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Get up and go portable!
The most highly evolved species of computer, the laptop (aka notebook) computer allows you to work without being tethered to an office. Portability and good performance make notebook PCs an essential part of the daily lives of millions, from college students to business travelers. Even the least-expensive of today's laptops are better equipped than they have ever been, and may be all you need for everyday work.

Key Features ... Intel's Centrino Duo processor technology has helped notebooks gain new ground in the power department. Notebooks using the Core processor performed considerably faster than those using the Mobile Pentium 4. Pentium M processors also allow for long battery life. Some notebooks use AMD's Athlon Turion 64 processor or Intel's ULV (ultra-low voltage) Pentium M CPU, which also allow for improved battery life and performance. A few notebooks use Intel Pentium 4 or AMD's Athlon 64 desktop processors, which can give them a performance advantage. 
When it comes to system memory, a new notebook generally includes 512MB or 1GB of system memory. Don't settle for anything less than 512MB if you want to do more than word processing and e-mail, because Windows XP and newer applications need at least that much memory.  Many notebooks are now available with 1GB of RAM which is needed to run Windows Vista. Buying up to 2GB of RAM at the same time you purchase your notebook will help extend its useful lifetime.

Talking about graphics memory, you'll want 128MB or 256MB of dedicated video RAM, or VRAM, if you plan to use your laptop for gaming. Make sure the memory is dedicated for graphic use, rather than pulled from main memory.  Screen sizes continue to get bigger and most have gone wide, enabling you to view spreadsheets or movies with ease. Most notebook manufacturers also offer laptops with 14, 15, 17, 19 or 20-inch wide-screens. 
Battery life took a step forward with the introduction of the Pentium M. Battery life in units equipped with that processor have averaged roughly 3.5 hours on one battery. Some notebooks can run for up to 7 hours. Many vendors also offer supplemental batteries to boost battery life.

Most manufacturers offer notebooks with rewritable DVD drives, some of which are also dual-layer. It's still possible to get a notebook with a combination DVD-ROM and CD-RW drive. If you really need a floppy drive, you can buy a USB add-on drive.  Long predicted to go extinct, the floppy drive has outlasted its SuperDrive and Zip drive challengers and continues to appear in many full-size notebooks, though sometimes only as an option.

You may not need the space, but notebook hard drives will continue to grow. Cheaper notebooks with 40GB hard drives are hard to find, but you can still save money by opting for a 60GB model. A top-of-the-line 250GB drive will set you back a few hundred dollars if you purchase it when you order your laptop. You can easily remove most laptop hard drives if you decide you want to upgrade or just keep your data safe.

Weight ranges from 17-pound behemoth desktop replacements to 8- or 10-pound all-in-one models, with the optical drive built in, to 3-pound ultraportables that rely on external drives. Ultraportable notebooks have lightweight adapters but can weigh almost as much as a full-size notebook if you have to carry their external optical and floppy drives.

Few notebooks come with a full set of legacy ports anymore. Serial ports are rare, and PS/2 ports (for a mouse or keyboard) and infrared and parallel ports are going the way as well. Most notebooks still have one PC Card slot, though many now also offer an ExpressCard slot. 

Before shopping for a notebook, consider how you'll be using it. If your primary goal is to get some word processing or spreadsheet work done while staying on top of e-mail, a $400 to $600 model with a 14.1 or 15.1 inch screen and 60GB hard drive will be plenty fast and save you hundreds of dollars. Lightweight notebooks and models with top-notch processing power and big screens cost much more. However, keep in mind that most vendors let you custom build and price your own notebook by picking from a mind-boggling array of features, which gives you a lot of control over the final product. You may be able to afford a faster notebook by accepting a smaller, less expensive hard drive or a DVD-ROM/CD-RW  drive instead of a combination DVD-RW drive. Unlike with desktop PCs, you can later upgrade only some of these components, such as memory and the hard drive; others, such as the graphics board, are permanent once they're installed at the factory. That's slowly changing, as some manufacturers are incorporating upgradeable graphics. However, take your time and pick only what you need.
