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THE ART OF BUILDING A SHOWER
By Tom Tynan

This article is being reprinted from an earlier issue of The Right
Angle, because of the changes in the IRC (International
Residential Code), which became effective July 2005, and no
longer allows the use of greenrock in shower areas.

As homeowners, our most critical responsibility is to
protect our house from damage, especially water
damage. Water damage leads to wood rot, infestations

of termites, carpenter ants, and of course, mold and mildew.

One of the most ignored places in a house that has the greatest
potential to produce water damage is the shower.  For the most
part, over the last twenty years, walk-in showers have been built
incorrectly, had the wrong materials used and even omitted
shower pans altogether. This is in part due to the lack of
understanding of how a shower needs to react, how it needs to
drain and how extensive the damage can be from an improperly
built shower over a period of years.

Many people recess their showers down in a concrete slab and
operate under the misconception that a shower pan is
unnecessary. For the most part, no matter what kind of shower
you choose (whether tile, cultured marble, a drop down shower,
prefab shower or a one-piece unit), they all need pans.

A tile shower needs a pan because the grout is not waterproof.
You may be under the impression that tile and the concrete are
waterproof enough and that a pan is not necessary. That is just
not so.

The pan goes in any type of shower (each installed a little bit
differently). The type of pan you need is a 40-mil PVC pan. It
has been on the market for over 25 years and it is a wonderful
product that will not fail if installed properly.

With a tile shower, you need to make sure this PVC pan is
attached properly to the drain, and that is accomplished by
using a FHA strainer. The FHA strainer has a ring attachment
which bolts the pan to the drain so that any water that seeps
below or behind the tile or the wall can slowly make its way to
the drain should there be enough water to do that. 

A lot of people have ignored the fact that the pan needs to slope
to the drain. Instead, they have placed the pan flat on the
ground, thereby making the pan a catch basin, without the
ability to drain positively. So, looking at the first drawing, at the

floor to wall detail, you will notice that your PVC pan should
be encased between two floats of mud. The mud can be just a
plain mix of sandcrete (basically a mortar mix or a concrete mix
with very little aggregate and the only aggregate being sand).

My preference is to mix half concrete mix (just a regular bag of
concrete mix) and half mortar mix. It has an easier consistency
because the mortar is more plastic. Because of the ease in
working with it, you are able to form it so you get a slight, but
positive slope to the drain. You can use just a plain sandcrete
but is just does not trowel as nicely as the combination of
concrete and mortar mix do.

Once the pan has been placed on top of the first mud float, the
second mud float (same mixture as the first float) goes on top
of it. This will drain in the same pattern all the way to the
strainer. This strainer screws up and down to the height that
you want. You will notice that the PVC pan goes up the studs
six to eight inches (there is no wall material installed yet) first.
The only place that you actually penetrate it and attach it to the
studs is at the top and using standard galvanized roofing nails 
is fine.

Next you are ready to put your walls together. Please notice
backerboard is used in lieu of greenrock. Backerboard is the
generic name for fiber cement boards. They are waterproof and
probably one of the better brands on the market today is the
HardiBacker®. There are others such as durock, glasscrete,
wonderboard, and they have been around for many years,
however, I find the Hardibacker® is easier to work with. Some
of the original products are very difficult to work with and
require a great deal of expertise to get in place properly. These
boards are nailed or screwed directly to the studs.

In a standard shower, you should go up at least five feet with the
backerboard. If you would like to continue to the ceiling that is
fine.  However, if you have an area where you are going to put
wallpaper or you don’t intend to tile to the ceiling, this is the
place where greenrock, the water resistant gypsum board is
used. Greenrock is used above the splashline, and in a tile
shower, the first five feet will be the most critical to use the fiber
cement product.

On a tub surround, where the tub serves as a shower also, you
should also install the fiber cement board the first five feet up
and then you can use the greenrock. Regardless of whether it is










