A Simple Small Boat Shower
By 
Buzz Pratt S/V Windward II

Coastal cruising in a small sailboat is supposed to be an exercise in contradictions, right? On the one hand is the satisfaction that comes with gunkholing with a handy little craft that has the added virtues of requiring only a small crew and a small wallet. On the other hand is the stoicism that accompanies the decided lack of creature comforts so prominently displayed in the glossy ads for the 35 footers. You know: we small boat cruisers have to accommodate ourselves to cramped berths, a small head, a smaller galley, no shower.

No shower? Not so fast. That’s one creature comfort that can be retrofitted into just about any pocket cruiser for relatively little effort and even less money. And I’m talking about a shower worthy of the name, one of the great all time cruising morale boosters. More to the point, I’m talking about a shower that is, in my experience, a definite upgrade to the common solar heated plastic bag hung from the boom or backstay; a shower that does not require going up on deck to set up, fill, refill, or use. A shower that affords plenty of room for the shower taker, genuine privacy, a simple way to heat water, keep it warm, and provide sufficient pressure to get the “clean all over” feeling. Plus a shower that doesn’t require any heavy duty alterations to your boat. 

My disclosure: we cruise as a crew of two. We use the main cabin settees as our berths. We have a small but private head dividing the main cabin and the forward cabin with the vee berths, a fairly standard layout for small cruisers. We use the forward cabin as the boat’s garage and storage room. When we use our boat shower we are content to economize water usage by taking “navy showers”, that is: water on to get wet. Then water off to soap down. Then water on again to rinse off. Our boat shower isn’t so great that we eschew “real” showers offered at some marinas we visit, even including the ones you have to feed quarters to. We cruise almost exclusively along the Maine coast. That means plenty of cool (if not cold) and damp days. Sometimes consecutive days socked in with thick fog, when the sun really doesn’t have a chance to heat much of anything, including water for a shower.

Not being technically inclined I’m always a bit slow to hit upon boat solutions that combine simplicity, moderate expense, and utility. On our 22 footer we went the solar heated plastic bag route first. Since our boat didn’t have standing headroom we had to press the cockpit into service. That meant, with a nod to modesty, also employing that company’s plastic shower stall. Certainly the cockpit sole wasn’t harmed by the soapy water, and the cockpit drains coped easily. But there were a couple of shortcomings with that arrangement. Sometimes the days when you want a hot shower the most is after a cold, wet slog through rain and fog – a day when solar does nothing appreciable to provide you with the hot water you crave. Secondly, when there was any wind at the anchorage that plastic enclosure would dance around and, even if the water from the bag was warm, the wet plastic blowing against you felt cold and clammy. Thirdly, this wasn’t a particularly secure arrangement. You’ve got soap in your eyes, a large power boat moves by setting up a considerable wake and, as you begin to lose your balance, you grab for – what? Finally there was the momentary exposure (twice, going and coming) in moving between the cabin and the “shower stall”. 

Things improved when we added a dodger to that little boat. Then, although the plastic bag still had to be hung from the boom, the actual showering could be moved from the cockpit to the aft part of the main cabin, which proved a perfect place for our first major “innovation”, a ten gallon Rubbermaid ™ laundry tub, and the interior overhead of the dodger provided a handy place from which to hang the shower enclosure. You’d hang the shower enclosure from the dodger down inside the tub, you’d step through the overlapping seam of the enclosure into the tub, shower away, and the tub would collect the soapy water until you were through and ready to drain it. This significantly enhanced privacy and convenience, and as a safety measure provided ready handholds nearby.

When we acquired a 26 footer with standing headroom of over six feet in the main cabin, and about 5’ 9” in the separate head compartment, we didn’t at first see any need to make major changes to our shower set up. We would set the tub in the forward part of the main cabin, hang the bag from the mast, and run the water line from the bag down through the forward hatch to the shower, and rely on gravity to provide the water pressure. That certainly provided the shower taker with plenty of room: treat the forward compartment as a “dressing room”, move aft to the head, and then slightly more aft through the doorway between the head and the main cabin to the shower. (This arrangement takes up about the forward third of our main cabin, leaving the remainder for use by the other member of the crew – no small thing if it’s nasty on deck.)

But still we perceived drawbacks, especially in lousy weather when a hot shower seems its own best reward. First, that open forward hatch not only let the water line in, but considerable amounts of cold air. ( I thought about installing a fitting that would allow hook up of the water line without opening the hatch, but decided my boat didn’t need another hole in its skin.) Second, having the plastic bag hung from the mast meant that the warmth of the water would fairly quickly dissipate on a cold day. But of more concern, to replenish the bag contents with more hot water meant someone had to go topside with a pitcher of hot water on perhaps wet and slippery decks, contending with wind, waves or wakes. I figured that was a scalding waiting to happen.

What we needed was a shower system which on even the nastiest day we could rig and use entirely below decks. We came up with an approach which, while not perfect and not up to the standards you’re used to in your own home, seems to serve well enough on a small boat.

· The basic components are:

· A ten gallon Rubbermaid ™ tub; 

· A simple set of non-skid strips to affix to the inside of the tub; 

· Two shower curtain liners (not the plastic shower curtains) 

· Some Velcro ™ strips for joining the two liners 

· A small size shock cord or similar for hanging the shower enclosure from your overhead with some simple clips to join the shower enclosure to the shock cords; 

· An inexpensive 28 quart (more or less) Coleman ™ cooler; 

· The cheapest bilge pump you can get your hands on (maybe two of these, see below); 

· Some wiring and a simple on-off switch; 

· Some miscellaneous plumbing fittings, hose clamps and tubing; 

· A shower head assembly with a squeeze or push to turn-on (a kitchen sink sprayer would do); 

· A reliable method for heating the shower water (solar is fine if you can depend on it). We use our single burner galley stove and the 8 cup coffee pot we use everyday on a cruise. 

From looking at the parts list, it’s so simple I’m sure you’ve got it figured out. You set the tub in the appropriate spot, over which you hang the shower enclosure, draping it into the inside of the tub. The water, heated to the preferred temperature goes into the “cooler” (where it stays warm, given the cooler’s insulation), in which you’ve mounted the bilge pump. Flip the switch and the bilge pump pressurizes the tubing supply line that runs to the shower head spray nozzle, and there you have it. If you don’t want to worry about installing a shower sump and an additional pump with a separate overboard drain line (which we have not yet done) you can simply use another cheap bilge pump to empty out the tub (we simply run the discharge line to the head sink drain. What little the pump doesn’t get we just dump into the cockpit and let the cockpit drains handle it.)

Here are a few photos which illustrate our installation: 

Figure 1, shock cord on overhead
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Figure 2, Rubbermaid (tm) shower tub
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Figure 3, water reservoir with pump
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Figure 4, tubing exiting "reservoir"
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Figure 6, hot water heater
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Figure 5, shower head, on/off switch above
We find that with using the “navy shower” approach a total of about four gallons of water is more than ample for two showers. On a typical cruise we aim for a shower every other day, whether on the boat or at a marina. This is a rate of water consumption that might not be sustainable for offshore voyaging, but on coastal cruises, in Maine at least, there seem to be plenty of opportunities to replenish water.

One of the virtues of this “system” is its easy adaptability to different boats. You pick the size and shape tub, cooler, etc. that best fits your own set up. In fact in a boat with neither standing headroom nor a dodger I don’t know why a slightly different size and shape tub wouldn’t accommodate a small stool or similar, allowing for a “sit down” shower – something similar (though much more elegant and teak trimmed to be sure) having been used by the Pardeys if I remember one of their books correctly. This system is also flexible: your shower “reservoir” can begin the cruise as a cooler (it works well for that purpose too) holding the grub you’re going to consume first. That’s the way they used to do it on U.S. submarines: “no showers ‘til we consume the stores in the showers first”.

I haven’t intended to dismiss completely the value of solar heating, when there’s solar. We keep our shower water in two clear plastic jugs of two gallons capacity each. (While underway the shower “reservoir” is obviously empty). We lash them out of the way in the cockpit. After a sunny and warm day the water is already at least tepid and we find we have to heat very little additional to get our shower up to desired temperature.

To be sure this system involves some setting up and taking down: about ten minutes each way. When we’re done the shower liner (which dries nicely in any kind of breeze, much faster than plastic) goes into the tub, the lid goes on the tub and the whole thing finds its way into a cockpit locker. You may have other stowage options or ideas.

As far as costs go, we evolved this system over a couple of years, and I didn’t keep great records. Some prices I do remember; at the local discount store the cooler was $10, the bilge pump about $15. I scrounged some of the components from items on hand. Overall I’d estimate the total cost (not counting the galley stove and coffee pot which we’d have aboard anyway) at right around $100. In terms of “technical difficulty” I’d say nothing could be easier. All in all, both in terms of time and money, a real return on our investment.

Some sailors have blenders, some microwaves. Those don’t interest us. And we have done plenty of cruising before we developed our little system, with no observable ill effects. But we’ve gotten to the point in our cruising life where the occasional decadence represented by an onboard hot shower is something we’re going to have to be forgiven for. Try it; you have nothing to lose but that salty, sweaty aura. It will leave you not one whit less nautical, just less aromatic. 

Now if someone could tell me where it’s still possible to buy some “soap on a rope”……

