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INTRODUCTION

History should be a ‘good argument’, A.J.P. Taylor observed. This spirit informs The Pantheon, an attempt to rank the 50 best Test cricketers of all time. The looming 150th anniversary of Test cricket’s inception, in March 1877, is an ideal moment to consider the format’s greatest players.

Over three thousand men have earned Test caps. I have sought to identify and rank the 50 best of all time. What follows is a collection of essays exploring their stories, significance and the foundation of their greatness. Many players are reviewed in joint essays, enabling tight comparison between titans. Rather than hagiography, I have attempted to rank and assess the players against each other.

I should start by identifying how I have ranked players. This is an exercise in identifying the best, rather than the greatest. This distinction prioritises effectiveness, and importance in winning matches, over aesthetic appeal or changing the game.

I have been led by the total impact that these men had on the field. Along with batting, bowling, fielding and wicketkeeping, I have also considered the role of captaincy.

I have largely restricted consideration to impact on Test cricket, not geopolitics. Frank Worrell’s claims are elevated by becoming West Indies’ first full-time black captain, and then thriving in the role. But, for instance, I have not included Basil D’Oliveira, who played perhaps Test cricket’s most important innings – 158 against Australia in 1968, which was the catalyst for apartheid South Africa being banned from the game – but does not quite have an overall record to match the very best players.

Innovators who changed how the game is played feature in my list – but innovation alone is not enough. Rather, players must earn selection based on individual impact helping their teams to perform better. Normally, this means making their sides more likely to win. But players who help a weaker team achieve respectability, even if the result is still normally defeat – like George Headley with West Indies, and Andy Flower with Zimbabwe – deserve recognition too.

I have given extra credit to performances away from home, and against the strongest sides of the era. Players who excelled against the 1980s West Indies side or Australia around 2000 thus earn particular kudos. Without implying disrespect, I often refer to a player’s performances against the top eight sides – that is, Australia, England, India, New Zealand, Pakistan, South Africa, Sri Lanka and West Indies. This approach omits matches against Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Ireland and Zimbabwe.

Longevity also enhances a player’s impact. Cricketers who appeared in fewer than 20 Test matches have been omitted – meaning that, for instance, Barry Richards and Mike Procter, whose Test careers ended when South Africa were banned for apartheid, were not considered.

To gauge longevity, it is necessary to look beyond runs, wickets and appearances. For instance, Jack Hobbs played a relatively modest 61 Tests. Yet he was an automatic pick for 22 years. It was scarcely Hobbs’s fault that World War I robbed him of a major chunk of his career.

A focus on career figures alone would give players from Australia, England – especially – and more recently India an outsized advantage, as these nations play far more than other teams. Total tallies of Test runs and wickets, while crucial, are only one way to evaluate players’ contributions. Averages, similarly, can be analysed in a multitude of different ways – cherry-picking records against a particular opponent, or giving greater weighting to performances against certain sides.

Another complication is that all players represented teams of different strengths. Australia, comfortably the best nation in Test history, has had far less need to persevere with players performing mediocrely at either the start or end of their careers. But other countries benefit from picking great players when they are performing at a level far below their peak. For instance, Kane Williamson debuted for New Zealand three months after his 20th birthday, and only averaged 30.1 over his first 21 Tests, damaging his overall Test average. A stronger side would not have picked Williamson so early, instead waiting several years – by which time he would have been nearer his peak, and therefore ended up with a higher final average.

Before the essays on each player, I present the pertinent statistics around their careers. Of course, while statistics illuminate the arguments, debates about a player’s relative greatness cannot be reduced to numbers alone.

The list includes at least one player from nine Test nations – all bar Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Ireland. This was not deliberate, but the result is that the essays reflect the geographical spread of the game.

The Pantheon wrestles with essential questions – how do you compare players between different eras? Is a player’s impact best understood through someone’s peak, or their consistent output? How do you compare batsmen and bowlers?

For all the inherent caveats, as far as possible I have tried to be objective – at least according to the criteria that I have set for myself. This is a list of who I consider to be the best Test cricketers, not my personal favourites. 

If nothing else, I hope that The Pantheon initiates good arguments, and readers relish telling me where I have gone wrong.




A note for statistically minded readers

Himanish Ganjoo, an analyst who worked prominently with Rahul Dravid during his stint as India head coach is now a cosmologist, assisted me with my research, providing valuable extra statistical insights. The metrics that he used merit brief explanation here for interested readers.

Firstly, the ratios of player averages adjusted for era and opposition. For instance, Don Bradman – famously – averaged 99.94. Other top-seven batsmen during his career averaged 35.43, giving Bradman a ratio of 2.82: he fared 2.82 times better than an average Test batsman during his career. Similarly, bowlers are compared to the averages in their eras.

The adjustments for opposition here should be emphasised, especially when evaluating players who played against comparatively weak teams. For instance, for modern players the ratios relative to contemporaries are adjusted depending on who their matches were against. So for bowlers, the overall average ratio is based on the cumulative Tests they played against each opponent, and how their contemporaries performed in these games.

This extra layer allows us to see which players excelled against Test opposition across the board, and whose averages were inflated from thriving against Bangladesh and Zimbabwe, when they were relatively weak opponents. A bowler, say, would receive more credit for averaging 20 against a strong country that other bowlers averaged 30 against, than averaging 15 against a strong country that other bowlers averaged 20 against.

Considering the respective merits of Muthiah Muralidaran and Shane Warne illustrates why this analysis is particularly illuminating. Muralidaran played 25 Tests against Bangladesh or Zimbabwe, Warne just three. Of course, the schedule was neither player’s fault. Himanish’s analysis allows us to see how these two players fared relative to their contemporaries across their careers, without being skewed by imbalanced fixture lists.

The second metric used was match factor. This assesses players based on how they ranked compared to the overall average in their Tests. For instance, if other batsmen averaged 30, and the player in question averages 40, then his match factor would be 1.33: the difference in the ratio between his average and the overall average.

All statistics are up-to-date as of 1 July 2026. For Tests from before around 1990, batting strike rates are not always available. The strike rates that I have used for such players are from Andrew Samson’s brilliant database; this is not complete, as not all scorers at the time recorded balls faced per batsman. For batsmen, ‘strike rate’ refers to the number of runs scored per 100 balls. For bowlers, ‘strike rate’ refers to the number of balls needed to take each wicket. 





Number 51

An apology to the master of reinvention

JAMES ANDERSON (2003–24)

Tests: 188 

Wickets: 704 

Wickets per Test: 3.74 

Five-wicket hauls: 32

Bowling average: 26.45

Average in home Tests: 24.41 

Average in away/neutral Tests: 29.83

Strike rate: 56.8

Percentage of team wickets: 22.41%

Match factor: 1.35

Average ratio adjusted by era/opposition: 1.17

Also: 1,353 runs at 8.96; 107 catches

 

 






 

 

 
   
WHEN ENGLAND HOSTED India in 2021, one duel dominated the build-up: James Anderson versus Virat Kohli.

England’s best bowler and India’s finest batsman had history. In 2014, Anderson had emasculated Kohli on his first tour of England, dismissing him four times in 50 balls. But in 2018, with a remodelled technique, Kohli was not dismissed by Anderson in 270 balls across the series.

By 2021, Anderson was 39 years old. Yet his status as England’s greatest threat remained undimmed. 

Kohli was greeted by inswing first ball; he moved to cover the threat with his bat. After swinging in, the ball then seamed away: confounding geometry, like a magician’s sleight of hand. The ball kissed Kohli’s edge; he briefly stood at the crease, disbelieving at his golden duck.

This delivery showed the full scope of Anderson as a fast bowler: the original and the refined version, combining to produce one remarkable delivery. First there was swing, the trait for which Anderson was renowned when he made his debut as a 20-year-old with blond streaks in his hair. Then, there was wobble seam, the delivery that gave Anderson his durability.

Initially, Anderson was only half this bowler. In his first days in international cricket, Anderson was renowned for trying to generate booming swing, curving the ball from a full length.

The quintessential wicket of the first age of Anderson came against New Zealand in 2008. Seeing a ball drifting onto his pads on a middle-and-leg line, Brendon McCullum shaped to flick it to the leg side. Instead, the ball curved sharply away, beat the bat, and flattened his off stump. This was early Anderson in excelsis: the natural penchant for away swing, and the attacking, full length.

Such an approach came at a cost. Anderson’s full length made him vulnerable to being driven through the covers; he conceded 17 runs from his first over in Test cricket. No one has ever conceded so many in their first over on debut.

If Anderson’s natural gifts, and his unstintingly attacking instincts, earned him a debut aged 20, they also explained why his first 20 Tests were spread over five years. During this period, he leaked 3.7 runs an over. Without clouds and swing, Anderson was too often innocuous.

Anderson’s nickname – the king of swing – endured. But his method did not. His journey to being the highest wicket-taker in English history came through his evolution into a less cavalier bowler. Anderson always retained the capacity for swing – but swing was merely a tool that he deployed in helpful conditions, rather than his default approach. While retaining his mastery in helpful conditions, Anderson overcame his initial limitations overseas.

In 2010, Anderson observed Pakistan’s Mohammad Asif bewitching England with his trademark: the wobble seam. This delivery is released with the fingers wide of the seam and held loosely. It wobbles in the air, then moves in either direction – or carries on straight – after pitching. Such in-built randomness makes the wobble seam lethal, denying batsmen time to react to late deviation. Compared to swing, wobble seam is also better-suited to maintaining control: bowlers do not need to bowl as full, so are harder to drive. 

Wobble seam is also a less fickle friend than swing. Swing depends not just on bowlers maintaining a pristine wrist position, but also atmospheric conditions and the state of the ball. But bowlers can generate wobble seam throughout an innings, whether the ball is new or old.

Mimicking Asif, Anderson ‘learnt how to wobble the ball, so I could nip it off the seam rather than just rely on swing’. This tool was particularly essential in Australia, where the Kookaburra ball was unconducive to swing. In 2010/11, using the wobble seam as his stock delivery, Anderson was the leading wicket-taker in England’s 3–1 Ashes win; this remains England’s lone series victory down under since 1986/87. From five wickets at 82.60 in the 2006/07 Ashes, Anderson took 24 at 26.04 in 2010/11.

Yet the best illustration of Anderson’s education came in Asia. In India in 2012, on pitches designed to nullify pace, no other seamer mustered more than four wickets in the series. Anderson snared 12 while changing shapes like a chameleon: bowling dry when needed; using his bouncer sagaciously; showing off his smorgasbord of cutters; and locating a fuller length when there was a scintilla of swing or reverse swing.

To India’s skipper, M.S. Dhoni, ‘The difference between the bowling sides was James Anderson.’ India won their next 18 series at home.

In some ways Anderson’s metamorphosis – bowling shorter, and swinging the ball less – was a triumph for pragmatism over romance. Yet the pragmatism created romance, sustaining a 21-year Test career.

Anderson is best understood not merely as a cricketing marvel but a medical marvel too. He retired having bowled 40,037 deliveries, over 6,000 more than any other seamer. His 188 caps, second only to Sachin Tendulkar, are 21 more than the next-most for any bowler.

For 15 years, from 2008 to 2023, whatever the conditions, England did not need to consider the identity of one of their fast bowlers. For England, Anderson was not a once-in-a-generation bowler; rather, he was two generations of brilliant bowler in one.

Like Stuart Broad, the second highest wicket-taker in England Test history and second most-capped bowler, Anderson benefited from central contracts. He only played selectively for his county, and was phased out of limited-overs cricket.

Anderson was also lucky in his own body. He is ‘naturally lean and built well to be a fast bowler,’ Ben Langley, England’s medical lead, explained to me. ‘Extra weight is the enemy of the fast bowler.’ He combined these physiological advantages with a smooth, pared-back run-up: no step was wasted. 

Yet Anderson needed fortitude to stick to his method. England were initially concerned that his head falling away in release made him susceptible to injury; in fact, he was injured while using the refined action, then returned to his original method in 2008.

Above all, Anderson’s longevity was forged through sheer bloody-mindedness. Throughout his career, he wrestled with debilitating pain in his left shoulder. It hurt when he put on a T-shirt in the morning. It even hurt when he brushed his teeth. He frequently took ibuprofen to numb the pain of bowling.

If the pain was a constant, the bowler was constantly evolving, ceaselessly tinkering with new angles and variations as he refined his craft. Anderson arrived in Test cricket as one bowler; 704 wickets later, he departed as a completely different one.

Why, then, does he only rank 51st in this Pantheon? In such rarefied company, he is weighed down by three factors.

The first mark against Anderson is his away record. The claims that he was ineffectual overseas were absurd; Anderson was central to both England’s victory in Australia in 2010/11 and in India in 2012/13. Back in India in 2021, Anderson bowled a mesmerising double-wicket maiden in Chennai in England’s victory; he took 92 wickets at 27.51 in Asia. Yet Anderson’s overall overseas average is a modest 29.83.

Anderson is also hampered by his Ashes performance. Some great feats against Australia cannot conceal that his overall Ashes average – 35.97 – was far inferior to his contemporary Broad. Of the top 50 Ashes wicket-takers, Anderson’s average is two runs higher than anyone else.

The third mark against Anderson is his output of wickets per Test. If cricket is overburdened with numbers, wickets per match is perhaps the game’s most underrated number.

To win a Test, a team needs 20 wickets. Dale Steyn, long seen as Anderson’s rival for the world’s best pace bowler, took 4.72, a whole extra wicket more than Anderson. Even five Andersons would not claim 20 wickets in an average Test match. He only claimed 22.41 per cent of all wickets that his team took in Tests that he played, lower than any of the specialist bowlers above him on this list.

Such observations feel like the height of nitpicking; but this is an unavoidable hazard of ranking the best Test cricketers of all time. Such is the brutality of compiling The Pantheon.





Number 50

The battle to be Pakistan’s greatest Test batsman: Khan or Miandad?

YOUNIS KHAN (2000–17)

Tests: 118

Runs: 10,099

Centuries: 34 

Batting average: 52.05

Average in home Tests: 56.84

Average in away/neutral Tests: 48.76

Strike rate: 52.12

Percentage of team runs: 15.64%

Match factor: 1.39 

Average ratio adjusted by era/opposition: 1.60 

Also: 139 catches

As captain: 9 Tests, 1 win, 3 losses, win–loss ratio: 0.33

 

 







The battle to be Pakistan’s greatest Test batsman (cont.)

JAVED MIANDAD (1976–93)

Tests: 124 

Runs: 8,832

Centuries: 23 

Batting average: 52.57

Average in home Tests: 61.38

Average in away/neutral Tests: 45.80

Strike rate: 46.40

Percentage of team runs: 15.71%

Match factor: 1.47 

Average ratio adjusted by era/opposition: 1.65

Also: 93 catches, plus one stumping as a stand-in wicketkeeper 

As captain: 34 Tests, 14 wins, 6 losses, win–loss ratio: 2.33

 

 






 

 

 
   
HANIF MOHAMMAD WAS Pakistan’s first great batsman; the original ‘Little Master’, he batted for 16 hours to make 337 and save a Test in Barbados. But Mohammad ended up with an average of 43.98: good, but not of the top rank.

In the early 2000s, the rotund Inzamam-ul-Haq and the elegant Mohammad Yousuf formed a dazzling middle-order partnership. But both played in the best modern era for batting, suffered significant drops in their averages away from home, particularly in Australia and South Africa, and showed no inclination to bat in the top three.

And so the debate about the identity of Pakistan’s greatest batsman boils down to Javed Miandad and Younis Khan: the two men with the highest averages, separated by only decimal points. Both grew up in Karachi: Miandad was a proud son of the city, Younis moved there as a child. Yet they approached the game very differently.

Younis was a player of preternatural calm, impervious to the environment around him. Miandad was the antithesis. From his childhood playing tape-ball cricket, he did not seek only to play the ball. Rather, he very deliberately played the men too.

‘Cricket was war and I was at war whenever I played,’ Miandad wrote. ‘I have always had a militant approach to cricket.’ He showed his distaste for India’s umpires by ostentatiously practising without pads. Miandad’s implication was that the officials were so inadequate that he would be seen off lbw if he was hit anywhere on the leg.

Some footballers are hailed as street players, for how they bring the wiles of street sport into the professional game. Miandad was a street cricketer: not just in his abrasiveness, but in the shrewd way in which he sized up the conditions on a particular day.

Miandad was among the first batsmen to import limited-overs techniques into Test cricket. His speciality, using his supple wrists, was to manipulate the ball into gaps and hare twos: an approach particularly effective against spin.

As a Test cricketer, Miandad belongs in a club of two: along with England’s Herbert Sutcliffe, he is the only batsman to play 20 Tests whose average never fell below 50. To maintain this record over 124 matches, spread over 17 years, attests to Miandad’s consistency, durability and sheer canniness.

More than anything, Miandad was tough. These qualities showed themselves during his most-celebrated displays: back-to-back centuries in the Caribbean in 1988.

In Guyana, Miandad arrived at 57–2, after West Indies’ 292 all out. West Indies’ loathing of Miandad was such that, at one stage, Winston Benjamin deliberately bowled no-balls from beyond the bowling crease to intimidate him. Miandad even dared to take on Curtly Ambrose. ‘It was just the stimulus I needed to raise my game,’ Miandad recalled. ‘I started taunting the bowlers. I pointed my chest at Ambrose: “try and hit me and I’ll show you”.’ For a generation, taking on the four-pronged West Indies pace attack in their own lair had been the acme of insanity. Yet Miandad’s 114, over 235 balls, set up West Indies’ first loss in a home Test for a decade.

Piqued, West Indies returned with even more hostility in the second Test, in Trinidad; this culminated with Pakistan set 372 to win in the fourth innings. Miandad endured for seven hours and 16 minutes to make 102; Pakistan held out for a draw. These contrasting hundreds – Pakistan’s only two centuries of the three-game series, and as many as all West Indies players combined – underscore Miandad’s claim to being his country’s greatest Test batsman.

This status appeared Miandad’s destiny ever since he made 163 against New Zealand on debut, aged 19. He converted six hundreds into doubles, including 211 in an innings win against Australia and an epic 280 not out when Pakistan eviscerated India. No Pakistani has scored more against India.

Aptly, Younis came closer than anyone else to breaking Miandad’s record. On the first morning at Bangalore in 2005, Younis arrived at 4–1, which swiftly became 7–2. His supremely controlled 267, an exercise in gradual acceleration, lifted Pakistan to an imperious 570; Younis returned with a crisp unbeaten 84 in the second innings and was player of the match in Pakistan’s win.

Younis matched Miandad in hitting six double centuries, including one of Pakistan’s most significant ever innings. At The Oval in 2016, Pakistan needed to win to square the series in England 2–2 and reach number one in the world rankings. Younis, by now aged 38, had endured a poor series. Yet he defied James Anderson, Stuart Broad, Steve Finn and Chris Woakes with a mix of classical defence and his trademark drives, while targeting spin. He launched Moeen Ali over long on to reach his 200.

Just like Miandad, Younis was a fourth-innings master. Miandad averaged 54.4 in the last innings of Tests, Younis 50.51.

No one has bettered Younis’s five centuries in the fourth innings, though only one came in victory. In Pallekele against Sri Lanka in 2015, arriving at 13–2 in pursuit of 377 to win, Younis approached the arduous target with his usual calm: first seeing off the new ball, and then using his feet and sweep shot to attack against spin. He peeled off 171 not out; Pakistan cruised to a seven-wicket victory, with an uncharacteristic absence of drama.

While Miandad was largely ensconced at four throughout his career, Younis moved according to his team’s needs, and scored 13 centuries at three.

Unusually for a Pakistani, Younis relished facing Australia. In the UAE in 2014, he followed twin centuries in Dubai with 213 in Abu Dhabi; Australia were marmalised in both Tests. 

Adaptability was Younis’s greatest hallmark. He hit centuries in all 11 countries that he played in, a record. Younis’s prowess against pace meant that he managed the rare feat of averaging 50 in both Australia and England. Yet Miandad’s overall away record, discounting Bangladesh and Zimbabwe, is still two runs superior. Excluding Tests against Bangladesh and Zimbabwe, Younis averaged exactly 50 – outstanding, but 2.5 less than Miandad.

The real mark of Miandad’s superiority is how he thrived in more difficult conditions. Miandad averaged 1.47 more than the overall average in the Tests that he played, compared to Younis’s 1.39. While Younis was not Pakistan’s best batsman for vast swathes of his career, until after Inzamam and Yousuf declined, Miandad had to shoulder a higher individual burden. He scored a greater proportion of Pakistan’s runs.

And so, as a pure batsman, Miandad shades Younis, who narrowly misses being included in The Pantheon’s top 50. While Younis twice quit the captaincy, aghast with the board, leadership elevates Miandad’s claims further.

‘I am unfitted to hold down a job unless they were to pay me for getting angry at the world,’ Joseph Roth wrote in Flight Without End. Miandad took a similar approach to leadership. He lamented – not without reason – ‘players with an Oxford or Cambridge background have been overvalued’. If he saw himself as a standard-bearer for less privileged Pakistanis, Miandad harnessed this motivation to his team’s advantage.

In 1992, while Pakistan were harangued for alleged ball-tampering, previous captains might have been deferential to the English claims. Not Miandad. That summer, he secured an away series triumph against England, to go with a previous home win and two home series victories over Australia. 

In 34 Tests as captain, Miandad won 14 games and lost six. His win–loss ratio as captain is actually slightly superior to that of Imran Khan. While Imran’s tenure included the three classic series against West Indies, there was an important difference between their reigns. When Imran captained, he enjoyed Miandad’s services virtually without fail. But Miandad, generally only appointed when Imran was unavailable, only had Imran in 13 of his 34 Tests as captain.

Miandad, you suspect, would use the difference as another example of his mistreatment. Paradoxically, perhaps Miandad needed such a belief to maximise his talent. But here is one judgement that surely not even the man himself could dispute: below only Wasim Akram and Imran Khan, Miandad is the third best Test cricketer in Pakistan’s history.





Number 49

(See Number 27 for full entry)

BEN STOKES (2013–26)

Tests: 122 

Runs: 7,273 

Centuries: 14 

Batting average: 34.46

Average in home Tests: 39.04

Average in away/neutral Tests: 31.25

Strike rate: 58.52

Percentage of team runs: 11.16%

Match factor: 1.10

Average ratio adjusted by era/opposition: 1.19

Wickets: 252

Wickets per Test: 2.07 (NB: 2.33 in matches when Stokes could bowl, excluding games he was picked as a specialist batsman)

Five-wicket hauls: 6

Bowling average: 30.98

Average in home Tests: 29.36 

Average in away/neutral Tests: 32.71 

Strike rate: 55.80

Percentage of team wickets: 11.90%

Match factor: 1.11

Average ratio adjusted by era/opposition: 0.93

Also: 115 catches 

As captain: 44 Tests, 24 wins, 18 losses, win–loss ratio: 1.33
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]



1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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