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9: RIDING AT NIGHT
OR IN BAD WEATHER

Only three percent of bike rides happen at night—but
over half of all cyclists killed get hit while riding at
night without lights. At night, Washington State law
(RCW 46.61.780 Lamps & Other Equipment) requires
a white front light visible from 500 feet, and a red
back light or reflector visible from 100 to 500 feet.
That’s not much; you can see a car’s headlights from
3,000 feet—and that’s what most motorists look for.
And because your upper body’s at eye level, it’s impor-
tant to wear bright stuff at night. 

HOW TO BE SEEN AT NIGHT
Light up! Here’s how:

Rear 
reflectors:
Biggest are
best; get one 
at least three
inches wide,
make sure it’s
pointed straight
back and not up
or down. 

Only red is 
legal but newer
amber ones can
be 8 times
brighter. Reflec-
tors work only
if they’re clean,
so remember to
wipe them off!

Rear light:
Not important if
you have a good
rear reflector. If 
buying just one light,
get a good headlight. 
Many cyclists like
red strobe lights.

Reflective orange safety vest:
Good for cycling in dark clothes.  
Don’t wear dark clothes with no other 
light-colored material.

Reflective tape: Use white 
or yellow in front, yellow or red in 

back.

Headlight:
Battery-powered
LED or halogen.
Get the most pow-
erful one you can
afford. (Use white
or amber, not red.)
The newer LED
lights don’t cost
lots and have long
battery lives.

Generator lights
can be bright, and
you don’t have to
worry about bat-
teries.

Recharge-
able 
batteries:
If you ride at
night a lot, you’ll
save money and
throw away fewer
toxic batteries.

Spoke 
reflectors:
Not a substitute
for a headlight
and rear 
reflector.

Pedal 
reflectors:
Built into front
and back.

Reflective
ankle
strap

Reflective tape: Use white or
yellow in front, yellow or red in back.

Strobe light

Jacket: Bright color, 
reflective piping in back.

Flashlight:
In a pinch, tie on
with rubber bands
or a bungee cord.
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RIDING AT NIGHT
Defensive Moves:  At night, it’s hard
to see road hazards, and to anticipate the moves of
others: You can’t see where they’re looking, and
some may be drunk. Slow down from your day-
light speed. To make sure drivers see you when
you’re stopped, flash your lights by twitching
your handlebars back and forth.  Ê And watch
cars closely; be ready to get out of their way.

Know Your Route:  If you’re new at
night riding, take streets where you know the
potholes and traffic so you can focus on riding in
the dark. Also, if you’re not sure about nighttime
crime in a neighborhood, ask someone who knows
the area—or don’t ride alone.

Night Blindness:  Ë Don’t bike at
night if your visual acuity’s worse than 20/40 with
glasses or contacts, or you can read a far-away
sign or address okay in daylight but not at night.
See a doctor to be sure.

RIDING IN RAIN & SNOW
Wet Streets:  Wet streets can throw you.
Watch out for: 
uMetal, paint, and leaves. Metal-grate bridges,

sewer and manhole covers, painted pavement,
and leaves get slippery when wet. Don’t turn or
brake on them. On bridges, if you have thin or
smooth tires don’t ride across;  Ì put both
feet on the road and “scooter” across, or walk
your bike on the sidewalk.
u Puddles. Don’t ride through a puddle if you

can’t see the bottom.  It could be a deep pothole
that’ll sink you.
u Start of rain. Don’t race to beat the rain when 

it starts; it’s when streets are slickest, because
oil on the road spreads before it washes away.
Turn slower and with less lean.

Slow Down:  Remember that in rain or
snow motorists and cyclists can’t see as well as
usual. And it takes longer for them to stop. To be
safe, go slower than normal.

Braking:  When brake pads are wet they
take up to ten times longer to work.  Dry them by
applying your brakes far ahead of where you want
to slow down, causing your pads to wipe the rims.
To dry them faster, “pump” the brakes by applying
them, then letting go, over and over.

Snow:  Snow crews usually clear major streets
within a day of a major snowfall.  Walk your bike to
one and get going.  Other concerns:

u Ice. Snow hides ice on the pavement, so avoid
riding on snow.  Í Walk your bike if you must. 

u Build-up. With piles of snow on the right, ride in 
the middle of the right lane. Î Let cars pass in  
heavy traffic; otherwise, if drivers give you the 
horn give them the “slow” arm signal (see page
13)—or shake your head firmly—and keep going.

DRESSING FOR COLD & 
WET WEATHER
People who bicycle in the cold and rain aren’t nuts;
they’re just dressed right.  But how?

Protection for Cold & Wet
Weather:  If your clothes keep out rain they
might also seal your sweat in.  To vent perspiration,
wear a jacket or poncho that lets air in from the bot-
tom, back, or sides. And fenders work best to keep
your legs, feet, and back dry.

Layers for Cold:  You don’t need a whole
new set of clothes to bike in the cold. Instead, wear a
sweatshirt or jacket and add t-shirts, light sweaters,
and tights or long johns in layers as weather gets cold-
er. By wearing light layers you can also remove outer
clothes if you warm up while cycling. (Overheating
can make you sick.) If you sweat, make the layer clos-
est to your skin a non-absorbing material (synthetic,
not cotton) that’ll let sweat evaporate as you ride.

Try different clothing to find what makes you
comfortable at different temperatures and in the rain.
In extreme cold or wind chill, cover your hands, feet,
and ears well.  Here are some other ideas:

Temperature What to Wear

Cool: Light jacket or windbreaker; 
long pants; light gloves.

Cold: Thicker socks (or a second 
pair); heavier gloves; hat.

Freezing: Sweater or another torso layer; 
glove liners under gloves; neck 
gaiter, turtleneck, or scarf; 
headband or earmuffs; add           
knee socks; heavy shoes or 
shoe covers.

Below Another torso and leg layer;
Freezing: mitten shells instead of (or over) 

gloves.
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EQUIPPING YOU & YOUR 
BIKE FOR RAIN & SNOW

BICYCLISTS’ RESOURCES

Bicycling Essentials

uKing County Dept. of Natural Resources & Parks
Parks and Recreation Division
201 S. Jackson St., Suite 700
Seattle WA 98104    206/296-8687
www.kingcounty.gov/bike.htm
Information about maps, trails, safety, and more.

uCascade Bicycle Club Education Foundation
PO Box 15165
Seattle WA 98115    206/522-3222
www.cbcef.org and www.cascade.org
Information, materials, classes and camps, school
programs, events, helmets, commuting programs.

u Bicycle Alliance of Washington
www.bicyclealliance.org 206/224-9252
Information, statewide legislation and design policies,
Bike Buddy, Metro Lost Bikes, Safe Routes to School.

u Backcountry Bicycle Trails Club
www.bbtc.org
Mountain biking education, trail building, and rides.

u Seattle Dept. of Transportation: Bicycle Information
www.seattle.gov/transportation/bikeprogram.htm

u Low-Cost Helmet Sales
www.kingcounty.gov/health/injury/bikehelmets.pdf

uKids’ Bicycling Resources and Programs
www.kidsbikenw.org

uWashington State Bicycle Resources
www.wsdot.wa.gov/bike

u Bicycling Maps in Washington State
www.wsdot.wa.gov/bike/Maps.htm

To Order or Comment on This
Booklet, or Volunteer as an
Ambassador on King County
Regional Trails

King County Volunteer Program Coordinator
206/296-4452    laurie.clinton@kingcounty.gov

Rims: When wet, brake pads grip
aluminum rims better than they do
steel.

Bearing 
damage: After
biking in wet weather
put your bike indoors so
bearings can dry.

Fenders: They beat
almost anything to keep
you dry on wet pavement.  

The newest plastic 
ones are cheap and

light, but can crack if
installed wrong.

Feet: Wear heavy wool socks or two pairs of socks. Knee socks pro-
tect shins from cold from below. With socks for warmth and fenders for
dryness, wear shoes simply to take road dirt. When it’s really cold and
wet, wear rubber boots.

Legs: When it’s cold but dry, wear loose-
fitting, average-weight pants like jeans. When
it’s colder use long underwear or a second
pair of tights. In wet weather wear synthetic
underwear with one or two pairs of tights.

Rain gear: Wear a waterproof jacket. If
sweat’s a problem, wear a loose or vented jack-
et, a waterproof poncho that lets in air from
below, or a cyclist’s rain cape that hooks to
handlebars to keep it out of your tires.

Leg 
gaiters:
Often made of
nylon; keep your
pants legs dry.

Neck: High
collar or hood
keeps water
from going
down your
neck.

Hoods: Don’t use
loose-fitting hoods
that block peripheral
vision.

Head: Cover it unless you have thick hair. 
A tight-fitting hood covers your ears and 

fits under your helmet.

Ears: Wide headbands and even
earmuffs fit under your helmet, but
adjust the helmet for the right fit.

Neck: Wool scarf, 
cotton turtleneck, or neck
gaiter keeps icy air from
blasting down your shirt.

Hands: Use gardening
or fishing gloves with wool
or synthetic liners, ski gloves,
or thick ragwool 
hunters’ gloves.

Crotch:
To prevent unusual
frostbite, avoid porous
warm-up pants.

Wear bright colors:
Yellow, orange, or fluorescent pink.

Tires: Fat tires have better
traction. Tires less than 1 1/4”
wide work better on wet streets
when under-inflated. Use tires
with a herring-bone tread 
pattern.

Brakes: Grime builds up on brake pads, making
them squeak or scratch your rims. Run a rag between
each pad and the rim, like shining a shoe. Occasion-
ally remove the wheel and check pads for wear.

This booklet was made pos-
sible by King County Parks
and Recreation Division
and the Cascade Bicycle
Club Education
Foundation.

Eyes: Yellow glasses are good for winter
or darker conditions.  For an inexpensive
alternative try safety glasses.


