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Nose bags, also known as nosebags, feedbags, and in the old American 

West, morales, have been in vogue for thousands of years, and for good reason. 

Nose bags made it 

possible for working 

draft, carriage, and 

military horses to eat 

on breaks with no 

fuss or muss; they 

eliminate food waste; 

and with feed bags, 

every horse in a 

group gets his fair 

share. They’ve come 

in every sorts of configuration: flat envelope styles, deep leather cups, bulky cloth 

bags, baskets woven of cane or twigs, and cylindrical tubes tailored to fit a 

horse’s face. A recent Google search produced an image of a horse dining from 

a feed bag made of a little over half of a basketball. Yes, really!  

Today, traditional nose bags are made of heavy canvas or leather and 

secured to a horse’s head by an adjustable leather or nylon headpiece. You can 

still buy old-fashioned canvas nose bags from backcountry outfitter suppliers. A 

newer innovation is the nylon mesh nose bag, sometimes featuring a hard plastic 

bottom. These, as well as twill and canvas versions, can be purchased at some 

saddle shops and from horse supply catalogs. But they’re also easy to make, as 

you shall soon see. 

Whatever materials they’re made of, nose bags must be washable and 

built to last. Look inside of any nose bag you’re thinking of buying. Are the edges 

finished? If not, they’ll unravel when you wash the bag. Examine the headpiece. 

Is it easily adjustable? If not, is it sized for the horse you’ll use it on? Is the 



headstall made of sturdy material and is it well attached, but not so sturdy and 

well attached that it won’t break or rip away from the nose bag if your horse gets 

hooked on something? 

 Most important: where is the drain patch located? The drain patch is a 

perforated leather insert set low and to the center of all good nose bags. If the 

lower edge of a nose bag’s drain patch is set more than a few inches above the 

bottom of the bag or worse, there is no drain patch at all, don’t use it. 

Horses can drown in nose bags. The drain patch helps a nose-bagged 

horse breathe easier but its main function is to let out water should the need 

arise. If your horse’s nostrils are situated lower than the drain holes, he’s in deep 

trouble if he dips his nose in a bucket or horse trough or stream or if he gets 

caught in a summer downpour. You’ll waste a little grain when it sifts through 

low-set holes but it’s better to sacrifice some grain than lose your horse. 

 No nose-bagged horse should be left unsupervised. If you can’t keep 

constant watch, check on your horse every five minutes or so and never forget 

your horse is wearing a bag. Once they’ve finished eating, most horses try to 

drink, even horses wearing nose bags. And bags or no, once they’ve eaten, 

pastured horses drift out to “graze”. Besides drowning, an unsupervised horse 

can snag his nose bag on stall protrusions, trees, and bushes. And if his nose 

bag is too big for him, he can hook a foreleg inside of it while trying to graze. 

 And be careful what you feed in a nose bag. Ventilation is limited inside of 

a nose bag, so feeding dusty grain won’t do. And you don’t want him to aspirate 

tiny bits of grain, so unless you’re feeding a sweet feed formulated with liquid (not 

powdered) molasses, it’s wise to mix a little water or vegetable oil with your 

horse’s grain before bagging him. 

 If you feed messy additives like oils, expect to launder your nose bags 

often. Use mild soap to machine wash nose bags. Turn them inside out and stuff 

them in an old pillow case, knot the end of the pillow case, and drop it in the 

washer on warm. Hand washing works too. Turn the bag inside out and immerse 

it in a bucket of warm, slightly soapy water. Soak, slosh, and rinse thoroughly in 

two changes of warm, clear water. Gloss leather conditioner on your bag’s 



leather headpiece if it has one. Don’t machine-dry nose bags (some shrink); 

hang them on a clothesline, inside out. 

 Before bagging your horse for the first time make sure the nose bag fits 

him. If it’s too big, sooner or later he’ll get his foot inside. Measured from top to 

bottom, a properly sized nose bag is long enough to contain the amount of grain 

you normally feed plus 10-12” above it. And the top shouldn’t be so floppy that it 

sags around your horse’s face. 

 Know how to adjust your horse’s nose bag before you hang it on him. The 

top should come up to a few inches below his eyes. And don’t ratchet the 

headpiece up so short that your horse’s muzzle is buried in feed. 

 For his first exposure to the nose bag, it’s best to confine your horse to a 

safe, semi-confined area. Remove your horse’s halter and show him there’s grain 

in the nose bag. Let him nibble some grain from the bag while you’re holding it. 

While he’s nibbling, quietly fasten the headpiece. With one hand on the 

headpiece and the other on his neck to reassure him, gently swivel his head back 

and forth a few times so he realizes the bag is hanging on his nose. Then stand 

back and let him get a feel for the thing. He might sling his head a bit and if he 

hoists it up too far, spill some grain in his face, but he’ll soon learn to drop the 

bag and eat from it as if he were eating off the ground. A few individuals panic. If 

yours does, catch him and remove the bag. For the next few feeds, hold the bag 

and let him eat from it that way. After three or four feedings, fasten the headpiece 

and try again. 

 Nose bags are especially useful for feeding sloppy eaters who waste a lot 

of grain and for feeding individual horses in a herd setting. 

Aggressive horses that mob a human carrying a bucket usually overlook 

one carrying a more easily concealed nose bag. If they don’t, at least they cut off 

their attack once the bag is on your horse’s head. Once bagged, a horse usually 

drifts to the edge of the pack and since the herd tyrants can’t see or reach his 

grain, he’s usually left in peace. 

 Some horses, especially youngsters, nibble and tug at another horse’s 

nose bag. If they do, bag ‘em. A handful of grain will keep interlopers occupied 



for awhile and when it’s gone, their own nose bags prevent them worrying at 

another’s. 

 Horses used to eating from nose bags usually drop their heads down low 

so you can easily slip 

the bag in place. 

Don’t, however, ever 

lean across your 

horse’s head while 

bagging him up. If his 

head shoots up for 

any reason his bony 

poll can break your 

nose. Ask me how I 

know. It hurts. 

 

 

DIY Nose Bags 

For each nose bag you’ll need: 

 

• A heavy-duty cotton or cotton-blend tote bag - denim is a good 

choice. Nylon will work too. 

• A sturdy leather, nylon, or heavy cotton belt 3/4 to 1” wide and long 

enough to pass from the near side of the nose bag, up across the 

top of your horse’s head, and down to the bag’s off side (you’ll need 

a 36-38” belt or strap for an average horse, shorter for a youngster 

or a pony). Adjustable straps from backpacks and waistbands from 

fanny pouches also work well. 

• A 3 x 5” piece of scrap leather. Heavy deer or elk hide is ideal but a 

thrift shop purse or worn out work boot yields excellent leather too. 



• Strong thread or cord. Button thread (but double it while sewing), 

waxed dental floss, linen cord from an Awl-for-All, and artificial 

sinew all perform equally well.  

• A needle. A #4 glover’s needle is best, but any sharp needle with 

an eye big enough to accommodate the thread you’re using will 

work almost as well. 

• A leather punch. 

• A ballpoint pen. (Optional: a scratch awl or extra sharp nail) 

• Sharp, sturdy scissors. Leather shears work best. 

 

Step 1 

Draw a nose bag drain patch based on the one in the picture; cut out this 

paper template. Trace the template’s outline onto your scrap of leather and cut 

out the leather drain patch. Place the paper template over your leather drain 

patch and poke a ballpoint pen (or the tip of 

a sharp awl or nail) through the exact 

center of each drain hole, marking the 

leather beneath. Use your leather punch’s 

largest tube to punch them out (I didn’t do 

that with the patch in the picture – my 

mistake). Then, using the smallest tube, 

punch sewing holes about 1/8” apart around the drain patch’s perimeter. A scrap 

of leather held under the drain patch while you punch will result in cleaner holes. 

Set aside the drain patch for now. 

 

Step 2 

Cut your belt or strap in two approximately 5” from its buckle (if it’s an 

adjustable strap, be sure the adjustment is on its longer segment). Hold the cut 

end of the 5” piece of belt in place 1-2” down on the inside of the left side of your 

nose bag. Sew it in place using a short, tight back stitch. 



Make several passes. Now do the same with the longer section of belt on 

the opposite side of your bag. 

 

Step 3 

Position the leather drain patch just above the front bottom seam of your 

nose bag (it can be set vertically or horizontally). Temporarily secure it at its 

sides, top, and bottom by sewing down 

through one perimeter hole at each location 

and up through its neighbor, then loosely 

knotting that stitch in place. Sew the drain 

patch in place using a back stitch through 

its perimeter holes, and then remove any 

temporary stitches. 

Turn your finished nose bag inside 

out and, leaving a 1/2” fabric allowance between the stitching and the hole you’re 

making, snip away both layers fabric covering the drain patch’s central drain 

holes. Don’t omit this step. 

Turn your nose bag right side out and—it’s 

done! 

 

I’ve noticed attractive wickerwork nose bags in 

vintage photos and wonder how that might work? I’m 

watching for the perfect, heavy-duty basket as part of 

my yard sale and thrift shop forays and when I find 

one, I’ll experiment. Stay tuned. I’ll keep you updated!  

 

Visit my Economical Horsekeeping blog to read and 

download more how-to items like this one. 

 

 

 

http://www.economicalhorsekeeping.com/

