‘Equestrian angels provide medicine for those in need

Ken Roche is a man
with a true calling. A vision
he had for helping people by
providing contact with hors-
es became a reality two years
ago when he and his wife
Jennifer foundad the Tigues-
trian Angel Therapeutic Ot
reach Program.

Since that time the cou-

has brought the oy of

to hundneds of peopie

through equine inleraction
with mumature hoeses. “So
many people miss out on the
benefit of horses, so my poal
is to reach poople who for
any reason o not have access
10 horses,” Ken swand.

Ken grew up in Ol Jel-
ferson, but spent a kot of tme
on the noeth shore visting a
camp in Bush purchased over
40 years ago by his grand.

father. Horses have always
been a pant of his hfe, stan.
ing with the poaies he had as

Hugs and kisses are an essential part of the
toutlc Outreach Program.

ture horses to bring joy to
persons In nursing homes and hospitals and to chil-

Equestrian Angels Thera
Based in Bush, it uses min

dren with special needs.
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a lthe Kad “right on this prop-
erty” and later riding horses
along Jefferon's nver levees.
In 1993 Ken began
a carver in nursing, work -
ing at Ochsner Hospatal for
ten years. He continuad 1o
practice mirsng in Colora-
do, where he ived for seven
years and where be met Jen-
nifer, a fellow nurse and o na-
tive of the Rocky Mountain
e,

His expenience with hos-

ital patients was the inspira
!l:t“m or Bguestnan Anmp:"\ “I
notcad that distraction could
change a patient’s whole out-
Jook on what was poing on in
the hospital, and so | used -
moe to make them langh and
forpet,” he said. One day the
whea came 1o Ken that of ther-
apeutic dogs could help pa-
tents, then borses wouk! also
be effective.

The couple moved hack

-

10 Louisiana, where Ken put
his ikea to \“l’}. st l;":n
bought a pair of Falabe
minmw‘:rm.m of the
srnallest of the eqprine breeds
they are waally no taller than
8 hands (12 inches) in height
at the withers,

The pair of red and white

vint minis named Vince and

T livedd in the hackyand of

the couple’s horne i old Jef-
ferson. The horses were a cu-
rosity inthe “neigh Torheoed,
when Ken stasted trying to
convince people of the value
of cquine Interaction,

“Since notexly was usedd
to the idea, | staned cokd call-
ing nursing homes, asking
il 1 conld come by with the
horses and vist with the pa-
tients,” he sakl, The
only had Vince and i for
two weeks when they pot
therr first booking at Chateau
Naotre Dame in New Orlcans
and weren't exactly sure how
the visit would go.

“1 know big horses
spook, so | was sweating bul-
bets the first visit, because |
didn’t know if they would be
calm or not,” Ken said.

Happily, what happened
that first visit was a mira-
cle of sorts, because the little
horses “didn’t flinch” despite
the automatic doors, wheel-
chairs, walkers anxd other un-

" known and potentially fright-

ening objects, The reaction by
the residents was overwhelm-
ing, with paticnts hugging

the horses andd getting kisses
from them.

So calm and ive
were Vince and L that the
stafl asked if they would visit
the facility’s hospice patients
on the third floor. Although
it was their first elevator nde,
Ken recalls, the little hors-
es went right up as if they'd
done it 2 million times before
and brought smiles tg'pm.icnts
for whom the touch of a horse
brought back fond memorics,

*“We were blessed,” Ken
said of that first encounter.
“Nobody had ever seen this
before, but who doesn’t grow
up wanting a pony.”

Ken kept making calls
and the idea began catching
on,

Since that first vis-
it, Vince and Eli have visit-
ed nussing homes, hospitals,
treatment facilities, schools
and Angola pnison. cven
have their own 1D badges for
Ochsner Hospital, where a

protocol was writlen so they
could vist,

“At first | thought I'd
make srmiles, but | realized
that the therapeutic value
goes heyoned that ™ Ken <ud.
“1 e no idea honw porwverful
this coukd be ~ I've seen mur-
aches ™

Fajuine therapy has been
wsed sucoessfully 10 help treat
n vancty of phiysscal and pay
chological pre w. It's been
tsed] as theragry for the pliys-
cally handscapgped and has be-
come an accepted ool when
conventional treatment fuls
for a wide vanety of bebav-
jors, includmg mood dysor-
ders, eating drsorders and
pang violence.

The physiological ben-
elits of hippaotheragry are well
documented andd inc lude forw-
ered blocd pressure andd heart
rate, accompaned by de-
creased stress levels, reduced
feclings of anger and anx;-
cty an] increased feelings of
well-being.

To help others Vince and
Eli, who have been joined
by two other rminis, “rook -
ices” G.G. and Champ, have
attendded benefit walks, pet
days, fundraisers and fars,
“Anybody that's trying 1o
raise moncy for a cause, we'll
go,” Ken saxd,

All of the Angel Ther-
apeutic Qutreach visits are
made ly free of
charge and the Roche fam-
ily has made great sacrifices
in their commitment 1o help
others. Only recently has the

received sponsorship
from Concemed Care Hos-
pice Foundation, to help off-
sct the costs of the program,

To make room for their
expanding family
includes twin 9-
daughters, Ken and Jenni-
fer recently moved to Bush
where they built a home and
a new bam for the horses.,
Their hope now 1s that others
in the horse industry will rec-
ognize what an asset the pro-
gram is andd get involved.

“I think now I've proven
the power it has and what we
can ish with a cou-
ple of Lintle horses.” Ken said.
“Now we want more people
1o get behind it and empow-
er the equine outreach pro-
gram.”

To learm more about the
Equestrian Angel Therapeutic
Outreach Program visit www,
cquestnanangel.org.




