














The Outdoor Shower


[image: Images]





The Outdoor Shower


Creative Design Ideas for Backyard Living, from the Functional to the Fantastic


[image: Images]


Ethan Fierro


[image: Images]




The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment.


Edited by Deborah Balmuth and Carleen Madigan Perkins


Art direction by Kent Lew and Vicky Vaughn


Cover design by Karen Schober and Kent Lew


Text design by Karen Schober


Text production by Kristy MacWilliams


Cover and interior photographs © Ethan Fierro


Illustrations © Robert LaPointe


Indexed by Christine R. Lindemer, Boston Road Communications


Copyright © 2006 by Ethan Fierro


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages or reproduce illustrations in a review with appropriate credits; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or other — without written permission from the publisher.


The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information. For additional information please contact Storey Publishing, 210 MASS MoCA Way, North Adams, MA 01247.


Storey books are available for special premium and promotional uses and for customized editions. For further information, please call 1-800-793-9396.


Printed in the China by R.R. Donnelley


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA


Fierro, Ethan.


The outdoor shower / by Ethan Fierro.


     p. cm.


Includes index.


ISBN-13: 978-1-58017-552-4; ISBN-10: 1-58017-552-x (pbk. : alk. paper)


ISBN-13: 978-1-58017-606-4; ISBN-10: 1-58017-606-2 (hardcover : alk. paper)


1. Showers (Plumbing fixtures) I. Title: Outdoor shower. II. Title.


TH6492.F54 2006


696′.182—dc22


2005034731




Cool summer evening
illumined fireflies become
lighthouses in steam


To the beloved Moosi and all who appreciate
deeply residing in hot water.





Introduction
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SHOWERING OUTDOORS is one of the greatest ways to connect with the wonder and beauty of the natural world. Standing outside, washing away the stresses of a long day, while enjoying your natural surroundings creates peace of mind and a new level of relaxation. This delightful moment may be one that you’ll look forward to repeating every day, year after year.


In addition to their practical nature — washing off sand and dirt outside helps keep the interior of your house clean — showering outdoors also creates a sense of freedom that comes with bathing in a place set away from the pace of daily life. Add to that feeling a degree of personal satisfaction from having created this sanctuary yourself, utilizing your favorite materials, and you have the makings of a memorable showering experience.


I grew up in the woods of Martha’s Vineyard using an outdoor shower my father built. It was a semicircular enclosure he had created by driving posts into the ground in a large curve and bending soaked cedar boards around the face. Over time, English ivy grew up the wall and over the open latticework on top, giving a lush appearance to the enclosure.


I loved using that shower. The open sky above, where the steam rose and dissipated, and the finely carved wooden door latch that made a soft yet distinct “shah-thunk” sound every time the door closed: all are beloved memories that have stayed with me through the years. That outdoor shower opened my eyes to a new way of working with my environment, and my father’s artistic example has inspired me in my own architectural designs.


I hope that, in addition to giving you a basic understanding of how outdoor showers work, the different options for materials and construction, and how to go about creating your own design, this book will also inspire you to think differently about the environment around you. Your outdoor shower project is waiting to begin.
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CHAPTER 1
Shower Basics
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The last drops of water fall from a curved showerhead pipe simply affixed to a wooden board pedestal.


ESSENTIALLY, THE OUTDOOR SHOWER, like its indoor counterpart, is a simple plumbing system with common components — water supply, water drainage, plumbing, and fixtures. Most people like to shower with hot water, so water heating should also be considered. And because of its location outdoors, proper siting, enclosures, and lighting are additional variables that will affect how enjoyable your outdoor shower is to actually use.


There are other practical elements to consider while you are designing your shower that will help you determine what kind of structure to build and where to locate it. Will it be in operation seasonally or year-round? If seasonally, is it in a region that freezes in the winter? If it is, the plumbing will require drainage valves to be installed, and you’ll need to drain the pipes before winter to keep them from bursting. How much privacy should the shower offer? Some people prefer to have a complete visual barrier between themselves and potential onlookers, while others would rather not block the view of the surrounding landscape. It’s often prudent to build for the most modest personality in the crowd, to allow everyone to enjoy the outdoor showering experience.
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This oceanfront shower on Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts, is constructed of weathered white cedar stakes attached to a curved metal frame.


Material quality is a key factor in the longevity of your shower. The more durable the building materials are, the longer the lifespan your shower will have. For example, using cement, metal, or wooden products that thrive in all climatic conditions will allow for decades of enjoyment. The aesthetic qualities of the materials you choose also should not be overlooked; you’ll want your shower to be attractive as well as durable. In the end, the quality of the showering experience will be enhanced by the quality of the materials used in building the shower — and you should aim for the best showering experience your budget will allow.


Finding the Right Spot


Choosing the location for your outdoor shower is a decision that will have far-reaching impact on all the other stages of design, construction, and use. Your outdoor shower’s placement in the environment will affect the amount of privacy you’ll have when you’re using it, how your shower accentuates the surrounding architecture and landscaping (and, conversely, how the surrounding architecture and landscaping affect your showering experience), what degree of technology is required to operate the mechanical systems, and the materials that will be most desirable for meeting the needs of all of your shower’s functional and aesthetic considerations.


When choosing the location for your shower (shower styles are covered in detail in chapter 3) you need to predetermine what kind of shower you want to build in order to then find a location that will be suitable for your design. When building a permanent shower around your home, great care will be required to make sure that the location is suitable for your needs, as you will live with this choice well into the future. However, if you want to erect a temporary shower in your yard just for a season, then by all means, try one location the first season, and another the next year.
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The shoulder-high Douglas fir enclosure of this shower gives bathers some privacy, while still affording them a view of the ocean in the distance.


Here are a few points to consider in your quest to identify the ideal outdoor shower site:


[image: Images] Do you want the shower in an out-of-the-way location, offering privacy not only by design but also from remoteness?


[image: Images] Is accessibility an important factor? If so, consider locating the shower next to an exterior door or often-used pathway for the sake of convenience.


[image: Images] Do you want to make use of any pre-existing structural support such as exterior walls, decks, overhanging eaves, trellises, stairways, paths, or alcoves? If so, then envision how you can seamlessly incorporate your shower into these areas. Taking advantage of existing structures is a way to conserve materials and make the most of what you already have.


[image: Images] An old adage for the homeowner when siting a house is to locate it in the most unappealing space on the land so that you end up viewing the beautiful areas from this location. The same could hold true for the location of your shower — place it in a spot that is relatively unappealing to look at, but which has an attractive view.


[image: Images] Gather all of the people (family, presumably) who will be living with and using the shower. Have everyone go outside and separately walk around and write down his or her top three locations of choice. Then reconvene and discuss why they made the choices they did. Focus on the overlap of areas (if there were any), and begin to narrow your search through a consensual decision-making process.


You must also consider the challenges your potential shower site will offer for construction. You’ll need to assess the best way to access the area for importing building materials. Is there adequate room for a truck to deliver materials to the site? If not, where will those materials be delivered, and how will you get them to the site? Will you or your contractor have room to navigate the site with tools and machinery? If space is tight or access awkward, you may need to brainstorm ways to make movement around the site easier and safer.



Water Supply


Water is the element that makes the shower a shower; without it you are high and dry. Depending on the geographical region where you’re building your shower, water can be accessed from many different sources, including private wells, municipal water supplies, rain catchments (especially in arid regions with dwindling water supplies, or in certain tropical environments where there is bountiful rain and a poor water table), ponds or lakes, rivers, thermal hot springs, and even desalinization plants (such as in ocean-bordering desert regions). The trick is in getting that water to your shower.


If your outdoor shower is going to be located near your home, the best source of water for it is your home’s plumbing system. The plumbing can simply be extended to the exterior of the building at the location where it passes closest to your shower’s intended location. In colder regions, however, the exterior extension of the plumbing will need to be winterized (see page 21).
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A Vermont stream is funneled through ancient water-worn stone, creating the perfect natural outdoor shower. If you’re lucky enough to live in such a setting, the stream may also provide water for your constructed outdoor shower.
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Outdoor showers are most often connected to the household plumbing system. In this scenario, water enters the system in the basement, from a well pump or municipal supply line. The line then splits in two: one line feeds into a hot water heater (and then supplies the house and outdoor shower with hot water) and the other line delivers cold water.



Cisterns


A rooftop storage tank or cistern can also be used to supply water to an outdoor shower. Often the cistern system is a necessity of the location; it may be the only option for acquiring fresh water in a dry environment where a deep well would otherwise be required. Some households in tropical locales store rooftop rain catchment water, which is plentiful, in cisterns. Rooftop cisterns are also used on islands where the water table is unreliable or is infiltrated by seawater, making groundwater nonpotable. High-rise urban housing environments also utilize rooftop cistern technology, as the gravitational force of a cistern-operated system provides plenty of natural pressure for the building’s plumbing system. (This water, however, is not from rain catchment but is pumped up to the roof from a distant reservoir.)


Cisterns typically hold a very large volume of water, anywhere from 1,000 to 25,000 gallons (3.8 to 94.6 kL). Considering the physical forces at work when large volumes of water are being collected in a container, cisterns are complex to engineer and construct. The builder should be well versed with all structural and engineering requirements for the site location, intended volume of storage, and construction materials.


Hot Water


Though you must have water to have a shower, you don’t necessarily need hot water. A case in point is the camp shower, where you may be washing “on the run,” and don’t really care if the water is hot or not. Or if there is no sun to heat a portable solar shower (see page 104) and you don’t want to heat water on a stove and mix up a comfortable bath for yourself, then you will have to settle for the ambient-temperature water on hand. Similarly, in most tropical situations, the average ambient temperature is so mild that showering with only the unheated water on hand is fine.


However, if you want the option of a hot shower, then there must be a system in place for creating and delivering this heated water to your shower. There are a few different options for heating the water using various kinds of energy and technology.



Household Tank Heaters


As the main water supply line enters a building, the cold water line splits off, sending a main lead into a heater to exit as hot water, while the other line remains cold and will run parallel throughout the building with the hot line to provide the hot/cold option for all of the water-based appliances. The first type of water heater is the tank style. This is a cylindrical tank with an electric or fuel-burning element underneath that heats the water to a predetermined temperature. An anti-scald device is included, so that at no place in the building will the water come out so hot that it burns the unaware user. The water does have to start off hot enough, though, to remain hot when it is supplying the most distant faucet from the tank. A well-insulated hot-water pipe will have a minimal loss of heat over the course of the water’s journey from tank to tap.


If you decide to hook up your outdoor shower to your household plumbing, it can become just one more of the fixtures that draw from the household hot and cold water lines.




WHILE YOU WERE GONE


Second-home owners take special note: When the plumbing in a house goes unused for months at a time, the water sitting in a tank hot-water heater will become “cooked” as it builds up high levels of hydrogen sulfide, leaving your house smelling of rotten eggs. To avoid this problem, turn off the hot-water heater if the building is going to be empty for an extended period. Also, if the building is going to be empty at a time when temperatures typically drop below freezing, then the entire plumbing system should be drained and the toilets filled with antifreeze to prevent pipes from bursting.





On-Demand Heaters


Since the traditional tank-style water heater consumes copious amounts of fuel (because it maintains a volume of water at a high temperature continuously), some energy-conscious home owners are choosing to install on-demand water heaters. An on-demand heater flash-heats the water you need only when the hot water faucet is opened. The rest of the time, the water is held at room temperature. This is an efficient approach to water heating because extra energy is not needlessly consumed for hot water storage. In addition, the on-demand heaters are small compared to traditional water heaters and thus require less storage space. They also tend to require less maintenance and cost less to operate. On-demand heaters may also be preferable for second-home owners (see “While You Were Gone,” this page).
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On-demand heaters flash-heat water only when needed, saving on energy costs. The cold line bifurcates before entering the unit, sending water through the heater for as long as the shower is on. The heater immediately shuts downs when the shower is turned off.
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