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Preface
Ruby on Rails has taken the web application development world by storm.
Those of us who have been writing web apps for a few years remember the
good ol’ days when the leading contenders for web programming languages
were PHP and Java, with Perl, Smalltalk, and even C++ as fringe choices.
Either PHP or Java could get the job done, but millions of lines of legacy code
attest to the difficulty of using either of those languages to deliver solid web
applications that are easy to evolve.

But Ruby on Rails changed all that. Now thousands of developers around the
world are writing and delivering high-quality web applications on a regular
basis. Lots of people are programming in Ruby. And there are plenty of books,
screencasts, and tutorials for almost every aspect of bringing a Rails applica-
tion into being.

We say “almost every aspect” because there’s one crucial area in which Rails
applications are not necessarily a joy; that area is deployment. The most ele-
gant Rails application can be crippled by runtime environment issues that
make adding new servers an adventure, unexpected downtime a regularity,
scaling a difficult task, and frustration a constant. Good tools do exist for
deploying, running, monitoring, and measuring Rails applications, but pulling
them together into a coherent whole is no small effort.

In a sense, we as Rails developers are spoiled. Since Rails has such excellent
conventions and practices, we expect deploying and running a Rails application
to be a similarly smooth and easy path. And while there are a few standard
components for which most Rails developers will reach when rolling out a
new application, there are still plenty of choices to make and decisions that
can affect an application’s stability.

And that’s why we’ve written this book. After several years of full-time con-
sulting for companies that were writing and fielding Rails applications, we’ve
learned a few things about running busy Rails applications in production
environments. Throughout this book we’ll explore various aspects of deploying
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Rails applications, and we’ll review and apply the practices and tools that
helped us keep our consulting clients happy by making their Rails applications
reliable, predictable, and, generally speaking, successful. When you finish
reading this book, you’ll have a firm grasp on what’s needed to deploy your
application and keep it running. You’ll also pick up valuable techniques and
principles for constructing a production environment that watches for
impending problems and alerts you before things go wrong.

Who Should Read This Book?

This book is for Rails developers who, while comfortable with coding in Ruby
and using Rails conventions and best practices, may be less sure of how to
get a completed Rails application deployed and running on a server. Just as
you learned the Rails conventions for structuring an application’s code using
REST and MVC, you’ll now learn how to keep your application faithfully
serving hits, how to know when your application needs more capacity, and
how to add new resources in a repeatable and efficient manner so you can
get back to adding features and fixing bugs.

This book is also for system administrators who are running a Rails application
in production for the first time or for those who have a Rails application or
two up and running but would like to improve the runtime environment. You
probably already have solid monitoring and metrics systems; this book will
help you monitor and measure the important parts of your Rails applications.
In addition, you may be familiar with Puppet, the open source system provi-
sioning tool. If so, by the end of this book you’ll have a firm grasp on using
Puppet, and you’ll have a solid set of Puppet manifests. Even if you’re already
using Puppet, you may pick up a trick or two from the manifests that we’ve
compiled.

Finally, this book is for project managers who are overseeing a project where
the primary deliverable is a Rails application that performs some business
functionality. You can use the major sections in this book as a checklist.
There’s a chapter on monitoring; what kind of monitoring is being done on
your application, and what kind of situations might occur where would you
like to trigger some sort of alert? There’s a chapter on metrics; what kind of
charts and graphs would best tell you how the application is meeting the
business’s needs? If your application has some basic story for each chapter
in this book, you’ll know that you’re covering the fundamentals of a solid
Rails application environment.
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What Is in the Book?

This book is centered around an example social networking application called
MassiveApp. While MassiveApp may not have taken the world by storm just
yet, we’re confident that it’s going to be a winner, and we want to build a great
environment in which MassiveApp can grow and flourish. This book will take
us through that journey.

We’ll start with Chapter 2, Getting Started with Vagrant, on page ?, where
we’ll learn how to set up our own virtual server with Vagrant, an open source
tool that makes it easy to configure and manage VirtualBox virtual machines.

In Chapter 3, Rails on Puppet, on page ?, we’ll get an introduction to what’s
arguably the most popular open source server provisioning tool, Puppet. We’ll
learn about Puppet’s goals, organization, built-in capabilities, and syntax,
and we’ll build Puppet manifests for the various components of MassiveApp
including Apache, MySQL, and the MassiveApp Rails directory tree and sup-
porting files. This chapter will provide you with a solid grasp of the Puppet
knowledge that you’ll be able to build on in later chapters and, more impor-
tantly, in your applications.

In Chapter 4, Basic Capistrano, on page ?, we’ll explore the premier Rails
deployment utility, Capistrano. We’ll build a deployment file for MassiveApp,
and we’ll describe how Capistrano features such as hooks, roles, and custom
tasks can make Capistrano a linchpin in your Rails development strategy.

Chapter 5, Advanced Capistrano, on page ? is a deeper dive into more
advanced Capistrano topics. We’ll make deployments faster, we’ll use the
Capistrano multistage extension to ease deploying to multiple environments,
we’ll explore roles in greater depth, and we’ll look at capturing output from
remote commands. Along the way we’ll explain more of the intricacies of
Capistrano variables and roles. This chapter will get you even further down
the road to Capistrano mastery.

In Chapter 6, Monitoring with Nagios, on page ?, we’ll look at monitoring
principles and how they apply to Rails applications. We’ll build a Nagios
Puppet module that monitors system, service, and application-level thresholds.
We’ll build a custom Nagios check that monitors Passenger memory process
size, and we’ll build a custom Nagios check that’s specifically for checking
aspects of MassiveApp’s data model.

Chapter 7, Collecting Metrics with Ganglia, on page ? will cover the nuts and
bolts of gathering metrics around a Rails application, both from an infrastruc-
ture level and an application level. We’ll install and configure Ganglia, and
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we’ll explore the Ganglia plugin ecosystem. Then we’ll write a new Ganglia
metric collection plugin for collecting MassiveApp user activity.

Chapter 8, Maintaining the Application, on page ? discusses the ongoing care
and feeding of a production Rails application. We’ll talk about performing
backups, recovering from hardware failures, managing log files, and handling
downtime...both scheduled and unscheduled. This chapter is devoted to items
that might not arise during the first few days an application is deployed but
will definitely come up as the application weathers the storms of user activity.

Chapter 9, Running Rubies with RVM, on page ? covers the Ruby enVironment
Manager (RVM). RVM is becoming more and more common as a Rails devel-
opment tool, and it has its uses in the Rails deployment arena as well. We’ll
cover a few common use cases for RVM as well as some tricky issues that
arise because of how RVM modifies a program’s execution environment.

Chapter 10, Special Topics, on page ? discusses a few topics that don’t fit
nicely into any of the previous chapters but are nonetheless interesting parts
of the Rails deployment ecosystem. We’ll sweep through the Rails technology
stack starting at the application level and proceeding downward to the oper-
ating system, hitting on various interesting ideas as we go. You don’t need to
use these tools and techniques in every Rails deployment, but they’re good
items to be familiar with.

Finally, we’ll wrap up with a few short appendixes. The first will cover a line-
by-line review of a Capistrano deployment file, and the second will discuss
deploying MassiveApp to an alternative technology stack consisting of nginx
and Unicorn.

How to Read This Book

If you’re new to Rails deployment, you can read most of this book straight
through. The exception would be Chapter 5, Advanced Capistrano, on page
?, which you can come back to once you’ve gotten your application deployed
and have used the basic Capistrano functionality for a while.

If you’re an advanced Rails developer, you may be more interested in the
system administration sections of this book. You can get a working knowledge
of Puppet by reading Chapter 3, Rails on Puppet, on page ?, and you may
pick up some useful monitoring and metrics tips from those chapters.
Chapter 8, Maintaining the Application, on page ? is also worth a read to
ensure you have your bases covered with applications that you’ve already
deployed.
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If you’re a system administrator, you may want to read the Rails-specific parts
of Chapter 6, Monitoring with Nagios, on page ? and Chapter 7, Collecting
Metrics with Ganglia, on page ? to see how to hook monitoring and metrics
tools up to a Rails application. You might also be interested in Chapter 8,
Maintaining the Application, on page ? to see a few solutions to problems
that come up with a typical Rails application. If you have a number of Rails
applications running on a single server, you will also be interested in Chapter
9, Running Rubies with RVM, on page ? to see how to isolate those applica-
tions’ runtime environments.

Throughout this book we’ll have short “For Future Reference” sections that
summarize the configuration files and scripts presented in the chapter. You
can use these as quick-reference guides for using the tools that were dis-
cussed; they’ll contain the final product without all the explanations.

Tools and Online Resources

Throughout the book we’ll be building a set of configuration files. Since we
want to keep track of changes to those files, we’re storing them in a revision
control system, and since Git is a popular revision control system, we’re using
that. Git’s home page1 contains a variety of documentation options, and you’ll
find some excellent practical exercises on http://gitready.com/. You’ll want to have
Git installed to get the most out of the examples.

This book has a companion website2 where we post articles and interviews
and anything else that we think would be interesting to folks who are
deploying Rails applications. You can also follow us on Twitter at http://twitter.com/
deployingrails/.

The code examples in this book are organized by chapter and then by subject.
For example, the chapter on Vagrant includes a sample Vagrantfile for running
multiple virtual machines, and the path to the file is shown as vagrant/multi-
ple_vms/Vagrantfile. In this case, all that chapter’s code examples are located in
the vagrant directory, and this particular file is located in a multiple_vms subdi-
rectory to differentiate it from other example files with the same name. As
another example, the chapter on monitoring shows the path to an example
file as monitoring/nagios_cfg_host_and_service/modules/nagios/files/conf.d/hosts/app.cfg. In this
case, all the examples are in the monitoring directory, nagios_cfg_host_and_service is
a subdirectory that provides some structure to the various examples in that

1. http://git-scm.com/
2. http://deployingrails.com/
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chapter, and modules/nagios/files/conf.d/hosts/app.cfg is the path to where the file
would actually be located in a Puppet repository. If you’re in doubt as to where
a particular file would go, you can follow this convention. If it still seems
unclear, you can look in the book’s repositories on GitHub that we discuss
in more detail in Section 1.3, Learning with MassiveApp, on page ?.
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