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Hub-powered USB DAC/headphone preamp
Made by: Denon
Supplied by: Denon
Telephone: 02890 279830
Web: www.denon.co.uk

This appears to be a portable 
miniature music centre, 
offering USB and iDevice 
functionality, plus a built-in 

rechargeable battery giving around 
fi ve hours of operation. Six top-
mounted LEDs display sampling 
frequency, and there’s a front fascia 
volume control – which sadly proved 
just a little too easy to accidentally 
move when out and about. Those on 
the Number 41 bus will doubtless 
prefer the ergonomic simplicity of 
the Arcam or Cambridge Audio: 
these are the only truly portable 
devices in this group.

Build quality is superb, as you’d 
expect from a premium priced 
Japanese product. The X1 is basically 
a brushed aluminium case enclosed 
in a rubberised plastic shell. It sports 
an additional 3.5mm line input, 
the only one in the group to offer 
this. A 3.5mm headphone socket 
is fi tted, plus Toslink digital out, 
plus a ground TRRS switch. Like the 
Cambridge Audio, it sports an ESS 
ES9023 DAC inside. Overall, it feels 
like a well presented, luxury product.

 OPEN WINDOW 
The ADL gives a wonderfully 
clean and open window into any 
recording, with better insight into 
the texture of instruments and 
vocals than any of the other units 
here. And it does this without 
sounding bright or harsh in any 
sense; indeed if anything it is the 
deepest and ‘darkest’, contrasting 
strongly with the very well lit Fostex. 
Nor does it have a thumpingly 
powerful nature, yet it still comes 
over as wonderfully engaging. 

This was very obvious on Kate 
Bush’s ‘Snowfl ake’, which was 
rendered with a very believable 

tonality. The piano was deep and 
powerful, showing the ADL’s strong 
but not over-prominent bass. 
Vocals were smooth and velvety 
– less glassy than with any others 
in the group, and the phrasing is 
wonderfully subtle. The song gained 
a whole new level of emotional 
impact as a result. 

David Bowie’s ‘Modern Love’ was 
beautifully delivered, albeit not quite 
as ‘impressive’ in a hi-fi  sense as with 
the ultra-punchy Fostex. Still, drums 
sounded less splashy and carried 
more dynamic contrast. Vocals were 
smoother yet more believable, and 
the ADL separated out the multiple 
elements of the mix in a more 
cohesive way, making it easier to 
hear the piano throughout. 

The Isaac Hayes track took on 
wonderful warmth and fullness, 
and the Jon and Vangelis track was 
also beautifully rendered, managing 
to convey the melody of the lead 
keyboards most convincingly. It’s 
not a showy performer, but the 
ADL is nevertheless blessed with a 
wonderful subtlety that makes you 
want to keep on listening.

Sound Quality: 82%
0              -            -            -            -            -            -            -            -        100

HI-FI NEWS LAB REPORT
With a proven XMOS USB 2.0 front-end married to a 24-bit/

192kHz ES9023 DAC, the Furutech ADL X1 is certainly not 

short on technology. It is just a little short on power though, full 

volume plunging the X1 into overload (loaded or unloaded) over 

the top 5dB of its (digital) dynamic range. So a full scale digital 

output realises 140mW/25ohm, albeit at 14% THD, but at –6dBFs 

it delivers 60mW/25ohm at a preferable 0.025% distortion. A 

fi gure of 100mW/25ohm represents the point of clipping. Within 

its ‘comfort zone’ distortion falls to a low 0.005% (unloaded) 

with a steady increase in THD with frequency when driving 

25ohm/10mW – 0.015%/1kHz to 0.25%/20kHz [see Graph, 

below]. The X1’s low ~1ohm output impedance minimises 

response variations with different headphones although its 

native response shows an obvious low bass roll-off of –1.7dB/

20Hz (not a bad thing bearing in mind the excessive bass output 

of many designs). The high treble response is good to –1dB/

50kHz but rolls off thereafter to –9.1dB/90kHz with 192kHz 

media. The A-wtd S/N is a little disappointing at just 81dB. PM

Furutech ADL X1

Hub/battery-powered USB DAC/headphone preamp
Made by: ADL (Furutech Co. Ltd), Tokyo, Japan
Supplied by: Soundfowndations Ltd, Blackwater
Telephone: 01276 501392 
Web: www.adl-av.com; www.soundfowndations.co.uk
Price: £400

Maximum output (re. 1% THD into 47kohm) 1.61V

Max. power output (re. 1% THD into 25ohm) 100mW

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz) 0.84-1.11ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs) 81.3dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 10mW) 0.015–0.24%

Freq. resp. (20Hz-20kHz/40kHz/90kHz) –1.7 to –0.2/–0.6dB/–9.1dB

Stereo separation (20Hz-20kHz) 73dB to 86dB

Digital jitter (unloaded/loaded at 25ohm) 745psec / 670psec

Dimensions (WHD) 68x17x118mm

ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency from 20Hz-20kHz (solid 
red, 1V unloaded; shaded red, 10mW into 25ohm load)

RIGHT: The ADL 
X1 is similar in size 
and style to an 
iPhone 4. There’s 
a choice of line-in 
or USB; the fascia 
also has a volume 
control and 
ground switch

RIGHT: The 
rear panel of 
the Furutech 
ADL X1 offers 
USB or iDevice 
connectivity, 
plus a combined 
optical digital and 
line output socket 
for good measure
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GROUP TEST

This group encompasses a 
diverse range of designs but 
there are two basic types – 
the sort you’d happily put 

in your pocket for use on the move, 
and those you wouldn’t. The Arcam 
and Cambridge Audio fall into the 
former category, and the others 
into the latter, to varying degrees. 
Overall rankings have to be qualifi ed 
by how you’d intend to use such 
a product. Another issue is one of 
functionality; if the unit is to sit next 
to your desktop PC hooked up to a 
hi-fi  system, you may want lots of 
features, but if it is 
to be used out and 
about you almost 
certainly won’t. 

The Cambridge 
Audio DacMagic 
XS is super-
compact. Those 
wanting simple, 
easy music on the move will rate it 
the best here bar none, because it 
sounds very good and is wonderfully 
small to stow away. Sonically, it is 
enjoyable but it does lack that last 
few percent of detail and refi nement 
of the others here. Still, it’s an 
excellent portable USB DAC at a 
great price.

The Fostex HP-A4 is also a fi ne 
product in its way: a fi rst choice for 
those who have a sizeable collection 
of DSD fi les they wish to play. It 
is dripping with facilities and it 
sounds strong and punchy, making 

‘The ADL X1 is 
a package that’s 

pretty much
 got the lot’

more polished than the Fostex and 
Cambridge Audio. True, it’s a bit 
bulky, but you can just about take it 
with you on the train all the same. 
And the CEntrance is loaded with 
facilities – it’s a serious bit of kit.

PORTABLE PERFECTION
The CEntrance is a lovely package, 
but try the Furutech ADL X1 and 
you fi nd almost everything that the 
former does very well, the latter 
does even better, making a great 
product that’s pretty much got the 
lot. Aside from that slightly fi ddly 
volume knob, it’s easy to move 
around and works as effectively 
as a portable as when it’s sitting 
next to your home computer. The 
rechargeable battery system works 
well, and it’s not lacking in features. 

However, the real ace in its 
hand is the sound, which is not just 
excellent, but special in a way that 
none of the others are here. It’s not 
massively powerful, but at sensible 
levels you get the sort of subtlety 
you only normally expect from high-
end digital; it digs right down into a 
piece of music and brings every last 
bit to life, without ever sounding 
harsh or artifi cial. 

Partnered with a good pair of 
headphones and some decent 
source material, the X1 really takes 
you to a higher level than you’d 
expect. Factor in that fi ne build and 
sober styling and its top-end price 
suddenly seems very agreeable. 

everything vivid and engaging. 
Some may wish to have a little more 
subtlety though, as the Fostex is 
certainly ‘in your face’. One major 
downside is its size: it is emphatically 
not the traveller’s choice.

A GREAT ALL-ROUNDER
In third place comes the Arcam 
rPAC. This is a great all-rounder 
which wins outright in build quality, 
style, packaging and fi nish. It’s a 
little heavier than the Cambridge 
Audio but still just about useable 
out and about. The price is another 

attraction too 
– it is excellent 
value for money 
considering its 
fi ne sound. But 
compared to the 
pricier designs 
here it lacks a 
little insight, some 

bass and treble extension, and has a 
slightly ‘well lit’ upper midband. 

Ranked second is the CEntrance 
HiFi-M8. Like the Arcam it’s a very 
good all-rounder, but is bolstered 
by greater functionality and 
considerably improved sound. 
You may fi nd the need for all of its 
myriad features or you may simply 
want to enjoy its very smooth, open 
and dynamic character, one which 
really gets the best out of a good 
pair of headphones. It adds focus, 
grip and insight to the Arcam, while 
being a good deal smoother and 

BELOW: The stylish Arcam [right] is just surpassed by the CEntrance but 
the Furutech [left] leap-frogs the lot with its all-round performance
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