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When conditions turn out differently than expected, a double wall tent is nice to have, offering air space between the inner tent and fly to help with warmth and condensation resistance. The Big Agnes Seedhouse SL2 handled this fall storm surprisingly well. 

Choosing the right shelter is always a matter of compromise - choosing the best balance of features, adaptability, and weight for what you need. For ultralight backpackers, the five main categories of shelters are:

· Floorless shelters (such as tarps or teepee shelters)

· Bivy shelters (such as bivy sacks or tube tents)

· Hammocks or other suspended shelters

· Single Wall tents (inner tent and rain fly are one and the same)

· Double Wall tents (inner tent and rain fly are separate items)

For those times when only a shelter with a floor will do, your choice becomes which type of tent to buy - a single wall or a double wall. By eliminating a layer of fabric (the inner tent), rain fly attachment hardware, and sometimes poles (as in models from Tarptent and Six Moon Designs), the single walls almost always have a weight advantage. Further, the condensation issues so prevalent in early single wall designs have been reduced through the use of innovative fabrics and functional ventilation systems. These benefits were shown clearly in our Single Wall Tent Review Summary.

So the question is... Why would any ultralight backpacker choose a double wall tent?

The Case for Double Wall Tents

There are several main advantages of double wall tents over single wall tents. These are condensation resistance, warmth, versatility, and the fact that the single wall weight advantage is not as great as in the past. 

Condensation Resistance

No matter what tent you have, there are conditions in which condensation will occur. Even with the most high-tech fabrics or advanced ventilation schemes of single wall tents, condensation is still more of an issue with single wall tents than double walls. While condensation is usually a nuisance, it can sometimes be a danger, such as when your down bag loses loft over a multi-day trip.

When using a single wall tent, your warm, moist breath travels up, comes in contact with the only tent wall (which is also in contact with the colder outside air), and condenses on the wall. Once condensation has happened, it is now moisture in your living space that you have to deal with. With a double wall tent, however, that same moisture travels through the walls of the inner tent before condensing on the inside of the rain fly. This keeps the majority of the moisture completely outside of your living area. If the rain fly is soaked with condensation it is easy to separate from the inner tent, even when packing (just pack the fly in a separate area). This system leaves you with a living environment that is typically more condensation-free than most single wall tents.

Depending on the fabric of the inner tent, this level of protection varies. For instance, an inner tent constructed primarily of mesh will transport a greater amount of moisture through the wall and to the rain fly. However, it won't protect much from condensation drips or water that enters the rain fly from the outside, such as wind-driven rain or spindrift. While an inner tent constructed of solid nylon won't transport moisture as well as mesh, it offers another layer of protection from condensation dripping from the rain fly and from outside moisture that sneaks into the tent.
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The typical defining factor between a three-season and a four-season tent lies in the inner tent. The Big Agnes Seedhouse SL2 (left) features mesh inner walls to transport condensation and summer heat while the Vaude Ferret 1 Ultralight (right) has nylon inner walls for additional warmth and another layer of weather protection.

Warmth

Double wall tents tend to be warmer than single wall tents. This is especially true when it comes to four-season double wall tents that have non-mesh nylon inner tents. That is due to their ability to fend off both conductive and convective heat loss. 

Conduction is the process of losing heat by being in direct contact with something cold (picture your bum planted in cold snow). This can easily happen with single wall tents - snow piles against the side of the outside wall of the tent and you lean against the inside wall and lose heat through conduction. Even if you are careful to avoid the sides of the tent, the circulating air inside the tent does contact the chilled walls, lowering the interior temperature of the tent. However, if you are in a double wall tent, neither your body nor the circulating interior air have the chance to come in contact with the outside wall of the fly, avoiding conductive heat loss. In still conditions, the air trapped between the inner and outer tent acts as an insulating layer.

Convective heat loss occurs due to movement of a gas - in this case air. When the wind blows against a single wall tent, it quickly removes any warmth that happens to be passing through the tent walls. It also enters the tent directly through the vents that are common and quite necessary in single wall tents, directly "peeling away" your personal warmth layers. With a double wall tent, you have an extra layer of air that separates you from the movement of cold air outside your tent. While air movement between the inner tent and fly occurs, it is minimized due to the outer wall and any open vents entering into this space and not directly into the inner tent. It is important to note that convective heat loss in double wall tents is higher in designs with mesh inner tents than those with nylon inner tents, which is the main reason that four-season tents have nylon inner tents - they are warmer. 

Note: while double wall tents are warmer from a weight to warmth standpoint, a double wall tent offers poor increases in warmth per weight when compared to adding a warmer sleeping bag, a more insulative sleeping pad, or a bivy sack to a lighter single wall tent system.
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You can’t beat a double wall for versatility. The Sierra Designs Lightning opens up for ventilation in the deserts of Canyonlands National Park (left) but can equally handle a weekend of non-stop pouring rain in the Washington Cascades (right).

Versatility

Here's a big one. Double wall tents are simply more versatile. You can use the fly in inclement conditions or take it off when the weather is nice. Because single wall tents have only one wall and that wall has to protect from rain, snow, and wind, it's not usually very easy to see through and doesn't breathe particularly well. But removing a rain fly from a three-season double wall tent usually reveals nice views and highly increased breathability due to the mesh walls or panels. This makes a double wall tent more versatile and enjoyable in a variety of situations, such as when being swarmed by insects during a warm summer day. Even if it's a four-season double wall, removing the fly will make things much cooler during warm conditions. 

Many double wall tents also allow the user to leave the inner tent at home and use the fly (often mated to an optional groundsheet) to make a lighter-weight tarp shelter. Tents in this review that have this option include the Big Agnes Seedhouse SL1 and SL2, Hilleberg Akto, Lightwave zr0 cylq and t1 ultra, MontBell Monoframe Shelter Diamond and Hexagon, MSR Hubba Hubba, and Sierra Designs Hyperlight and Lightning.

Getting Lighter!

While double wall tents are typically still heavier than their single wall brethren, the weights are coming down. Today, there are several choices in feature-rich and comfortable 4-pound double walls available and stripped-down models are available that are as light as 3 pounds for a two-person tent. And while some of us would call ourselves ultralight or superultralight and scoff at even 3-pound tents as ridiculous tanks, some others of us take a more moderate approach, finding the lightweight approach to backpacking to be the best fit. Still others of us dabble in a variety of ultralight techniques, taking the more moderate lightweight gear when kayaking, hiking with family, or going on trips that involve a base camp. 

And if you're only hiking 5 miles with your kids, who cares?!? Go for the views, versatility, dryness and warmth of a lightweight double wall and you'll be one happy camper.

Some Favorites

Each of the 18 tents in this review summary offers a unique blend of compromises and features. However, a few designs were standouts in the following categories: Lightest Weight, Solo Tents, Two-Person Tents, Base Camp, and Best Value.

Lightest Weight
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Perfect? No. But at 2 pounds 5 ounces for the solo Monoframe Shelter Diamond (left) and 3 pounds 2 ounces for the two-person Monoframe Shelter Hexagon (right), this duo from MontBell are pushing deep into single wall weight territory.

Ultralight hikers often give up the benefits of double wall tents for one main factor - weight. Enter the MontBell Monoframe Shelter series: at less than 2.5 pounds for the solo Diamond and just over 3 pounds for the two-person Hexagon, these double wall tents throw typical double wall weights completely out the door! However, these weights are achieved with significant sacrifices - less usable space, no vestibules, and lower wind stability are definite compromises. But solid storm protection, decent ventilation, value pricing, four-season warmth, and quality MontBell construction make these tents worth a close look. 

Solo Tents
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The Hilleberg Akto is a solo tent that can handle most conditions and weighs about 3 pounds. 

If you are looking for a solo tent that can handle almost any situation, the Hilleberg Akto is a good bet. It has comfortable interior space and a vestibule that's large enough to cook in. The rain fly and the inner tent pitch simultaneously, keeping the tent dry when setting up in the rain. The Akto offers high/low venting to keep things condensation-free through the night. Its guyline system and durable fabrics can handle the strongest winds and it sheds rain with ease. The only downside of the Hilleberg Akto is its inability to handle major snow loads; frequent clearing during extreme snowstorms is required to avoid collapsing of the ceiling. 

The Big Sky Evolution 1P EX is worth a close look. It's the only solo tent on the market with two large, usable vestibules, a feature that is both noteworthy and useful for the solo hiker. The dual vestibules (and doors) maximize options for organizing gear - and cooking, without having to sacrifice either. Condensation management is improved with better airflow in the tent with both vestibules opened, as well. The tent is also symmetrical, enhancing its storm resistance simply by nature of maintaining symmetrical tension on the entire tent body. The Big Sky Evolution 1P EX offers the solo hiker finding themselves in a rainy situation the ability to stow wet gear on one side, while cooking a meal from the comfort of their bag on the other. And with the fly off, the wide-open views are outstanding.
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Although field testing has only begun for the Big Sky Evolution 1P EX, it has already proven one of our favorites. 

Two Person Tents
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The Big Sky Evolution 2P is the lightest double-wall, two-door, dual-vestibule tent on the market. Weighing a shade over 3 pounds, it was a clear standout among all the tents we reviewed. 

Among double wall three-season tents, the Big Sky Evolution 2P is a standout. It provides all the features and user friendliness of its competitors, but there's one big difference - it weighs a pound (or more) less than the others. At a fraction over 3 pounds, the Evolution 2P provides adequate sleeping space for two and has two doors and two vestibules for easy entry and space for packs, boots, and pets. All this is accomplished through the use of lightweight components - a silnylon floor and fly, lightweight mesh entry wall and ceiling, carbon fiber poles, and titanium stakes (somebody has been listening to our gospel!). The Evolution 2P is an excellent balance of features, user-friendliness, durability, weight, and price ($345 with carbon fiber poles, $260 with lightweight aluminum poles). We can go on and on, but suffice it to say that the Evolution 2P is the lightest double wall, two-door, dual-vestibule tent on the market. 

Looking for a lightweight two-person tent that delivers a comfortable, well-rounded package? The MSR Hubba Hubba delivers. It utilizes a unique single ridgeline pole with triangular hubs at the ends and a brow pole to deliver a freestanding design with outstanding usable space. It hits the mark with good storm protection and wind stability while also offering outstanding views with the fly removed. It has a usable vestibule, innovative interior storage spaces, and comfortably fits those over 6 feet. Further, the current model adds a second door and vestibule, addressing our top concerns with only 2 ounces of weight added. 
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The MSR Hubba Hubba is a spacious 4-pound tent that does well in all three-season conditions. (2004 model shown here, the current model improves on this great design with dual doors and vestibules as well as greater frame rigidity - and at a weight increase of just 2 ounces!)

Base Camp

[image: image14.jpg]



Need lots of room without too much weight? The Sierra Designs Hyperlight with 45 square feet (including vestibule) is an antidote to claustrophobia from long periods of rain or heavy bug pressure. 

The Sierra Designs Hyperlight had the largest floor area of two person tents tested, a vestibule and a high area to weight ratio. It's an antidote to claustrophobia from long periods of rain or heavy bug pressure. The Hyperlight's unusual asymmetrical floor plan is a love it or leave it configuration. Our reviewer found it perfect for a couple, all their gear, and additional room to stretch out on a long mosquito ridden night in the Everglades. The tent uses two poles plus a smaller third pole, "Jake's Corner," to increase structural integrity of the large tent without adding too much weight. While not the lightest option, it is marvelous for times when weight is not the top concern, such as kayaking, using a base camp, or hiking with a family.

Best Value
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At only $149, the EMS Starlight II offers solid bang for the buck in a lightweight double wall tent. 

If you're on a budget, search for an EMS Starlight II. The tent has sadly been discontinued, but at an original MSRP of $149, if you can find one new or used, it will be a bargain. You get a 4.5-pound tent that handles storms with ease, offers dual doors and vestibules, and has comfortable interior space. Although not quite as light or durable as some of the more expensive models we reviewed, the Starlight II is a great value for a double wall shopper on a budget. 

 

In Brief Specifications for Double Wall Tents Reviewed by Backpacking Light

Manufacturer / Model 

Manufacturer Minimum Weight (oz)

Backpacking Light Minimum Weight (oz)

Shelter Area* (ft2)

Area to Weight* (ft2/oz)

Vestibule Area (ft2)

Cost ($)

SOLO TENTS

Big Agnes Seedhouse SL1

46.1

40.0

22.2

0.55

2.1

$229.00

Big Sky Evolution 1P EX w/ carbon fiber poles

42.5

42.5

17.5

0.41

19.0

$299.95

Big Sky Evolution 1P EX w/ aluminum poles

45.7

45.7

17.5

0.38

19.0

$224.95

Hilleberg Akto

50.4

47.4

18.3

0.39

8.6

$345.00

Lightwave zr0 cylq

45.4

44.6

20.5

0.46

4.3

$346.00

MontBell Monoframe Shelter Diamond

37.0

36.0

24.0

0.67

n/a

$220.00

Manufacturer / Model 

Manufacturer Minimum Weight (oz)

Backpacking Light Minimum Weight (oz)

Shelter Area* (ft2)

Area to Weight* (ft2/oz)

Vestibule Area (ft2)

Cost ($)

TWO PERSON TENTS

Big Agnes Seedhouse SL2

57.0

55.9

28.0

0.50

5.5

$299.00

Big Sky Evolution 2P w/carbon poles

51.6

51.7

32.7

0.63

19.0

$345.00

Big Sky Evolution 2P w/aluminum poles

56.2

56.3

32.7

0.58

19.0

$260.00

EMS Starlight II

76.5

71.8

34.6

0.48

9.8

$149.00

Exped Vela II Extreme

86.0

85.1

34.0

0.36

24.0

$299.00

Lightwave t1 ultra

67.5

64.2

26.4

0.41

9.1

$665.00

MontBell Monoframe Shelter Hexagon

49.7

49.5

34.4

0.69

n/a

$250.00

MSR Hubba Hubba (single door model)

66.3

65.7

30.0

0.46

9.5

$290.00

Sierra Designs Hyperlight

76.1

72.0

37.0

0.51

8.4

$270.00

Sierra Designs Lightning

66.1

65.2

31.0

0.48

9.0

$250.00

Vaude Ferret 1 Ultralight

63.5

62.8

29.1

0.46

8.3

$479.00

Vaude Hogan Ultralight

57.2

56.5

29.2

0.52

4.5

$355.00

Vaude Lightwing

66.1

64.6

32.5

0.54

6.3

$426.00

Vaude Taurus Ultralight

63.9

62.8

30.4

0.48

6.3

$355.00

* Backpacking Light Shelter Area used if significantly different from manufacturer's stated value 

** Area to Weight ratio was found by dividing the Shelter Area by the Backpacking Light Minimum Weight

 

Weighted Ratings for Double Wall Tents Reviewed by Backpacking Light
Ratings are on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the best. A score of 0 indicates not present.
Manufacturer / Model 

Weight / Sizing

Usable Space

Usable Vestibule

Wind Stability

Storm Protection

Ventilation/ Condensation

Freestanding?

Full Insect Protection?

Durability

Value 

Straight Average

Adjusted Average Score 

SOLO TENTS

Big Agnes Seedhouse SL1

4.5

4.0

2.0

3.0

3.5

3.0

Yes

Yes

2.5

3.0

3.19

3.40

Big Sky Evolution 1P EX w/ carbon fiber poles

4.0

4.5

5.0

4.0

4.0

4.5

Yes

Yes

3.5

3.5

4.13

4.15

Big Sky Evolution 1P EX w/ aluminum poles

3.5

4.5

5.0

4.5

4.5

4.5

Yes

Yes

4.0

4.0

4.31

4.25

Hilleberg Akto

3.0

4.0

4.0

5.0

3.5

4.5

No

Yes

5.0

4.0

4.13

4.00

Lightwave zr0 cylq

3.5

3.0

3.5

4.5

4.0

3.0

No

Yes

5.0

3.5

3.75

3.65

MontBell Monoframe Shelter Diamond

4.5

2.5

0.0

4.0

3.0

3.0

No

Yes

4.0

3.5

3.06

3.15

Manufacturer / Model 

Weight / Sizing

Usable Space

Usable Vestibule

Wind Stability

Storm Protection

Ventilation/ Condensation

Freestanding?

Full Insect Protection?

Durability

Value 

Straight Average

Adjusted Average Score 

TWO PERSON TENTS

Big Agnes Seedhouse SL2

4.0

2.5

2.0

2.5

3.5

3.0

Yes

Yes

2.5

3.0

2.88

2.95

Big Sky Evolution 2P w/carbon poles

5.0

4.5

5.0

4.0

4.0

4.5

Yes

Yes

3.5

3.5

4.25

4.35

Big Sky Evolution 2P w/aluminum poles

4.5

4.5

5.0

4.5

4.5

4.5

Yes

Yes

4.0

4.0

4.44

4.45

EMS Starlight II

3.0

4.0

4.0

3.0

3.0

2.5

No

Yes

3.0

4.0

3.31

3.35

Exped Vela II Extreme

2.0

3.5

4.5

4.5

4.0

4.0

No

Yes

4.0

3.0

3.69

3.50

Lightwave t1 ultra

3.0

3.0

3.0

4.5

4.0

4.0

No

Yes

5.0

2.0

3.56

3.45

MontBell Monoframe Shelter Hexagon

4.0

2.0

0.0

3.0

3.5

3.5

No

Yes

4.0

3.5

2.94

2.95

MSR Hubba Hubba (2004 single door model)

4.0

5.0

3.0

4.0

3.0

3.5

Yes

Yes

4.0

4.0

3.81

3.95

Sierra Designs Hyperlight

4.0

5.0

3.0

4.0

4.0

3.5

Yes

Yes

4.0

4.0

3.94

4.05

Sierra Designs Lightning

3.5

4.0

3.0

4.5

3.5

3.5

Yes

Yes

3.5

4.0

3.69

3.70

Vaude Ferret 1 Ultralight

3.5

4.0

2.5

4.5

4.0

3.5

No

Yes

4.0

2.0

3.50

3.55

Vaude Hogan Ultralight

4.0

2.5

2.0

3.0

4.0

4.0

No

Yes

3.0

3.0

3.19

3.20

Vaude Lightwing

4.5

3.5

3.0

2.5

4.0

3.0

No

Yes

3.5

2.5

3.31

3.45

Vaude Taurus Ultralight

3.5

2.5

3.0

3.0

4.0

3.5

No

Yes

3.5

3.0

3.25

3.20

* Big Sky Evolution 1P EX ratings are preliminary and may change with further field experience.

**This table summarizes the ratings from the double wall shelters we have reviewed to date. The overall score is an average of the scores for each tent but with Weight/Sizing and Usable Space double weighted. The two 2x increases were done to favor lighter tents that have a high proportion of usable space and to decrease the advantage of heavier, feature-rich tents.

A caution: do not let the overall ratings be your only guide. Choose the lightest tent that meets your performance and budget needs


