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Brian Statham, left, and Frank Tyson lead the England players off the Sydney Cricket Ground after a devastating display of fast bowling had secured a thrilling 38-run victory in the second Test.
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Len Hutton shows off his sweep shot for the cameras soon after his team’s arrival in Australia.




FOREWORD

By Mike Atherton

Why does the Ashes tour of 1954–55, even now more than 70 years later, generate such enduring interest and affection? The answer lies mostly, but not entirely, in the success of the venture. England teams have found it notoriously difficult to win in Australia, and the success of Len Hutton’s men stood out for generations, their victory being England’s first in the country since Bodyline two decades earlier and the last until Ray Illingworth’s team won there in 1970–71.

Winning in Australia is hard, as every England captain since Andrew Strauss has discovered. In an oft-remembered comment, Hutton used that word ‘hard’ to describe the whole context of cricket there – the balls, the ground, the men, the pitches, the general demeanour of the players and supporters – and it is especially hard if you start calamitously, as his team did in Brisbane in the opening Test when they were beaten by an innings.

On only one other occasion, in 1911–12, have England lost the first Test in Australia and gone on to win the series. Hutton must have feared the worst after Brisbane, especially since his strategy playing four fast bowlers and bowling first had misfired so spectacularly, and his mood in the days after the match was black. So the eventual victory belonged to him above all; to England’s first professional captain, who held his nerve when so many had doubted his ability to lead.

While Hutton had his flaws as captain, as all do, for four decades, only Douglas Jardine, Illingworth and he knew what it took to lead an England team to victory in Australia. They were very different men: the hard-nosed amateur Jardine, the professionals’ professional Illingworth and Hutton, who straddled the amateur and professional eras. But they had some common characteristics, too: they were stubborn, tough and inspired loyalty among their players.

It wasn’t just the victory, though, that made this tour such a memorable one. The team had a classic make-up; a mixture of old and new, of greats of the past and of the future. There was the ageing champion bowler, Alec Bedser, and the emerging Brian Statham, who was among the most down to earth and humble of England cricketers. There was the tearaway, Frank ‘Typhoon’ Tyson, who burned brightly and fiercely for a short period of time; there was Denis Compton, the champion batsman, and his heirs apparent, Colin Cowdrey and Peter May.

The 1950s were a time when the England team could unquestionably be considered to be the best in the world. A measure of the quality of the team under Hutton’s command was that there was no place for Fred Trueman, nor for Jim Laker, two cricketers who would likely make an all-time England XI, were one to be selected today.

There were others of less renown, whom this book brings to life. One of my favourite anecdotes is of the selection dilemma before the crucial second Test in Sydney and which of the spinners, Bob Appleyard or Jim McConnon, to pick. We are told: ‘Hutton expressed a preference for McConnon, but Howard and Duckworth [tour selectors] felt strongly that in a must-win match temperament mattered as much as talent. “Put it this way,” Howard told Hutton, “if Jim learns he’s playing, he’ll pull a muscle. And if Bob learns he isn’t, he’ll come and cut your throat.”’ I can think of a few England cricketers to whom similar characterisations applied!

A victorious tour, then, made so by some of England’s best loved cricketers. What made it even more memorable, was the type of tour this was, chronicled so beautifully by Alan Ross of the Observer, whose tour book Australia 55 remains one of the game’s finest. It was one of the last tours to depart by boat and the itinerary was extraordinary by today’s standards: the team left Tilbury on the Orsova in mid-September and did not return, by the time they had taken in the New Zealand leg, until 5 April.

On the way, they stopped to pay their respects at the grave of Hedley Verity, the great Yorkshire and England spinner, who was a former teammate of Hutton’s. Verity had been killed in action in the Second World War and was buried near Naples. The small party that went to pay its respects included Bill Bowes, the former England fast bowler from the Bodyline series, who had been a prisoner of war, and Abe Waddington, a former Yorkshire and England cricketer, who served in Flanders in the First World War. These men had seen more than a cricket field.

After docking finally in Fremantle, the touring team were taken to every corner of the land, playing matches in Bunbury, Rockhampton, Newcastle, Mount Gambier and Yallourn, for example, places that would be far from the road travelled by modern-day England players. It was a much more varied tour than a smash-and-grab raid to the main five cricketing cities as is the case now.

A different time and a different tour, then, followed by a team of journalists and writers who had the media landscape to themselves. No social media; no mobile phones; few deadlines about which to get worked up (300 words from Ceylon – now Sri Lanka – and then nothing until Fremantle) and no television, which gave copy extra importance and meaning. The writers had the run of it.

One of them was John Woodcock, one of my predecessors as cricket correspondent of The Times. I remember talking to him, on the occasion of his 90th birthday, about the 1954–55 tour. I asked him his favourite memory, which, he said, was Cowdrey’s hundred in the third Test in Melbourne. ‘It’s so long ago, I can’t really remember much of the detail, but I remember clearly how it made me feel at the time,’ he said. Woodcock became a close friend to many of the players, especially Cowdrey.

That was his first tour as the Times correspondent, and he became one of the game’s great chroniclers. As a near neighbour and friend of the author, it was he who inspired this work and, as a wordsmith and cricket lover, he would have enjoyed the result tremendously.
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Stephen Chalke

The MCC squad, minus Denis Compton, line up for the camera soon after arrival in Australia. Back row, left to right: Harold Dalton (masseur), Colin Cowdrey, Johnny Wardle, Brian Statham, Tom Graveney, Bob Appleyard, Vic Wilson, Jim McConnon, Frank Tyson, Peter Loader, Keith Andrew, George Duckworth (baggage-master/scorer). Front row: Reg Simpson, Godfrey Evans, Peter May, Len Hutton (captain), Geoffrey Howard (manager), Alec Bedser, Bill Edrich, Trevor Bailey.




Introduction

The Ashes series of 1954–55 was the high water mark of English cricket in the 30 years after the Second World War. It arrived in the middle of an exhilarating period in which the England team did not lose a Test series for seven and a half years. In contrast to their modern-day counterparts, the players enjoyed fame far beyond the confines of their sport. The captain Len Hutton, the flamboyant batsman Denis Compton, the deadly medium-pacer Alec Bedser, the ebullient wicketkeeper Godfrey Evans, the theatrical fast bowler Fred Trueman, the stylish batsman Peter May and several others were not just elite cricketers, they were household names.

Yet the task of winning an Ashes series in Australia remained formidably hard. As Hutton prepared to lead his players on a six-month assignment in the autumn of 1954, he had no illusions about the extent of the challenge that lay ahead: ‘The grounds are hard, the ball is hard, the men are hard – you need to be harder than they are to beat them.’

This would be Hutton’s third Ashes tour, and he had absorbed the lessons of thumping defeats in 1946–47 and 1950–51. ‘Cricket in Australia demands quicker reflexes simply because everything, by which I principally mean the pace of the ball from hand to batsman or from bat to fieldsman, happens so much more swiftly than in England,’ he said. Although he had masterminded a 1–0 victory in the closely fought Coronation series of 1953 – England regaining the Ashes for the first time in 20 years – it did not necessarily mean his team were favourites to repeat the success away from home.

Winning in England was one thing, achieving victory in Australia represented a task of a quite different order. Hutton understood from bitter experience that a potent pace attack held the key to success. ‘These people use Tommy guns and we use water pistols,’ he complained to his opening partner Cyril Washbrook during one doomed Ashes assignment. This time, however, he felt he had the weapons in his armoury to match the home team in this key battleground. In the shape of Brian Statham and the untried but extremely quick Frank Tyson, Hutton believed he had the ammunition to counter the threat of the Australian new-ball pair Ray Lindwall and Keith Miller.

But before he could walk up the gangway of the SS Orsova for the 10,000-mile voyage to defend the Ashes, Hutton had to overcome a determined effort to remove him from the captaincy by some of the most influential figures in the sport. Although a private members club, the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) acted as the governing body of English cricket. Deeply conservative and isolated from the social revolution that was beginning to reshape society, they had only reluctantly appointed Hutton in 1952 as England’s first professional captain.

There were senior figures within MCC’s headquarters at Lord’s who were desperate to restore an amateur – a cricketer of independent means who did not rely on the game for his livelihood – to the leadership before the team left for Australia. In the summer of 1954, this led to an unedifying plot to remove Hutton, causing deep personal distress to a sensitive man who bore the weight of one of the most high-profile jobs in the country with immense dedication and seriousness. Fortunately for England’s chances in Australia, the coup failed, and his triumph over the doubters was a historic moment in the development of the English game.

This was the background against which the storied series of 1954–55 began. When it was over, it was clear that England’s victory was a landmark achievement which would resonate down the decades. Such a decisive triumph on Australian soil is vanishingly rare and to appreciate its significance it is necessary to delve briefly into historic statistics.

England’s 1954–55 win was their solitary success in Australia between 1933 and 1971, and there has been only one since 1987. But to win in Australia after losing the first Test has only one parallel and that was as far back as 1911–12. England’s lamentable recent record in Australia only adds lustre to the achievement: in seven 21st-century tours, England have won a solitary series and only five Tests. Included in that harrowing casualty list are two 5–o humiliations and two series surrendered 4–0. All this teetering pile of statistical evidence explains why the triumph of 1954–55 can justifiably be claimed to be the pinnacle of victories in the near 150-year history of the England team.

Hutton was 38 by the time he set out on the assignment that was the culmination of his career ambitions. The mid-1950s marked a tipping point in cricket history when an older generation, who had served in the Second World War and carried English cricket in the difficult years that followed – Hutton, Compton, Bedser, Evans and Bill Edrich – began to fade from the scene to be replaced by an exciting new generation of talent – May, Colin Cowdrey and Tom Graveney, as well as Tyson and Statham.

The nature of the tour makes it an almost unrecognisable enterprise from the one undertaken under the captaincy of Ben Stokes in 2025-26. With long-haul air travel in its infancy, Hutton’s team travelled by sea, taking 23 days to reach Australia. Once there, they did not leave for the next five months. With two Test matches in New Zealand tacked on to the end, the entire tour lasted nearly six months. Hutton opted for a recuperative sea journey back to the UK, extending his total absence from home to eight months.

His team were in Australia for 50 days before the first Test, playing seven matches to become attuned to climate and conditions. The Ashes series began in Brisbane on 26 November and finished on 3 March. During that time, the players travelled thousands of miles across a vast country. Flying was still a new and sometimes unnerving experience, and more often they packed into hot, uncomfortable trains, sometimes travelling overnight. It was a tour in the genuine sense of the word. As well as the major cricket centres of Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide, MCC played matches at Bunbury, Rockhampton, Newcastle, Launceston and Yallourn. These up-country fixtures were designed to fly the flag, tighten the bonds between two nations and give the locals a glimpse of glamorous sportsmen, long before television made their faces ubiquitous.

Stokes’s players experienced Australia rather differently. They arrived in piecemeal fashion, some less than two weeks before the first Test, and played no competitive warm-up matches. Once the series had begun there was only one match for out-of-form or fringe players to refocus or establish claims to a place. The Ashes were concluded in six-and-a-half weeks, five high-pressure Test matches having been shoehorned into that time. Apart from a training camp at Lilac Hill in Perth before the series began, they did not set foot outside the leading cities. The tour lasted a little over two months.

Hutton’s party undertook their long and arduous tour with a back-up team of three – manager, baggage-master/scorer and masseur – whereas Stokes’s Test squad contained 19 support staff, including consultant coaches, a specialist in strength and conditioning, two security managers and a psychologist.

Yet it is misleading to view the Test series of 1954–55 entirely through a rose-tinted lens. The contests were as keenly fought as any of the modern era. ‘Hutton’s was a side that didn’t kiss and hug and mob each other when they won. That would never have done,’ John Woodcock, the distinguished cricket correspondent of The Times, wrote in 2009. ‘They shook hands and patted backs and left it at that. But they cared just as much, and if they were nothing like as fit and muscled as their counterparts today, they made up for that with their craftsmanship.’

It was John who inspired this book. To spend a few hours in his home in the picturesque Test Valley village of Longparish was to be led on a journey through the corridors of cricket history in the company of an expert guide. As The Times’ cricket correspondent between 1954 and 1987, he witnessed some of the game’s greatest moments and counted as close friends some of its leading players. John loved to talk about the tours he had made to cover the England team’s winter assignments overseas – to the Caribbean, Pakistan, India, New Zealand, South Africa and, in his view best of all, Australia. And it was the 1954–55 series, which began soon after his appointment by The Times, to which his reminiscences regularly returned.

It was the shining light in John’s eyes when he talked about the gripping battles and this charismatic group of players that made me want to revisit the series, to study the progress of those Tests in minute detail, and try to recreate the drama for the modern reader. This was sporting theatre of the highest order – a tale that deserves to be retold. I also wanted to capture the characters at the centre of the action – many of whom are among the greatest names in cricket history – and a sense of what it was like to tour Australia more than 70 years ago, when two generations of England cricketers came together in an alliance that gripped the country back home, a nation for whom cricket was still part of everyday life. This is the story of that triumph.


Dramatis personae

England

Len Hutton

The England captain since 1952 and the No.1-ranked batsman in the world since 1950 was feeling the strain of high office and the burden of a nation’s expectations. Physically frail and a born worrier, he was drained by the turmoil of the 1953–54 tour of the Caribbean. As the first professional to lead England in the 20th century, he felt a keen responsibility to his fellow players.

Bob Appleyard

Able to operate effectively in two styles – brisk off-spin or medium pace – Bradford-born Appleyard had rewritten the record books by taking 200 wickets in his first full season. But he was then struck down by tuberculosis, a threat to more than just his career. His return to action in 1954 was remarkable.

Trevor Bailey

An all-rounder of equal value as batsman, bowler, loyal vice-captain and cussed opponent. No one did more to facilitate England’s 1953 recapture of the Ashes, even if it meant resorting to blatant gamesmanship. His dedication to winning – or at least not losing – was regarded with suspicion by senior figures at MCC.

Alec Bedser

A record-breaking wicket haul in the 1953 Ashes, plus his propensity for bowling unplayable deliveries, made the Surrey seamer the bowler most feared by the Australians. He was rested in the winter of 1953–54 to conserve his energy for the Ashes assignment.

Denis Compton

Still the most naturally gifted batsman in England, even if his persistent knee problems – a national obsession – often left him hobbling. He had a great tour of Australia in 1946–47 and a wretched one four years later. Oozing Hollywood charisma, he enjoyed a hectic social life on tour.

Colin Cowdrey

Just 21 in 1954, he was in his final year at Oxford University, where he was the captain. His elegant strokeplay, allied to a rock-solid technique, offered hope to all those who craved a revival in classical amateur batsmanship.

Bill Edrich

At 38 and after a period in exile caused by wild off-the-field excess, his Test career was widely assumed to be over. But Hutton valued the gutsy qualities Edrich had shown in abundance during RAF combat missions in the Second World War, for which he was awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross.

Godfrey Evans

The best wicketkeeper in the world was pure box office and the heartbeat of the England side in the field. For that, and his gift for the spectacular moment that could turn a match, Hutton tolerated his late nights and love of a party.

Jim Laker

Although his first-class debut was delayed by the war – where he honed his off-breaks on matting wickets in Egypt – he quickly became a feared opponent. ‘He makes you think,’ said Hutton. Yet his regular impressive hauls for Surrey failed to convince the England captain that he had the stomach for Test combat.

Tony Lock

A match-winner in the Oval victory that wrested the Ashes from Australia in 1953, there were nevertheless mutterings about the kink in his action, not least from the Australians, especially when he bowled his lethal quicker ball.

Peter May

Technically accomplished Surrey batsman who, at 24, should have been approaching his peak. But he had been targeted by the Australians in 1953 and had played in just two of the Tests. A century on a Port-of-Spain featherbed on the 1953–54 tour had not entirely satisfied the doubters. Widely considered to be future captaincy material.

David Sheppard

The establishment’s top choice to replace Hutton was a fine batsman as well as a public school- and Cambridge-educated amateur. But his future in the game was complicated by his decision to play only when his studies to join the Church allowed.

Brian Statham

Fast as well as accurate, he impressed his captain with his uncomplaining day-in-day-out application as well as his wicket-taking in the West Indies. Neville Cardus thought his fellow Lancastrian looked ‘as if he had escaped from a Lowry canvas.’

Fred Trueman

The tearaway Yorkshire fast bowler, around whom myths and legends were already beginning to coalesce, was probably too young and raw – on and off the field – to be selected for the Caribbean tour, and he had done his future prospects no good at all.

Frank Tyson

A rival for Trueman in pace, but otherwise poles apart, he was reading English Literature at Durham University and was known to recite Wordsworth while walking back to his mark. While a handful of games for Northamptonshire had revealed potential, it amounted to little more than that.

Australia

Ian Johnson

One of three candidates for the vacant Australian captaincy, Johnson, a purveyor of slow off-spin, had not been selected for the 1953 Ashes tour and seemed to be drifting out of the game until given a pep talk at a party by outgoing captain Lindsay Hassett.

Ray Lindwall

The best fast bowler in the world, the mere mention of his name struck fear into English hearts. In naming him a Cricketer of the Year in 1949, Wisden praised his ‘superb control of length and direction, his change of pace and general skill, the like of which in a slower bowler could be classed as cunning.’

Keith Miller

Alongside his great pal, and fellow party animal Compton, the tousle-haired Miller was the most charismatic cricketer in the world. A dangerous fast bowler and a batsman capable of match-turning innings, his smart captaincy of New South Wales was winning admirers.

Arthur Morris

The third captaincy contender was the solid left-handed opener from New South Wales who had hit three hundreds in the 1948 series. Despite being just 5 ft 9 in, he had a presence that intimidated some bowlers.

MCC

Ronny Aird

‘Lord’s was never a happier place than during his secretaryship,’ said one tribute on his retirement. With his staff, Aird undertook the huge logistical task of organising the tour of Australia, although he was not above internal MCC politics.

Gubby Allen

Shaping up to be the most powerful figure in the committee rooms at Lord’s as his mentor Sir Pelham Warner (80) began to take a back seat, he was captain of England before and after the war, steeped in the amateur
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