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Portable hard drives
Pack an extra 500GB of storage into your travel bag for less than you may think 

Rugged and designed for 

outdoor use, this drive 

offers space and security

LACIE 
Rugged
£155 (inc. VAT) 

SEAGATE
FreeAgent Go 
£99 (inc. VAT) 

An attractive and slim hard 

drive perfect for taking on 

the road with you

VERBATIM
Portable Hard Drive
£80 (inc. VAT)  

Not the slimmest drive here, 

but it’s one of the more 

versatile designs on offer

This drive looks like a small 

notebook and has the 

space for all your memories

WESTERN
Digital My Passport 
£99 (inc. VAT) 

A unique HDD whose 

resilience is truly 

outstanding

FREECOM
ToughDrive Sport 
£155 (inc. VAT) 

Reviews: Michael Browne

W
ith laptop hard drive capacities steadily 

rising, there is an assumption that your 

laptop will always have more than 

enough storage to cater for your needs. However, 

what happens if you lose your laptop or it breaks 

down? Do you lose all your family memories, work 

fi les and music? This is a nightmarish thought for 

most people, so buying a drive to back up all your 

fi les should be top of your to-do list.

With laptop hard drive capacities now reaching 

500GB, a portable hard drive makes perfect sense 

in terms of size and price. After all, while a 

desktop hard drive offers more storage, a small 

portable hard drive can be taken on the move and 

slipped into a drawer when not needed, making it 

a great and easy way to keep your fi les safe.

With this in mind, the drives we’ve tested here 

all offer 500GB of space and, with the odd 

exception, cost less than £99 (inc. VAT). We have a 

range of slim-line drives, as well as the latest 

rugged devices that can be used in the roughest 

of conditions, so fi nding the right back-up solution 

could be much easier than you thought.
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The name of the LaCie Rugged 

immediately gives you a good 

indication of the aim of this eye-catching 

external hard drive. LaCie has opted for a 

robust plastic box that cradles the hard 

drive inside, and will absorb any shocks 

and knocks should you drop it. 

To add further protection, there is 

also an outer rubber ring, fi nished in 

orange to contrast with the silver of 

the plastic casing. The rugged design is 

well suited to the same users as the 

Freecom drive (above).

This isn’t a small or light unit, but you’ll 

fi nd that it certainly lives up to its name, 

being able to survive in most conditions 

with ease. That said, we would have liked 

to see the ports on the side of the unit 

also covered with rubber to add further 

protection against dust and dirt.

When it comes to connectivity options 

this is the most competent drive in the 

group test, as you’ll not only fi nd USB 2.0 in 

place, but also FireWire 400 and the faster 

FireWire 800 connections included. 

LACIE Rugged 
 PRICE £155 (inc. VAT)    PRICE CHECK: www.techradar.com/595952

RATING 7

FREECOM ToughDrive Sport 

The Freecom ToughDrive Sport comes 

with a picture of a mountain on the 

packaging, which tells you all you need to 

know about this drive – it’s tough and 

ready for extremes. Symbolism aside, this 

is a unique looking external hard drive with 

a look that is sure to divide opinion. 

The tough black plastic shell is available 

in a number of capacities – in this case 500 

Gigabytes (GB). The supplied USB cable is 

permanently attached and wraps snugly 

around the rim of the casing. The cable has 

a nylon fi bre coating that is intended to 

represent a climber’s rope. Continuing the 

climbing theme, the drive even has a large 

metal ring that a climber’s rope can be fed 

through, presumably so you can attach it 

to your rucksack, completing the rugged 

image of the drive.

Freecom doesn’t make its own hard 

drives, so the company has fi tted 

Samsung’s HM251J drive inside. This disk 

spins at 5400rpm (rotations per minute) 

and is primarily designed for laptops, so 

you’ll fi nd the standard 8MB buffer and 

SATA connection in place.

When it came to matching image with 

reality, we found the drive to be tougher 

than all but the LaCie drive here. However, 

with only an attached USB port for 

connection, you’ll fi nd connectivity options 

are limited. It also means data transfer 

speeds are severely restricted. In fact, the 

drive proved to be one of the slowest in 

the group, making it less than ideal for 

copying large quantities of data on the go.

Extra features include pre-installed 

password protection, which works well for 

both Windows and Mac laptops. We also 

found this one of the few drives here to 

easily switch between Mac and Windows 

devices, giving it a degree of versatility.

The ToughDrive Sport certainly gains 

points for style and originality, but unless 

you genuinely have a need to take your 

laptop and external drive into extreme 

environments, you’ll likely fi nd the novelty 

of this drive will soon wear off.

 PRICE £155 (inc. VAT)    PRICE CHECK: www.techradar.com/595941

RATING 7

SUPPLIER  WWW.FREECOM.COM/UK

CAPACITY  500GB

PRICE PER GB  31 PENCE

ROTATIONAL SPEED  5400RPM

CONNECTIONS  USB 2.0

SUPPORTS  WINDOWS XP/VISTA,

  MAC OS 10.4 AND HIGHER

1GB TEST (USB)  39.78 SECS

1GB TEST (FIREWIRE 400)  N/A

DIMENSIONS  155 X 91 X 21MM

WEIGHT  260G 

SUPPLIER  WWW.LACIE.COM

CAPACITY  500GB

PRICE PER GB  32 PENCE

ROTATIONAL SPEED 5400RPM

CONNECTIONS  USB 2.0, FIREWIRE 400/800

SUPPORTS  WINDOWS XP/VISTA,

  MAC OS 10.3 AND HIGHER

1GB TEST (USB)  38.78 SECS

1GB TEST (FIREWIRE 400)  35.23 SECS

DIMENSIONS  142 X 28 X 90MM

WEIGHT  298G 

There is also a power output that ends 

with a USB 2.0 connection for use with 

older devices or for when you fi nd your 

laptop isn’t delivering suffi cient 

throughput. We didn’t fi nd this a problem, 

as we did with the Seagate drive (page 59), 

but you may fi nd yourself having to use up 

two USB ports with this drive. 

LaCie supplies this drive with hardware 

drivers for all Windows operating systems, 

as well as Apple’s Mac OS X, allowing you 

to format the drive to suit your needs. 

When formatting the drive, you can also 

easily create separate partitions for either 

OS. When it came to testing, we found this 

a reasonable if not super-fast drive. As 

expected, the FireWire 400 and 800 

connections proved faster than USB 2.0.

The LaCie Rugged lacks some of the 

charm of the Freecom ToughDrive Sport 

in terms of design and, while it shares a 

similar weight, it is considerably more 

bulky. However, for sheer versatility when 

out and about in extreme locations, this 

is the better choice. 
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Along with the Western Digital drive 

in this group test, the slim Seagate 

FreeAgent Go is by far one of the most 

portable hard drives currently to be found 

on the market. 

Seagate has wrapped one of its own 

standard 2.5-inch drives in a tight 

aluminium and plastic shell that illuminates 

with an array of white LED lights when you 

connect it to your laptop. The effect is one 

of a compact, consumer drive, rather than 

a corporate tool, but it works well. 

Once formatted, the 500GB of storage 

translates to 465GB of usable space, 

so you will be able to store around 

160,000 photos or 120,000 MP3 fi les. 

With an average cost of 20 pence per 

Gigabyte, this is one of the more cost-

effective external storage solutions 

you can purchase. 

You will fi nd the drive is a 5400rpm 

mechanical disk that connects to your 

laptop using USB 2.0. The cable comes 

with an extra USB port connector, which 

means that, should you need to, you can 

also use it with older USB 1.1 devices.

To add a little more fl exibility to 

the range, Seagate has also released 

a docking station for the FreeAgent Go, 

which can be bought separately for 

£30 (inc. VAT). This saves you the trouble 

of having to connect all the cables and 

also instantly starts the back-up routine 

with your laptop when docked.

In terms of extras on the drive itself, 

you’ll fi nd the Seagate Manager software 

included that offers password protection, 

as well as encryption of your fi les. If you 

are going to carry up to 500GB of 

important data around with you, this 

makes perfect sense.

While the Seagate FreeAgent Go may 

look deceptively simple in design, this 

strong all-round device offers everything 

the mobile user needs. It is an attractive 

external hard drive with a decent transfer 

rate that also manages to offer excellent 

value for money.

SEAGATE FreeAgent Go 

What is a hard drive? 

RATING 8

Whether fi tted inside your laptop 

or inside an external case (as in this 

group test), hard drives comprise a 

mechanical disk and are made up of 

moving parts. The hard drive physically 

stores all your data (including the 

operating system software that 

your laptop uses) as binary data in a 

series of zeros and ones. 

If it becomes damaged in any way, 

your laptop will not only stop working, 

but you also run the risk of losing all 

of your fi les. As a result, it pays to 

back up your data to an external hard 

drive – ideally on a daily basis, but at 

least once a week.

As mentioned above, a hard drive is 

made up of a series of moving parts, 

but the most important ones are the 

motor, spindle, platters, arm and read/

write heads. In many cases, it looks 

very much like an old-fashioned 

record player. Data is read using 

the read/write head that sits on an 

arm and physically moves over the 

platter to locate the information it 

needs before uploading it into system 

memory and the processor. 

The motor spins the hard disk, or 

platter, at high speed, which in turn sit 

on the spindle. The speed of the drive 

will often determine how quickly data 

can be accessed, with most standard 

laptop hard drives spinning at 5400rpm 

(revolutions per minute). 

With so many parts constantly 

working, it’s vital to look after your 

hard drive. If you listen to your laptop 

as it works, you’ll hear the hard drive’s 

disks spinning and the read/write 

heads moving over the platter to read 

the information. This mechanical 

motion is highly delicate in nature, 

which is why dropping or knocking your 

laptop while the hard drive is in action 

can have serious consequences.

 PRICE £99 (inc. VAT)    PRICE CHECK: www.techradar.com/595954
SUPPLIER  WWW.SEAGATE.COM

CAPACITY 500GB

PRICE PER GB  20 PENCE

ROTATIONAL SPEED  5400RPM

CONNECTIONS  USB 2.0

SUPPORTS  WINDOWS XP/VISTA

1GB TEST (USB) 32.17 SECS

1GB TEST (FIREWIRE 400)  N/A

DIMENSIONS  13 X 80 X 130MM

WEIGHT  160G

In many ways, 
hard drives 
resemble 
old-fashioned 
record players
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At fi rst glance, the Verbatim Portable 

Hard Drive looks bulkier than the 

drives from Seagate and Western Digital, 

as its dimensions are higher and wider. 

However, it shares a similar weight, and 

this extra size is due to the design, which 

cradles rather than wraps the drive inside, 

adding extra protection. This means it is in 

a better position to handle any shocks 

should you drop the drive. 

The silver casing is split by a single black 

band and includes a scratch-resistant 

coating, which gives the plastic a tactile 

feel. While the extra size adds to the 

overall bulk, you’ll still be able to slip it into 

your carry case with little trouble. 

Connections are also impressive, as 

you’ll fi nd both USB 2.0 and FireWire 400 

ports, so it can be used with either 

Windows or Apple laptops. Verbatim has 

also included cables for both ports which, 

considering this is the best-priced 500GB 

drive here, makes it a great package. 

Built-in drivers allow the disk to instantly 

install as soon as you plug the cable in. It’s 

formatted for use with Apple Mac or 

Windows, so you’ll be able to use it on 

either machine with ease. We found that 

when we connected it to our MacBook Pro, 

the drive was instantly recognised and 

forced Apple’s Time Machine back-up 

software to ask if this was a primary 

back-up device. This means you’ll be able to 

use it to back up the data from your Apple 

laptop hard drive whenever it’s connected.  

For Windows users, Nero’s BackItUp 2 

Essentials software is included as a 

standard part of the Verbatim’s setup. 

Verbatim doesn’t make its own drives, 

so a Samsung disk has been used with a 

rotational speed of 5400rpm. It has the 

standard 8MB buffer and test speeds in 

daily use were more than acceptable. 

The Verbatim Portable Hard Drive is a 

fast and cost-effective solution. It may not 

be the smallest option on the market, but 

it proved to be one of the most effective 

and affordable units we’ve seen.  

 PRICE £80 (inc. VAT)    PRICE CHECK: www.techradar.com/595963

VERBATIM Portable Hard Drive

RATING 8

SUPPLIER  WWW.VERBATIM-EUROPE.CO.UK

CAPACITY  500GB

PRICE PER GB  16 PENCE

ROTATIONAL SPEED  5400RPM

CONNECTIONS  USB 2.0, FIREWIRE 400

SUPPORTS  WINDOWS XP/VISTA,

  MAC OS 10.1 AND HIGHER

1GB TEST (USB) 31.32 SECS

1GB TEST (FIREWIRE 400)  29.2 SECS

DIMENSIONS  135 X 85 X 21MM

WEIGHT  163G

Solid State Drives – the new portable storage format 

The mechanical hard drives we tested 

here aren’t the only players in the 

storage market, as there is a new 

segment appearing in the form of Solid 

State Drive (SSD) storage. This uses 

NAND Flash memory – the same used 

in USB memory sticks – instead of a 

moving platter to store your fi les.

SSD is still very much in its infancy, 

but the benefi ts are already having an 

impact on laptops. With no moving 

parts, SSDs can add a more robust 

element to portable devices. 

Depending on the amount of memory 

in the module itself, the drive is smaller 

and can be used in thinner and lighter 

devices. Best of all, SSDs uses less 

power than a standard drive, so you’ll 

see your laptop’s battery also 

benefi ting from a switch to an SSD. 

The downside of SSD still being a 

developing technology is the limited 

size of the modules – 64GB is the most 

you’re likely to see from a drive at the 

moment, but we can expect 128GB 

later this year. 

It’s not only capacity that is the 

problem, however, as the price 

difference between using SSD storage 

and a mechanical hard drive in your 

laptop can often be as much as 

£300, so you’ll only fi nd them in 

high-end laptops for now. 

The benefi ts of mechanical hard 

drives remain their comprehensive 

storage capacity and low price, which 

for those on a tight-budget often 

prove the most appealing. 

For now, the mechanical hard drive 

still holds sway, but in the next few 

years we’ll start to see the price 

difference erode and SSD will make a 

serious impact into the way we store 

fi les on our portable devices. 

Though still in its infancy, SSD storage 
is set to have a big impact on laptops
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The Western Digital (WDC) My Passport 

for Mac has a very simple ‘notebook’ 

design which it takes from Western 

Digital’s own larger My Book series. With a 

dark-grey outer casing and a silver ‘pages’ 

trim around three sides, it certainly has an 

understated but elegant design. 

The plastic used throughout the device 

feels solid to the touch and, while it’s 

not as robust as the Freecom or LaCie 

units here, we felt it was certainly 

tougher and more robust to the touch 

than the Seagate drive.

When it comes to connectivity options, 

you’ll fi nd a single USB 2.0 port with a 

small LED light that shines when the unit 

is connected and in operation. As you 

would expect, the disk inside is a Western 

Digital 2.5-inch laptop hard drive which 

comes with an 8MB buffer and Serial 

ATA (SATA) interface. 

When it came to testing this drive, we 

found it to be fast, offering transfer rates 

only slightly slower than the Verbatim 

Portable Hard Drive in this group test, 

which was the fastest device here.

The unit we tested was designed 

specifi cally for Mac users, but there is also 

a Windows-only version available. With a 

standard 500GB capacity, you’ll be able to 

store 220 hours of video or 160,000 photos. 

You won’t fi nd any software bundled with 

this drive, but when you install it with your 

Apple Mac laptop or desktop PC, it can be 

immediately set up to run with Apple’s 

Time Machine back-up software to mirror 

the contents of your laptop’s entire hard 

drive whenever you connect the device.

Very much like the Seagate FreeAgent 

Go, the Western Digital My Passport for 

Mac manages to offer a great deal of 

storage space in a very small and compact 

design. Sure, it lacks integrated back-up 

software and we would have also liked to 

have seen password protection and data 

encryption options added. However, with 

such a decent price and fast data transfer 

rate, this is a neat and highly usable 

portable drive and very well suited to the 

casual mobile Apple user. 

WDC My Passport for Mac 
 PRICE £99 (inc. VAT)    PRICE CHECK: www.techradar.com/595965

PORTABLE HARD DRIVE 

AWARD WINNERS 

There are two types of portable hard drive in this group 

test – the rugged and the compact. While the LaCie 

and Freecom offer fantastic protection and unique 

designs, they are quite expensive. Compact drives 

aren’t as robust, but offer a lower price, which is 

particularly relevant these days. However, a degree of 

fl exibility is necessary, so the Verbatim is the best 

compromise between compact and rugged devices. 

Verbatim Portable Hard Drive 

GOLD AWARD

Offering high-capacity storage at a great 

price, the Verbatim was the clear winner 

here. With the best compromise between a 

rugged and compact design, as well as its 

fast transfer speeds via USB and FireWire, 

it is easily our recommended choice.

RATING 8

SUPPLIER  WWW.WDC.COM

CAPACITY  500GB

PRICE PER GB  20 PENCE

ROTATIONAL SPEED 5400RPM

CONNECTIONS  USB 2.0

SUPPORTS  MAC OS 10.4 AND HIGHER

1GB TEST (USB)  31.8 SECS

1GB TEST (FIREWIRE 400)  N/A

DIMENSIONS  15 X 126 X 80MM

WEIGHT  180G

DETAILS Freecom 
ToughDrive Sport

LaCie 
Rugged

Seagate
FreeAgent Go

Verbatim
Portable Hard Drive

Western Digital 
My Passport for Mac

PRICE (INC. VAT) £155 £155 £99 £80 £99

URL www.freecom.com/uk www.lacie.com www.seagate.com www.verbatim-europe.co.uk www.wdc.com

RATING 7 7 8 8 8

CAPACITY 500GB 500GB 500GB 500GB 500GB

PRICE PER GB 31 pence 32 pence 20 pence 16 pence 20 pence

ROTATIONAL SPEED 5400rpm 5400rpm 5400rpm 5400rpm 5400rpm

CONNECTIONS USB 2.0 USB 2.0, Firewire 
400/800 USB 2.0 USB 2.0, Firewire 400 USB 2.0

SUPPORTS Windows XP/Vista, Mac OS 
10.4 and higher

Windows XP/Vista, Mac 
OS 10.3 and higher Windows XP/Vista Windows XP/Vista, Mac OS 

10.1 and higher Mac OS 10.4 and higher

1GB TEST (USB) 39.78 seconds 38.78 seconds 32.17 seconds 31.32 seconds 31.8 seconds

1GB TEST 
(FIREWIRE 400) N/A 35.23 seconds N/A 29.2 seconds N/A

DIMENSIONS 155 x 91 x 21mm 142 x 28 x90mm 13 x 80 x 130mm 135 x 85 x 21mm 15 x 126 x 80mm

WEIGHT 260g 298g 160g 163g 180g
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