There is inherent risk in all equine activities, but practicing safe horsemanship minimizes the risk of harm.
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Despite their size and strength, horses startle easily and can be quite fragile and prone to injury. If there is a needle in that proverbial haystack, odds are a horse will find it and step on it, resulting in a puncture wound. Maintaining safe conditions provides an environment that minimizes the possibility of injury.


Equine Instincts


Like many prey animals, horses have a strong flight instinct; when they perceive danger, their first instinct is to run away from it. If running is not an option or the horse is startled, then she might resort to other defenses, such as kicking out.


Because horses prefer to outrun a threat, they need to be able to detect danger as early as possible. That’s why they maintain constant awareness of their surroundings, and they notice and react to changes. Loud noises, mysterious rustling sounds, sudden motion, and anything that looks different or unusual will get a horse’s attention and, quite likely, cause her to spook.


A horse can be desensitized to different objects, sounds, and situations if you gradually introduce the horse to these items until she no longer perceives them as scary or threatening. As horses gain experience and begin to trust their handlers to keep them safe, they can become less reactive to scary stimuli. Individual temperament also plays a role: some horses are naturally more timid or confident than others. However, there can be no guarantee that the most steady, or “bombproof,” horse won’t be startled at some point. Never forget that a horse is a horse. No matter how puppy-dog-like a horse acts, it is not safe to treat a horse like a large dog—or a human, for that matter.
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To move safely around horses without startling them, it is important to be aware of their blind spots. Having large eyes situated on the sides of their heads enables horses to see all around them—nearly 360 degrees. Although their eyesight is adapted to see danger on the horizon, horses have blind spots right in front of their noses and directly behind them.
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