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Lately the roof tent has been catching on even in places where humans sit comfortably atop the 
food chain. Consider: With one of the five tents we reviewed mounted to your roof rack, you don’t 
need to look for smooth ground, scout for thorns or ant hills, clear stones, or lay out a ground sheet. 
There’s no struggling to thread separate poles through a canopy flapping in the breeze. Stakes? 
Who needs them? Your shelter is bolted to a two-ton ground anchor. None of these tents takes lon-
ger than five minutes to set up, and each incorporates a comfortable mattress. You are indisputably 
off the ground, so if it rains and a small creek flows though your campsite at 3:00 a.m. you’ll be high 
and dry. And while you might not camp in hyena country, there’s something to be said for being out 
of reach of skunks and scorpions. Plus, there’s a more subtle effect we call the treehouse factor. You 
get the same feeling in a roof tent you had as a kid after you built a platform in a tree or a fort high 
in some rocks—a subtle air of invincibility. 

Downsides? While most roof tents are spacious for sleeping and roomy enough for lounging in 
inclement weather, they can’t match the walking-around space or standing headroom of a full-size 
standard tent costing far less. They add considerable weight high on the vehicle, and significant 
wind resistance as well. The first issue can be addressed with one of the add-on “dressing rooms” 
available with some designs. The second is something you need to factor into handling and fuel 
economy calculations, unless you utilize an alternative mounting arrangement, such as a trailer or a 
rack just above the bed of a truck.

We were intrigued by the growing number of high-quality roof tents now available in the U.S., 
and set out to deploy, pack, scrutinize, measure, sleep in, and generally flog a selection of basic-
sized models for a comprehensive comparison. Contributing editor Mark Stephens assisted with 
the evaluations.

By Chris Marzonie

High & Dry
Tents That Will Leave You
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The idea of pitching 
your tent on top 

of your vehicle     
might seem   strange to 

Americans, but in Africa, 
where the concept was 

popularized, it made 
perfect sense. Waking 

up with a hyena drooling 
on your face is not a great 

way to start the day.


