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RAGBRAI and Spokes of Hope 
 
 

 
Figure 1:  Stopping at a pass-thru town 
 
IMAGINE . . . 
 
You ride from one small town to the next in a line of bicycles two or three abreast. The line of bikes stretches as far 
as you can see in front of you and behind you. You meet and talk to hundreds of other cyclists along the way. 
Someone laid some carpet down over the cattle grates. It’s obvious the Department of Transportation repaved the 
rough spots and filled in the potholes before the cyclists arrived. Smiling Iowa Highway Patrolmen stop cars for 
cyclists at major intersections. Every mile or two there's a stand selling food or cold drinks. In the distance you spot 
a water tower--the next town! 
 
As you roll into town folks are sitting on their porches smiling and waving. Some have put their lawn sprinklers out 
next to the street for you to ride through and cool off - aaahh! The kids stand by the curb to trade hi-fives and to 
spray you with their Super-Soakers. There's a block party with a live band down at the courthouse. Some local firm 
is offering free phone calls and email. Towns build archways of old bicycles for you to cycle under, and everywhere 
you look there are signs and banners graciously welcoming you to their small town 
 
In the overnight towns, Iowa folks invite you to camp in their yards, even to stay in their houses. There's a beer 
garden waiting for you and your thirsty comrades,. There are bands on the squares of the towns you pass through. 
Several cyclists report having seen Elvis.. Church ladies set up buffets and serve you heaping platefuls of 
spaghetti, lasagna, barbecue, and the best homemade desserts you ever ate. Everywhere you go people are 
cheering and waving. 
 
Is this heaven? 
 No, it's Iowa, and you're riding in RAGBRAI©, the Des Moines Register's Annual Great Bike Ride Across Iowa!  
 
 

WELCOME to Spokes Of Hope, and the SoH RAGBRAI Team ! 
 
Here are a few pieces of advice for your first time riding RAGBRAI. At the very bottom are some "rules of the road". 
Those of you who have never before cycled in a big group event will benefit from knowing these. If you've never 
ridden four abreast and 3,000 deep, then please take a minute to read this document. 
 



SpokesOfHope.org              2 

 
THE ROUTE 
 
Every year, RAGBRAI travels east across Iowa. The ride starts in DEPARTURE TOWN, Sunday morning on the 
western edge of the state, with the traditional dipping of the rear wheel of your bike  in the Missouri river. Seven 
days later, the ride ends Saturday afternoon, in the FINISH TOWN with the traditional dipping of your bike's front 
wheel in the Mississippi river.    
 
Every fall, dozens of towns bid for the opportunity to participate in the upcoming RAGBRAI route. This process 
produces a new route every year, with the Overnight Towns being announced the end of January. The route 
rotates through the state. Some towns never participate, while other towns are hosts every 4-5 years. Once the 
Overnight towns are announced, there is a mad dash by cycling teams to find housing. 
 
Daily distances vary from 60 - 90 miles. The terrain of Iowa is NOT FLAT!  It is better described as constantly 
rolling, with daily elevations of 1500 - 4500 feet of climbing being typical. 
 
Along the route every 5-10 miles are smaller towns, which set up food stops along the side of the road. Traffic in 
the towns is so congested, that most riders stop at the edge of town, dismount, and walk through town, past the 
food vendors, bike shops, and local entertainment before remounting their bikes at the far end of town.  
 
Registering for RAGBRAI 
 
RAGBRAI is a bicycle ride - it's NOT a race. All participants do so at their own risk. We are guests in the 
host communities and we ask our riders to behave as such. The conduct of team members is a reflection on 
Spokes Of Hope (SoH), and we expect all team members to display professional, courteous, appropriate behavior 
toward other riders on the road, in the communities, and in the campgrounds. We have our own camp rules: quiet 
time is after 10:00 p.m. (if you want to socialize later than that please do it up town). 
 
RAGBRAI uses a lottery system to give out tickets to 15,000 cyclists. Roughly three quarters of the 15,000 riders 
register and pay the $150 fee. Daily tickets are also available. A ticket affords you some emergency health 
insurance, as well as the ability to sag your luggage and camping gear on the official RAGBRAI tractor-trailer. (if 
you're NOT on a team).   
 
TEAMS 
 
Most riders choose to ride RAGBRAI as part of a team. There are several reasons for this: 
 
The lottery process is different for teams making it easier to get a ticket if you are part of a team.  
 
It's how you can have the most fun. A team brings along a dedicated driver, driving the team van from town to 
town. The vehicle sags anyone who gets pooped and hauls everyone's camping gear.  If you're registered, and not 
part of a team, RAGBRAI has several semi-trucks that will haul your bags. Good luck finding them.  
 
The team drivers have very specific responsibilities. Their job is to drive the truck, stake out our campsite each 
day, unload the bags from the trailer, keep the water jugs and drink coolers filled. Please let them know you 
appreciated their work. The RAGBRAI organizers put together special maps for team drivers, showing them the 
easiest way to get to the next town along alternate routes, since the route itself is closed to auto traffic.  
Teams get "preference" for tickets because (I’m told) they tend to be self-policing of their own rowdy members. If 
the entire team gets too rowdy, they don’t get tickets the next year. RAGBRAI is mostly an adult event. The 
demographics show more 40-50 year olds than 20-30 year olds, so RAGBRAI tends to be a bit less wild than most 
events of this size. Think "Woodstock of Yuppies with an average income of $60K+" 
 
RAGBRAI has dozens of famous (and infamous) teams, including team ROAD KILL (infamous), which plasters 
fresh road kill with their team stickers. There’s TEAM GOURMET (famous), which brings along a chef to cook for 
them. TEAM BAD BOY (infamous) brings along a full bar and kitchen sink - on the back of their bikes! They’re an 
self-contained, rolling party complete with groupies. There are hundreds of teams from all over the country.   
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FINISH TOWN 
 
The Finish Town is always at the eastern edge of Iowa, on the Mississippi River.  RAGBRAI will have arranged for 
long term parking in Finish Town, within a couple of miles of the Finish point and front wheel "dipping" site. 
Normally there is a fee of $60 - $80 to park your car in long-term parking. 
 
SHUTTLE SERVICE 
 
Riders travelling with Spoke Of Hope (SoH) have the option of joining up with the team in several different ways: 
A) In Indianapolis, where the van/RV and trailer depart for RAGBRAI on Friday morning 
B) Coordinating a pick-up point along the way, usually in Finish Town, near long -term parking on Friday evening. 
C) Meeting up with SoH in Departure Town, on Saturday afternoon / evening. 
 
There are also some charter tour companies which will haul you and your bike from the Des Moines airport to the 
start, and back from the end of the route. Names & Numbers can be found on the RAGBRAI website, at: 
www.ragbrai.com. 
 
The Spokes Of Hope van/RV and trailer will depart Indianapolis on Friday morning, arriving in Finish town on 
Friday evening, and will park near the long-term parking lot.  Once everyone in Finish Town has transferred their 
gear and parked their cars, SoH will travel west towards Departure Town.  We will strive to find a home or church 
to house us Friday evening, but there is the possibility that we may stay in a hotel. This will all be determined in 
advance, as we get closer to the event. 
 
The SoH trailer can hold 15 bicycles, using bike-racks that require the front wheels to be removed.  Your bike and 
large storage tub go into the trailer. Over your bike is a small shelf for your bike helmet, cycling shoes, etc...  
 
Your backpack and pillow go with you, into the van/RV, and we are ready to go!  
 
 Your RAGBRAI information tags, including wrist band, baggage tag, and bike band will be given to you on Sat. 
morning (if you signed up to get your credentials thru SoH). The wristband is to be worn on your wrist. Do not trade 
your bands with anyone as your number has been assigned to you on the Register's computer. If you become 
involved in an accident while on the ride, you will be entitled to services (more about this later). If you can't come 
on RAGBRAI Please contact us. Every attempt will be made to resell your ticket, but it must be done through us. 
You should not send someone in your place or sell your ticket yourself! 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Spokes Of Hope van and trailer, camped next to Team LiveSTRONG 
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DEPARTURE TOWN 
 
We anticipate arriving in Departure Town early Saturday afternoon. Everyone please help setup camp as soon as 
we arrive. With the arrival of 10,000 or so people throughout the afternoon, there is a lot of confusion and 
frustration that we avoid by arriving a little early. We also improve our chances of getting a good campsite.  
 
Ride PREDICTABLY and DEFENSIVELY!  
It’s important that you go watch the Ride Right video at the RAGBRAI Headquarters Saturday afternoon. It’s a nice 
break because the video is always shown in an air conditioned hall. You will learn about sounding off when 
passing and the proper way to get on and off the road. This is very Important! 
 
BIKE EXPO 
 
On Saturday in Departure Town there is a large bike expo with perhaps 40 - 50 vendors. Make an effort to visit the 
expo. The expo does travel daily, setting up in each of the overnight towns. As the week goes on, there will be 
fewer and fewer options, as vendors sell out of items. Also, some vendors only do the Saturday expo, so it is 
perhaps 30% larger than the expos in Overnight Towns. 
 
HOUSING AND OVERNIGHT TOWNS 
 
Overnight Towns are typically small, sized from  2,000 - 10,000 people. There may be a small college in the town. 
Because of this, hotels are few, and are in high demand.  It is nearly impossible to arrange for seven nights of 
hotels. Forget about getting a motel room. You won't unless RAGBRAI passes through a town the size of Des 
Moines. 
 
We do try to arrange for at least one night in a hotel somewhere around day 3 or 4. This gives us an opportunity to 
do some laundry.  Your share of the hotel room costs is usually $25 - $30 per night. 
 
RAGBRAI is mainly a camping experience. A team typically gets assigned to camp in a school yard, on a football 
field, or some other large piece of grass, like  a city park. When the support vehicle drivers arrive during the mid-
morning , they pick a spot, set up camp, and then let everyone else know where the team is camping.  
  
 The way that overnight arrangements works for well-behaved teams is the following: As soon as the route is 
posted (around February 1st) they send a letter to the Chamber of Commerce of the overnight towns. In it you 
include a description of the facilities you are ideally looking for (i.e. a backyard, a living room, access to a shower, 
# of people on your team, a plug-in for your Winnebago, etc). Include letters of reference from people you've 
stayed with before. 
 
Each of the overnight towns have websites with forms you can use to request host housing. They are linked off the 
main RAGBRAI page www.ragbrai.com. More discussion on this follows later in this doocument . 

DAILY ROUTINE 

Mornings  

A typical day begins with riders waking between 5:00 and 6:00 am.  This might sound a bit early, but when 
sleeping in a tent in a park, you will hear all of your neighbors as they wake up, so if you are a light sleeper, you 
will already be awake at this time.  Waking early will also help you beat the rush to the kybos, since that is the thing 
most riders want to use, immediately after waking.   

Food and beverages are the fuel your body needs to ride, so eating and drinking are important!  Some light   
breakfast snacks will be available for you before you leave our overnight host / campsite. Most riders eat breakfast 
on the road, around the 10 - 15 mile mark,  getting food from one of the roadside vendors. 

Each rider is responsible for loading their tent, bags, and gear into the trailer by  7 a.m. each morning. This 
includes riders who are joining the team along the route, or that have independent housing.  If you leave early and 
the trailer is not open yet, just leave your bags, on the ground, at the back of the trailer.  
 

http://www.ragbrai.com/
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Figure 3: Gear placed next to trailer, preparing for the morning's ride 
 
Be aware that you will be packing a dew-dampened tent every morning but it will dry quickly when you pitch it 
again in the afternoon at the next campsite. 
 
We're all volunteers and on "vacation" together, so please pitch-in and help out around camp – help put up and 
take down the E-Z Up canopies, and load / unload team gear (tables, chairs, etc.). 
 
Check the air pressure in your tires before leaving. The team has tire pumps available in the trailer. The air chuck 
on tire pumps vary greatly in design. If you are not familiar with the types we have please ask for assistance. It’s 
not uncommon at all (happens every year) that a rider pulls the stem out of the tube because they forget or don’t 
know how to properly release the pump chuck. 
 
Riders can depart onto the road according to their preference. 

The van/RV will depart for the next overnight town by 7:30 a.m. each morning.  This will give our driver time to 
stock up on supplies, allow time to drive the next overnight town, and be ready for the riders as they arrive in the 
next overnight town. Those who choose to leave early, consider tenting close to the trailer and be conscientious of 
those who choose to leave later in the morning and may be still be sleeping. 

Maps of the next day’s town and the locations of the campgrounds will be posted in the trailer each evening. You 
don't need to bother printing out the RAGBRAI route maps. You couldn't get lost in this ocean of bikes if you tried. 
Even if you leave at 4:30 am, don't worry, 500 other cyclists left before you did and you can follow their flashing 
lights in the distance.  

On The Road  

We do not expect the team to ride together as one group due to various skill levels and interests. (Although, we 
do try to ride together the first morning, especially with riders experiencing their first RAGBRAI). 
 

Feel free to ride at your own pace, stop at the roadside stands or the pass through towns to rest and refresh, and 
take in the sites and attractions along the way.  
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It's easy to get caught up in the excitement-especially the first day. Pace yourself; you have 7 days to ride. You 
have all day to ride; stop and enjoy the Iowa hospitality. 
 

Meeting Town 
 

With 15 thousand riders on the route, and towns so congested that riders have to walk through them, support 
vehicles are not allowed on the route.  In fact, support vehicles have a different set of route maps, just for them, to 
ensure that they are nowhere near the cyclists. The one exception to this, is Meeting town.  
 

 

Figure 5: Spokes Of Hope Pop-up Alongside the route in meeting-town 
 
Near the 1/2 way mark of each day’s route, is a city called MEETING TOWN.  Meeting Town is the one spot on 
each day’s route, where team vehicles can get to the route and have access to their riders. Riders can get to their 
team vehicles for water, rain jackets, etc.., and the team staff, can get access to riders, food, vendors, etc..   
 
On days where the team driver is not obligated to reserve and hold a campsite for the team, the van/RV will be in 
meeting town. Look for a yellow pop-up, and SoH banners. There will be snacks and drinks available, as well as 
access to the van/RV, sunscreen, etc.. 
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Food 

RAGBRAI is about chowin' down. Along the route you'll see food vendors like PorkChopMan, FreezeYourNoggin, 
the Lemonade people, the home-made ice cream people, the Dove Barn, and a dozen others. These beloved food 
vendors come back year after year. They set up their tents, chow wagons, etc. in strategic places along the route. 
You will find all sorts of interesting food. We joke that it is all on a stick. You can find pork chops on a stick, eggs 
on a stick, fruit on a stick, deep fried butter on a stick... the list goes on... 
 
In the mornings, you'll see pancake breakfasts put on by Kiwanis Clubs and all sorts of other groups. At night, 
buffets at local churches and other locales feed the masses. In my experience the church buffets are usually the 
best eats. The ladies will often slide you an extra piece of that delicious homemade pie - but be sure and get there 
early before they run out of food, which is a common occurrence!   

Bring $20 - $30 or so to purchase your day's food along the route. Groups will be set up in each of the towns, plus 
every 2-3 miles along the route. 

 

Figure 4: Enjoying breakfast burritos. Yumm! 
 

         
Mr.  Pork Chop and Homemade Pies
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Sag Support 
 
We cannot use the team van as a SAG vehicle. Team support cars are not allowed on the route. Only RAGBRAI 
SAG wagons are allowed on the course. Unfortunately, these are few and far between.  Note: you may ride the 
wagon for a long time before you get in. It goes until it gets full before dropping you off in the next overnight town. 
In the past, team riders have waited over 4 hours for RAGBRAI SAG support, plus another 2 hour ride to the finish. 
  
If you abandon the ride, you must provide and arrange your own transportation to Meeting Town, or to Overnight 
Town. Make sure you notify one of the drivers or a team member, as we try to keep tabs on all of our riders in case 
of emergency or messages. 
 
OVERNIGHT TOWNS 
 
Our support vehicles will plan to arrive at the next Overnight Town by 11:00 am.  The driver finds a campsite for 
the team, marks our site, then puts out the pop-ups, chairs, table and cooler. The driver then rides to the message 
board, goes to the "S" section (for Spoke Of Hope), and places directions to the campsite on a piece of yellow 
paper. 
 
The driver then marks the route on the road, or with signs to the campsite. The driver also will "text" these 
directions to members of the team. 
 
Most of the team will arrive in Overnight Town, between 1:00 pm and 4:00 pm. As you ride into Overnight Town, 
the first congregating point is the towns Information center and message board.   
 
The Message Board 
 
The heart of RAGBRAI is the message board. When you arrive in an overnight town the first thing you do is locate 
the message board. Someone from the team, typically the team driver, has stapled up a piece of paper with your 
team name on it, and posted directions to where the team is camping. Smart teams pre-print uniquely colored or 
shaped pieces of cardboard so their signs are easy to spot - i.e. a red heart, or a neon-orange moon, or whatever. 
The really smart teams, on the way INTO town, will staple these onto trees; tape them onto utility poles, directing 
riders on their team directly to the camping spot. Often, you bike over to the message board and then have to 
backtrack a mile or two to your camping spot! ugh! 
 
Near the message board will be 
the Information Center. The 
information center will have 
handouts with a map of the 
town, showing shuttle bus 
routes, camp sites, places to 
eat, and information on the 
towns' entertainment for the 
evening.  The complete week of 
daily route maps, with mileage 
between pass-through towns 
and other information, will be 
available at the Information 
Centers.   
 
  

 
In an effort to be helpful, be aware that there may be more that one information center, often hosted by the city, 
chamber of commerce, local university, etc...Although this sounds helpful, it can be confusing, as you may go to 
hunting for campsite information on the message board, and not find anything. There will only be one RAGBRAI 
Information center and Message board in each town, so make sure that is the place you go to for campsite 
information...   
 
Oftentimes, the bike expo is near the information center and message board... Walk around and check out the 
setup of the booths, shops, and main Information Center, before heading to the campsite.  
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The Campsite 
 

  

Figure 6: Relaxing in camp, and sharing stories of the days' ride 

 
 

 
 
Where’s my Campsite? 

With hundreds of teams trying to direct riders to their campsite, it can be 
confusing. Most teams have unique signs that they tape to street signs. 
Our team does something different. We use yellow duct tape to make a 
arrows on the road. 
 

On good days, the campsite may be within sight 
of the message board. On other days, it may be 
a hilly five mile ride to the campsite.  Follow the 
texts, map, and signs along the route to the 
campsite.  Teammates normally trickle into 
camp from about 1:00 pm - 4:00 pm. 

 
Once you find the campsite, relax, get a snack    
and a drink from the cooler, and then put your  
feet up for a bit.  A bag for trash will be available  
in the trailer. As a service of our team we will  
have a cooler with water, sport drinks, and soft 
drinks available in camp every day. After relaxing 
for a bit, it is time to grab some fresh clothes and 
prepare for the evening. 
 

We try to camp so that we are next to the van/RV and trailer, but 
sometimes it may be a 100 yard walk to your gear in the trailer. In the 
trailer will be your storage tub, backpack, tent, and sleeping gear.  Get 
into your Storage tub and grab the next day's riding clothes, and that 
night's evening wear, put them into your backpack, along with  your 
toiletries and swimwear, grab your tent and sleeping bag and you are all 
done!  This way, you only need to carry 2 bags to your tent spot.  After 
getting your luggage, you are free to set up your tent and explore the 

overnight town.  
 

 

Route to SOH 
CAMPSITE 
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Host Families 
Each overnight town has a program to match local families with riders that are looking for a family to “adopt” them 
while in town. Churches may open their gymnasiums. Families may offer yard space or floor space in their 
basement. Spokes Of Hope does participate in the Host Family program, and we are blessed to have hosts for 
most overnight towns. Some nights were are in yard, and have to walk across the street for restrooms. Other 
nights we have had beds and breakfast. Every host is different. Most hosts provide indoor access to restrooms and 
shower, and some will allow us to do laundry  

 
Exploring Town 
Overnight communities eagerly anticipate the arrival of RAGBRAI riders. Many of the host communities have 
arranged for special activities, music, and food. More specific information on each overnight town can be found on 
the RAGBRAI web site. Each town has a shuttle service to shuttle riders to town when needed. A shuttle schedule 
is listed in each town's info booklet, found at the information center. Evening dinners are hosted by local church 
groups, the Kiwanis, etc... but get there early, as food often runs out. 

As Spokes of Hope deals with cancer survivorship concerns, on some evenings we will meet with local cancer 
organizations, to discuss these concerns. 

Walking around town in the evenings also helps loosen the legs up. 
 
Showers 
You've never enjoyed an ice cold shower as much as you will at the end of a day cycling across Iowa. Showers are 
where you find them, usually at the high schools but also at car washes? Think I'm kidding? I'm not. They install 
shower heads at the local car washes, put up a few curtains, and change the chemicals, slightly. On the selector 
knob de-greaser is still there but they've added deodorant soap and for your final rinse, insect repellant! Look for 
showers also at neighborhood swimming pools.  Typical charge is around $5. 
 
Swimming 
Overnight towns are required to have at least one swimming pool. Usually for the same price as a shower, you can 
get to use a pool, as well as the shower at the pool. I see a lot of cyclists simply wearing their black cycling pants & 
lycra jerseys right into the showers and doing the "wash AND wear" routine. It’s easier than finding a sink.  
 
Back in Camp 
Although riders will come and go as they explore the overnight town, it is normal for the group to sit outside and 
visit with each other into the evening, sharing stories of the day's ride. Many times our host(s) will join us as we 
share experiences. We travel with snacks and coolers full of non-alcoholic beverages, which are available for the 
riders to recharge and refuel throughout the afternoon and evening, preparing for the next day's ride. 
 
We strive for quiet time after 10:00 pm, but cannot guarantee that our neighbors will be quiet. Consider earplugs, 
and possibly an eye-mask if you are a light sleeper. 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://ragbrai.com/index.php/routemaps/2012-host-communities/
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TIPS FROM EXPERIENCED RIDERS 
 
Money 
You can do RAGBRAI on amazingly little money. $25 or $30 a day will do fine, mostly for food and gallons of ice 
tea, bottled water and lemonade. Yeah, there's free water, but it's usually tap warm. You'll want to stuff your bike-
bag with lots of one dollar bills, since almost everything's a buck or two and change. Consider a small fanny pack 
to carry your money and valuables in. 
 
Laundry 
Bring extra money for RAGBRAI t-shirts. Buy a new one every day instead of hauling excess clothing with you.  
Who wants to do laundry on a weeklong party like this? There aren't NEARLY enough Laundromats in Iowa's small 
towns for 15,000 sweaty cyclists. So wash your clothes with you in the shower and then put on fresh ones while 
your "laundered" ones hang out to dry. RABRAI is one gigantic clothes line.  
 
We try to arrange to stay in a hotel 1-2 nights in the middle of the week, and use Laundromat facilities at that time. 
Make sure that all of your gear is marked, so that it can be identified after the group laundering. 
 
Cell Phones 
As Iowa is mostly rural, cell phone reception can often be spotty. Best coverage seems to be Verizon and US 
Cellular. The worst coverage seems to be AT&T. I went 36 hours with no reception on an ATT phone, then, while 
riding through a cornfield, I received a day's worth of email. By the time I realized what had happened, I had ridden 
beyond the mysterious hot spot, and could no longer get reception for another 3 hours. Text messaging is a 
different frequency band, so sending a text might work, even though your cell phone cannot call out. 
 
The van does have a charging station, so bring your charger. (This is discussed more below) Mark your charger 
and cables to ensure they get returned. 
 
Cell Phone Apps 
Consider adding 2 apps to your phone. 
 1) RAGBRAI app has maps, town details, bus schedules, weather, etc… 
 
 2) LIFE 360 app  is a “find a friend’ app we use to find each other on the road. Want to know where the  
 Pop-up is in meeting town? Or where our host family is located? Check Life 360    
 
 There are other “Find a Friend” apps. Find out which one your group is using. 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
First Aid 
It turns out the heat and the humidity are your real challenges on RAGBRAI, not the miles or the hills. I've seen 75 
year old guys complete RAGBRAI riding one speed bikes. How? By starting early each day before it gets too warm 
and pacing themselves, walking the steep hills, and staying well hydrated.  
 
The RAGBRAI organizers report the majority of injuries are due to lack of conditioning. This translates to severely 
blistered butts and grapefruit-size knees. Only training can prevent these. If you need to sag, sag. Never do 
anything TODAY which will prevent you from riding tomorrow! Don’t grind up hills! Gear down, then, get off and 
walk if you need to! 
 
Your most likely injuries on RAGBRAI are: 
 Dehydration/Sunstroke  
 Sunburn 
 Destroyed knees (lack of training, grinding up hills)  
 Saddle sores (lack of training)  
 
 



SpokesOfHope.org              12 

Dehydration 
This is a real problem during RAGBRAI. Dehydration will sap you of your strength! Severe dehydration can put you 
face down on the asphalt with heat stroke. Here’s a good clue: If you don’t need to get off your bike and pee once 
in a while, you’re not drinking nearly enough water - you may need to drink as much as 3-4 gallons on a hot Iowa 
day! Your next clue: Leg cramps.  
 
Because you’re sweating like a pig, you’re going to need some electrolyte replenishment as well as just water - i.e. 
Gatorade or PowerAde. Don’t guzzle too much Gatorade at once; it can give you a mean stomach ache. I 
recommend alternating one bottle of Gatorade or other electrolyte replacement drink with every two or three bottles 
of water. Some people dilute these drinks to half-strength. 
 
The trick to successful long distance cycling is this: Drink before you're thirsty, eat before you're hungry.   
 
Sunburn  
Since the route is mostly eastbound, from sun-up to mid afternoon, your face will get a lot more sun than a typical 
bike ride.  Apply sunscreen every time you refill a bottle. Use a lip balm with SPF 30 protection. 
 
Painful Knees  
Aspirin and ibuprofen (Motrin, Advil) are excellent anti-inflammatories and can be taken in combination for sore 
knees. Pain is your body's way of telling you to stop doing something. Keep riding on swollen, painful knees and 
you may find yourself unable to ride. So it is ok to get off your bike and walk those hills if you need to. Here's the 
rule: If you're in your very lowest gear and grinding up a hill at less than 80 rpm's, get off the bike and walk.  
 
Consider softening the release tension on your pedals. At home, you might ride 30-50 miles, and get off the bike 
once or twice. Stopping every 5—10 miles means clipping in and out maybe a dozen times a day.  If your pedal 
release tension is too stiff, this can bother your knees. 
 
Always spin those pedals! Don't bear down and grind your way up hills or you'll destroy your knees before the 
second day is over. (I’ve seen amateurs with knees swollen to the size of cantaloupes!) The best biking rule of 
thumb I can offer anyone, novices or experts, is to find the right gear, and then shift down to one gear LOWER 
than what feels right.  
 
If you develop knee pain, consider checking your seat position for proper saddle adjustment.  
 
Saddle Sores 
Nothing ever gets completely dry in Iowa, not your clothes, not your sleeping bag, not your bike shorts. It's too 
humid. Saddles sores / Diaper rash can quickly become a problem. A little baby powder will help, or you can use 
Gold Bond or Dr Scholl's foot powder for soothing prevention. The latter two contain ingredients that kill the fungus 
that causes both athlete's foot and jock itch, so you use them both in your bike shorts and on your feet. There are 
other products as well, such as Chamois butter, butt butter, Desitin, A&D ointment, etc...  
 
Make sure that you have at least two different models of bike shorts. Wearing the same model of shorts every day 
also means that the seams hit you in the same spot every day, increasing the possibility of chafing. 
 
KYBOs 
No one knows for sure if the original porta-potties were designed by the KYBO Manufacturing company or whether 
that's just RAGBRAI folklore. On RAGBRAI, cornfields are fair game, and hey, one of those tiny packets of 
flushable hand wipes can come in darned handy.... watching cyclists coming out of the cornfield is kind of like 
seeing "Field of Dreams" except it's "Field of, well, never mind.... 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Weather 
 
Rain 
It always rains during RAGBRAI. This isn't Southern California. Be prepared. Big trash bags work great as rain 
ponchos and when it quits, you just throw them away! Before you set up your tent, THINK! If it rains, will you wake 
up in a creek? Put a baggy or shower cap over your bike seat at night to keep it dry. Bike computers don't like rain 
either. So put a baggie over them if it looks like rain. 
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Lightning 
Iowa gets summer storms with lots of lightning. You're riding a METAL bike (unless you own a carbon fiber one, 
which conducts electricity even better). So USE YOUR HEAD, DON'T END UP DEAD! Most storms blow through 
in less than an hour, so take a break and get out of harm's way! The only thing that's surprising to me is that 
MORE riders haven't gotten hit by lightning in years past. 
 
 
Heat 
Being July in Iowa, heat is to be expected. In 2011 the heat index was over 100 every day. Stay hydrated, as 
described in first aid area above. Drink early, drink often.  The problem with weather is that it is unpredictable; The 
weather could also be cool, with a chance of nightly temperatures dipping into the 50's. Be prepared.  
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Repairs 
There are several mobile bicycle repair shops out on the course. Of course, they aren't going to be anywhere near 
the place where YOU break down, and the lines for repairs are ALWAYS long. So get your bike tuned up BEFORE 
you arrive and carry at least a couple of tools with you, i.e. a multi-tool, a patch kit or spare tube, and some tire 
levers. At least a little self-sufficiency will let the repair wagons help the people with major bike problems instead of 
fixing flats. If you need help fixing a flat or anything else, just ask.  There are plenty of people willing to help you! 
 
If the repair can wait until the end of the day, it can be repaired in the campsite, using the team’s tools. We will 
always have at least one certified mechanic with the team.  
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Preparing for RAGBRAI 
 
Training:  
 
You need to train for RAGBRAI. 
500 - 1000 miles beforehand is 
ideal, with a couple of 50 mile days 
under your belt. With 300 
accumulated miles, you'll at least 
not die en-route. You can do it with 
less accumulated mileage, a lot 
less. People do. But you'll have a 
lot more fun if you'll spend six 
weeks getting in shape and 
gradually upping your distance.  
 
You'll arrive in the next town ready 
to party instead of being wiped out, 
or giving up because you blew a 
knee out, which is common among 
people who don't train. 
 

 
 
Contrary to everyone's mental image, Iowa isn't flat. Parts of it are full of rolling hills, and by the end of the day you 
can find you've purchased 3000 vertical feet or more with blood, sweat and gears as your only currency. The heat 
and the humidity are the real challenges. You need to pace yourself each day, and all week long. Take a rest day if 
you need to instead of getting sick and missing the rest of the week. Bankroll some extra hours of sleep before you 
arrive at the start, since nobody sleeps the night before - at least not for long! 
 
Bicycle: You need a decent bike, preferably a road bike. If what you've got happens to be a mountain bike, invest 
in a set of slick road tires instead of those knobbies and you'll have a much easier go of things. No point working 
any harder than you have to, eh? 
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Get your bike tuned up at your local shop at least two weeks before RAGBRAI. There's a mad rush for tune-ups 
immediately before RAGBRAI. Shops sometimes screw up and you want to get a few miles in AFTER your tune-up 
to make sure everything's right, while you still have time to get it fixed if it isn't. You can get a minor tune-up for 
$30. Most bikes I see need a major tune-up for around $80 for an event like RAGBRAI. Consider getting a fresh 
set of tires. 
 
Learn how to perform simple repairs, such as how to change a flat tire, although there are always people willing to 
help out on the route.  
 
Bike Saddles 
 There are no magic bike seats, although purists swear by Brooks all-leather saddles. Gel pads seem like a great 
idea, but in reality will only make your butt blisters worse. The only solution is prevention: Riding enough 
beforehand to get your butt hardened up. The reality is a bike seat isn't something you park your ass on; rather, it's 
something that your sit bones pivot back and forth on as you pedal. Consequently you want things slippery - hence 
the nylon bike shorts. 
 
Lock your bike? 
 
Only a few bikes get stolen every year at RABRAI, usually in the overnight towns. Considering the thousands of 
unlocked bikes, and the amazing value of them all, what's surprising is that more don't get stolen. Personally, I 
never lock my bike during RAGBRAI. But I do suggest this; Watch not only your own bike but others. Trust your 
instincts. If you see someone surveying bikes and then walking away with one immediately enlist 2-3 friends to go 
with you and challenge them. If they're registered, their ID wristband will match the one on the bike. If they're not 
registered, then ask them to look away and tell you what type derailleur, wheels, and tires are on the bike they're 
walking away with. Almost all cyclists who own a bike worth stealing knows exactly how their bike is equipped. 
 
 
A friend once told me "New York may have its theater, and California its beaches, but Iowa's got good people." It's 
true. The people of Iowa are the kindest, most honest, caring, hard-working, salt-of-the-earth types in America. If 
you need help of any sort, don't hesitate to ask an Iowan. RAGBRAI is a big event for people in these small towns 
and most if not all of them enjoy helping cyclists out whenever and however possible, as well as coming out in the 
overnight towns to help us celebrate. Get to know as many Iowans as you can during RAGBRAI and you'll make 
friends for life. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Riding in a big, big pack.... 
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Cyclists who have never ridden in a big tour or race need to know a few "rules of the road" to avoid causing, or 
being in a collision with other cyclists. Believe me; you can go to the hospital just as fast getting hit by another 
cyclist as getting hit by a car. Here are a few basic rules and signals: 
 
 VERBAL SIGNALS - You yell these...please! 
 

"Car up!"   Car approaching cyclists from the front 

  
"Car back!"  

  
Car approaching cyclists from the rear 

  
"Rider On / Rider Off"  

  
Whenever you are going to pull off the road and stop, or get 
back in, let folks behind you know! Some people yell "Bike 
On!" or "Bike Off" instead. 

  
"On your left"  

  
Means a cyclist is about to pass you. Hold your line, don't 
turn, look, and consequently swerve into their path. It's a 
polite way of saying "Don’t' cause me to hit YOU!" 

  
"Slowing"  

  
Means either you or the entire pack is slowing down and you 
don't want cyclists behind you ramming you. You'll hear this 
whenever there's an accident up ahead or a cyclist goes 
down so PAY ATTENTION! 

  
"RUMBLES"  

  
Rumble strips in the road, helps cyclists behind you avoid 
them. Hint: Rumbles are usually in sets of three and can 
usually be avoided by going into the LEFT (oncoming) lane 

  
Hand signals - A cyclist in front of you pointing down generally indicates either gravel, glass, potholes, rumbles or 
something else for YOU to try and avoid. 
 
Lack of attention causes more accidents than anything else. 
 
The most courteous thing cyclists can do is to "Ride Right" and "Hold Your Line." Riding right means staying to the 
right side of the road, UNLESS you are overtaking another cyclist. If you're chatting with someone try and resist the 
natural tendency to take up the entire lane, forcing other cyclists out into the other lane to pass. Holding your line 
means riding in a straight line. 
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If you're the slowest bike climbing a hill, you should be the furthest to the right. Simple, right? Ride Right! 
While training for RAGBRAI practice turning your head to look over your shoulder without swerving. Practice 
grabbing your water bottle without swerving. If you swerve to your left you're endangering yourself AND any 
cyclists overtaking you. Don’t worry about what’s behind you. If everyone watches and avoids hitting whoever is 
directly ahead of them, the whole thing works. Trust me. 
 
When someone says "On your left" what they are really saying, courteously, is "You'd better Hold your line or 
you’re likely to get hit!" 
 
The Iowa State Patrol and local authorities direct traffic at intersections to ensure the safest ride possible. Be 
courteous to motorists and other riders. Wear a helmet, ride predictably, SOUND OFF when passing another rider, 
 
DON'T STOP ON THE ROADWAY, and please KEEP TO THE RIGHT if you are traveling more slowly than others! 
Most importantly, follow the RIDE RIGHT rules! 6:00 a.m. is the official RAGBRAI sunrise when you may begin 
riding. Support services are available between 6 a.m. and 6 p.m. 
 
 
 Lookout, here comes a Paceline …… 
 
Pacelines are a way to go faster by riding directly behind another cyclist, also known as drafting. When battling a 
headwind a paceline can be invaluable. Performed properly, a paceline is a beautiful piece of bicycle ballet. 
They're also a recipe for disaster, and HIGHLY frowned upon by RAGBRAI's organizers. So read up!  
 
In general, if you've never practiced drafting other cyclists or riding in pacelines with your cycling club you ought to 
stay the hell out of them. They are a fast way to get hurt. Do you want to spend two days in an Iowa hospital 
because you wanted to go 4 mph faster? If you're going to draft or jump onto the rear of a paceline, pay absolute 
attention and ride with your fingertips on your brake levers. Otherwise you can expect to end up in a major, injury-
producing pileup. 
 
Paceline courtesy means riders take turn "Pulling the train," not just "Wheel sucking" a tandem or a stronger rider 
for miles on end. In a properly executed paceline each rider "pulls" for thirty seconds or so and then "recycles" 
along the left side of the paceline back to the rear where they "get on board" once again. Nicely executed, it's a 
beautiful thing to watch. The goal of a paceline, BTW, isn't to go as fast as you can, rather, it's to PACE yourself at 
a slightly higher speed than you could ride individually, while STILL expending less energy than you would riding 
alone.  
 
Paceline leaders need to think about riders at the END of the paceline when oncoming vehicles approach. Get 
over early enough for the LAST guy to get over safely as well. Yell "SLOWING" if the paceline needs to slow down 
in order to move over. Everyone in the paceline should echo "SLOWING!" to paceline riders behind them. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
PACKING 
 
The more you bring, the more you have to carry and manage, so pack efficiently. Remember, you may have to 
carry your tent, sleeping bag, and clothing bag, to and from the trailer twice a day- morning and evening. So plan  
on how to do this efficiently so you're not carrying 20 million bags and getting frustrated. And so you're not making 
2 or 3 trips to get it all to and from your tent site.  
 
LABEL EVERYTHING!  
We may be doing laundry all together, so if you want your original stuff back... please mark them somehow. Plus it 
would help to know what belongs to who when loading and unloading so that you get the right stuff.  Labeled gear 
also helps us with "Lost and Found". I still have some really nice stuff from last year, that was found, but has no 
owner. 
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LUGGAGE 
 
Every rider should pack their gear in 2 containers;  
   1) a standard sized storage tub, and 
   2) a backpack. 
 
1) Your Storage Tub. There are shelves in the trailers to hold your storage tub. The shelves are designed for a 
specific sized container.  Here are 3 popular models, of correct size, available at Wal-Mart & Home Depot: 
 
Contico Brand locker  http://www.walmart.com/ip/Contico-Storage-Locker/2476189 
  
Sterilite Brand locker  http://www.walmart.com/ip/Contico-Storage-Locker/2476189 
  
 Home Depot  http://www.homedepot.com/h_d1/N-5yc1v/R-100672718/h_d2/ProductDisplay?langId=-1&storeId=10051&catalogId=10053 
 
Ninety percent of your gear should be in your tub.  Your clothes, bike equipment, etc... Use 2 gal. zip-loc bags to 
organize your gear in your tub.  The big tub can stay in the trailer the whole week.  
 
2) A backpack.  It can be kept with you in the van/RV during the shuttle part of the ride,  can carry your toiletries to 
the shower, and can be used as a pool bag or a messenger bag if you go into town or the bike expo. 
 
WHAT YOU SHOULD BRING: 
 
PACKING GEAR: I pack all my stuff in 2 Gallon Zip lock bags. It keeps things organized and dry. And Label the 
bags with a sharpie. A day’s outfit (shorts, jersey, sox, headband, etc) for each bag works nice. Just grab a bag 
and you will have all the clothes for that day.. 
 
MONEY:  Figure on about $25-$30 per day on breakfast burritos, pork chops, corn, pie and booze at the local 
bars. Also, consider pitching in a few dollars on supplemental drinks, Gatorade, Red Bull or whatever else comes 
up.  
 
TRAVEL CLOTHES:  Light and non-restrictive for the van/RV (heading east and heading  west), Street Clothes: 
Barely necessary. Pack light: 2 or 3 outfits. The weather will be mostly hot, but prepare for cool evenings 
 
CAMP CLOTHES:     
3 warm weather outfits, 2 cool weather outfits 
4 pair of underwear 
4 pair of bike socks 
1 small laundry bag (hoping to do laundry on Tuesday night) 
Pack fewer than 7 shirts, because you can  buy several t-shirts on the ride. You can wear some t-shirts in the 
evening, then wear the same t-shirt a few hours the next morning, then take it off and wear your cycling jersey. 
Swim Suit (Goggles optional), Beach / bath towel / Wash cloth, Pool / shower shoes 
Hat, raincoat 
Sleepwear 
 
BIKE CLOTHES:   MINIMUM of 3 pair of bike shorts (different styles of chamois...so you are not  
sitting on the same seam pattern every day) 
Minimum 2 jerseys with pockets. I will be packing 3 sleeveless, 2 short sleeve  
Comfy camp shoes. (something for hot weather, for walking, and something to walk in wet grass) 
Tights or Leg warmers 
Arm Warmers or light packable jacket 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION:  Chapstick SPF 30 or greater. (I used SPF 15 last year and by the 3rd day my  
lower lip swelled big time.... We will be biking into the sun every day,  so be prepared!)  
Sunscreen (portable... in pocket or bike bag) so you can re-apply during the day 
Sunscreen for the pool or camp site 
Bug spray... in case there are any bugs in camp. 
2 different styles of Sunglasses (your ears and nose may get tired of being touched in the same place all the time) 
 
 

http://www.walmart.com/ip/Contico-Storage-Locker/2476189
http://www.walmart.com/ip/Contico-Storage-Locker/2476189
http://www.homedepot.com/h_d1/N-5yc1v/R-100672718/h_d2/ProductDisplay?langId=-1&storeId=10051&catalogId=10053
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Camping Gear 
 
Tent:  remember that it is July in Iowa, typically hot and humid. Bring a tent with lots of ventilation, and a rain fly. 
Ground cloth 
Sleeping bag / Blanket: Most sleeping bags are too hot for IA in July. Last year, I opted for a light blanket and a 
sleeping pad (below) and I got along just fine. 
Air mattress with pump / batteries or sleeping pad. 
Pillow:  
Something to sleep in for hot and cool weather 
battery powered fan for tent 
Alarm clock 
Eye-mask 
Flashlight or Headlamp:  Although people will look at you funny, a headlamp can double as a flashlight / bike light / 
reading light. Very useful. 
Earplugs: For sleeping through the following….Trains, electrical storms, slamming of kybo doors at 2AM.  
 
Bike Gear 
Bike 
Helmet,  
bike shoes 
bike shorts 
bike jerseys 
gloves, 
water bottles, 
sunglasses 
 
Bike bag / jersey pockets: 
  
 $$ / Water proof wallet 
 Pump / Co2 cartridge 
 2 spare tubes,  
 Tire levers, 
 Small patch kit 
 Multi-tool 
 Rain Jacket or Trash Bag 
 Sunscreen / Lip Gloss 
 Hand Sanitizer 
 Power bar or snack 
 Aspirin / Ibuprofen 
 Flushable wipes / Toilet paper (in a zip lock bag) 
 RAGBRAI Fanny Bumper with name / contact info 
 camera 
 SoH business cards 
 Black Sharpie in your back pocket in case Lance is riding in your group.  
 
TOILETRIES: Towel, washcloth, toothbrush, toothpaste, lotion, shampoo, soap, razor comb/brush, hair 
ties/barrettes, deodorant, mirror, and toilet tissue, Q-tips, razor. 
Lawn Chair  
 
FIRST AID: We travel with a general first-aid kit, but for your personal needs: aspirin, ibuprofen, lip balm with 
sunscreen, sunscreen, insect repellent, any special medicines, Pepto-Bismol, and antihistamines. Sore butt stuff, 
allergy medications 
 
MISCELLANEOUS: Safety pins, alarm clock or watch, spare glasses, scouting knife, camera, earplugs, ID, 
money, traveler's checks, credit cards, medical insurance card, journal, pen, pencil, stamps, address book, few 
clothes pins, small bottle of hand sanitizer, Kleenex. There are no electrical outlets available for hair dryers, curling 
irons, etc. 
 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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What you do NOT need to bring:  
 
BIKE SHOP TOOLS 
The team will be bringing several bike pumps, a repair stand, wheel truing stand, and a shop tool kit. You should 
not need to bring any of these things, unless you have some weird vintage French parts on your bike. 
  
AC – DC 
The VAN is wired such that there are several cigarette lighter plugs that are on all the time.  There are also several 
voltage inverters in the van. If you have a cell phone that needs charging, you can use either a 12v adapter or an 
AC adapter in the van, after your ride, or overnight, while you sleep. 
 
The RV is wired for AC, so bring typical AC adapters for your electronics. Start charging early in the day, as some 
RV sites limit generator use during quiet time (usually after 9 -10 pm). 
 
For Host families, we carry several power strips, so that we can charge everyone’s gear. 
 
TABLES & CHAIRS 
Unless you really want your personal chair, we travel with enough chairs for everyone. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Figure 7: Bikes stored in the trailer, held by their 
front forks 

 

 
 
Figure 8: For hot summer nights consider a tent 
with a lot of mesh and rain-fly. 
Consider the size of your air mattress (if you are 
using one) when selecting the size of your tent.

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

QUESTIONS ?  
 
We hope this introduction to RAGBRAI has answered any questions that you might have regarding the Spokes of 
Hope Team for RAGBRAI. 
 
If you have any other questions, feel free to contact us at: 
 
Info@SpokesOfHope.org  
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 


