
Rails Deployment
Stories from the front line.



Who am I?

• Ezra Zygmuntowicz

• zig - mun - tuv - itch

• Developing and deploying rails applications 
for two years.



Just another ruby 
hacker.



Case Study

• Yakima Herald-Republic Newspaper Online

• http://yakimaherald.com

• Launched June 2005





Goals 

• Content management

• Internet and Intranet

• Automation of Classified and Obituary 
workflow

• Internal credit card transaction console



Data Aggregation

• Mysql for CMS and storage of classified and 
obituary data

• XML feeds from the AP News Wire

• RSS and Atom feeds from parent newspaper 
The Seattle Times



Proprietary Database

• Problems:

• Non-SQL BaseView Live-IQ db holds 80% of 
all content

• Only accessible from poorly implemented 
Live-IQ Script



• Emits LiveIQ Script

• Sends it down a socket to the LiveIQ Script 
interpreter

• No more LiveIQ Script! Ruby all the way 
baby.

Solution: ruby DSL



Deployment Round 1

• Apache with FastCGI

• Acceptable performance

• Industry Standard

• But...





Apache/fcgi == Unstable

• 500 errors for no apparent reason

• Zombied fcgi procs

• Dropped it like its hot.



Round 2 

• Lighttpd and mod_fastcgi for teh win!

• Started with 4 static fcgi listeners.

• Very good performance and stability.



Lighttpd

• Very fast for static files.

• Very lightweight

• Maintained version of mod_fastcgi



Still needed work

• Still doing deploys by hand

• Still the occasional 500 error :(

• Still had to restart lighty to restart app.



Work in progress 

• Switch from static fcgi procs to separately 
spawned setup

• Each fcgi on its own IP:PORT

• Switched to spinner/spawner/reaper

• Started using Capistrano(switchtower back 
in the good old days)



Stable... finally.

• External fcgi’s much more stable

• Easier to restart app when pushing releases 
without restarting lighty





Tuning and tweaking

• Cache as much as you can

• Get as much RAM as you can

• Find hot spots and externalize them

• Don't guess measure. 

• httperf not ab. 

• http://zedshaw.com/blog/philosophy/
it_analysis_rubric.html



Stats

• 4 months start to finish

• One developer one designer

• 150,000+ page views/day

• 40% page cached

• 60% dynamic

• Running great for 12 months now 



Shared hosting setup

• + Each app gets its own port with an instance of lighty.

• + Users can restart their apps without restarting apache

• - Performance hit from too much indirection

• Decent trade offs for shared environment.



Face it...
Shared hosting + Rails == Suck.

• Only as reliable as the worst app on the 
box.

• Not everyone is a good neighbor

• Constraints on resources

• Each man for himself



Get a VPS

• Rails really thrives when you have your own 
guaranteed resources.

• Get a host that uses Xen

• Start with a minimum of 128Mb - 192+ RAM

• http://brainspl.at/rails_stack.html



• Rails uses a 3 tier architecture

• Web: static images and assets, cached pages

• App: rails application processes 

• DB: database daemon



• Move database to it’s own machine

• Use most powerful box for db

• Spawn fcgi procs on db box as needed



• Typical Lighttpd Three Tier Cluster

• Proven scalable setup



But things always 
change...





Mongrel is a 
good dog

• Mongrel is a Ruby/C webserver written by 
my hero Zedas Shaw

• Simple, fast and reliable.

• Easily extensibly via gem plugins



Advantages

• Mongrel speaks plain old HTTP

• Can take advantage of the wealth of tools 
available for HTTP load-balancing and 
proxying.

• Opens up many more possibilities for front 
ends.



Front end

• Pound, Pen, Balance, Haproxy or even 
hardware load balancers

• Lighttpd(although mod_proxy needs to be 
fixed)

• Apache2.2 mod_proxy_balancer



Apache2.2

• Apache is an industry standard and many 
sysadmins are intimately familiar with it

• Very well tooled



Mongrel Cluster
• Written by Bradley Taylor

• Allows for easy management of clusters of mongrel 
processes

• Very easy to script with capistrano

Apache2.2 mod_proxy_balancer



$ sudo gem install railsmachine

• Also by Bradley Taylor

• Capistrano task library

• Creates svn repo and imports your app

• Configures Apache virtual hosts with support for mod_proxy_balancer, ssl, 
mod_deflate, Rails page caching,  static file serving, and enable_web.

• Configures mongrel_cluster.

• Creates MySQL database and user from reading database.yml. Adds a "execute" 
command for remotely executing mysql commands.

• Creates symlinks for items in /public for use with file_column plugin, etc.

• Generates capistrano deploy.rb



Clustered Rails 
Deployment

• Easy push button deployment through a web interface

• Each application runs on two Xen VPS’s each on a separate physical box

• Redundant load balanced for failover

• Add and remove cluster nodes at will

• Configure ‘packages’ that consist of an svn revision or tag of your app 
and frozen, versioned gem dependencies.

• Drag & drop to deploy your packaged app from Stage to QA to 
Production
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BackgrounDRb

• Distributed ruby server for managing long 
running background tasks

• Available as a rails plugin

• MiddleMan object for use in rails to control 
tasks

• Hooks for ajax progress bars or status 
updates while task runs





Simple email queue worker



Kick of our EmailWorker class and use 
periodically_call_remote to fetch the 

progress of our task.



Use MiddleMan as a centralized 
cache for large result sets



One last plug

• Rails Deployment Book

• Pragmatic Programmers

• Beta Real Soon Now™



Questions?


