
Answering the question “Which Was The Best Ever Test Cricket Team” 
 
Introduction 
I n Wisden 2002, D avid  F rith, commenting on Australia’ s 4-1  victory  over 
England  in 2001 , mused  “I t remained  f or us to assess whether or not we had  b een 
watching the b est cricket team of  all time”, then went on to mention the 1 902, 
1 921 , 1 948 and  1 975  Australians, the 1 95 0s England  sid e, S outh Af rica 1 969-70 
and  the West I nd ians of  1 984.  
 
I  thought it would  b e interesting to try  and  answer this question ob j ectively  b y  
retrosp ectively  ap p ly ing the I CC World  R ankings p oints sy stem, d evelop ed  b y  
D avid  K end ix , f rom the b eginning of  the f irst multi-Test series in the 1 9th century . 
 
H is torica l  IC C  W orl d R a nk ing s  
R ather than show all the rankings, which would  ob viously  require a lot of  sp ace, 
I ’ ve highlighted  the signif icant changes over the y ears in the tab le which 
accomp anies this article (see H istorical Analy sis). This tab le includ es the Test 
series results which p reced e each change in the rankings (or in some cases the 
f ollowing results, where this aid s p resentation), so f or ex amp le in 1 95 4-5 5  we can 
see that England ’ s 3-1  victory  over Australia allowed  England  to leap f rog the 
Aussies to b ecome numb er one in the rankings. 
 
The rankings are shown f rom lef t to right so that we can track the d evelop ment of  
teams over time;  f or ex amp le, we can trace England ’ s rise f rom third  p lace in 
1 95 2-5 3 to f irst in 1 95 4-5 5  f ollowing series wins over numb er one ranked  
Australia and  a d rawn series with numb er two ranked  West I nd ies. 
 
This tab le will also allow us to d etermine not only  the b est sid es throughout the 
history  of  Test Cricket and  the ex tent of  their d omination, b ut also answer the 
ultimate question – w h ic h  w a s t h e b est  ev er ?   
 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
Note: these rankings continue until the introduction of  the of f icial I C C  W orld R ankings in 
2 0 0 3 .  
 
W h ich  W a s  T h e  B e s t E v e r T e s t T e a m ?  
S o here, lad ies and  gentlemen, are the b est ever Test cricket sid es, in ord er of  I CC 
World  R anking p oints at their p eak:- 
 
Points (G ap ) Team  Y ear  Tms R anked  
1 43 (+ 34) Australia 2007-08 1 0 
1 34 (+ 21 ) Australia 1 95 9-60 7 
1 33 (+ 25 ) Australia 1 95 1 -5 2 6 
1 32 (+ 29) West I nd ies 1 985 -86 7 
1 31  (+ 22) West I nd ies 1 964-65  7 
1 30 (+ 41 ) Australia 1 924-25  3 
1 27 (+ 70) England  1 890  3 
1 25  (+ 29) Australia 1 935 -36 6 
1 25  (+ 8) S outh Af rica 1 969-70 7 
1 25  (-5 ) Australia 1 962-63* 7 
1 24 (+ 25 ) Australia 1 975 -76 6 
1 22 (+ 1 9) England  1 95 6  7 
1 22 (+ 1 9) England  1 971   6 
1 22 (+ 8) West I nd ies 1 993-95  9 
1 21  (+ 34) England  1 928-29 4 
1 21  (-7) West I nd ies 1 948*  6 
1 20 (+ 1 7) West I nd ies 1 977-78 6 
 
T h e a b o v e l ist  sh o w s t h e p ea k  nu m b er  o f  p o int s in t h e r a nk ing s,  t h e g a p  b et w een 
f ir st  a nd sec o nd ( r el a t iv e do m ina nc e) ,  t h e t ea m ,  w h ic h  y ea r  t h ey  p ea k ed,  a nd 
t h e t o t a l  nu m b er  o f  t ea m s r a nk ed.  
* Australia had  the most p oints ever b y  a second -ranked  team, b ehind  the 1 962-
63 West I nd ians (1 30), who p eaked  in 1 964-65 . West I nd ies were second  to the 
1 948 Australians. 
 
S o, assuming that we accep t the I CC World  R anking sy stem as b eing the most 
accurate and  most wid ely  accep ted  measure we have, we can say  that t h e b est  
ev er  T est  c r ic k et  t ea m  is t h e p r esent  A u st r a l ia n side, and  b y  a signif icant margin. 
I n terms of  p oints d if f erential over second  p lace, the most d ominant teams come 



f rom the era when only  three or f our teams were ranked  (1 890 and  1 928-29 
England  and  1 924-25  Australia, i.e. p re-WWI I ), at which times the lower numb er 
of  Test matches p lay ed  (see grap h b elow) together with the relatively  f ew teams 
ranked  meant that large p oints swings were not uncommon.  S o d iscounting 
those earlier teams, we can say  that the p resent Australian sid e is also the most 
d ominant ever, f ollowed  b y  Clive L loy d ’ s West I nd ian sid e and  the 1 935 -36 
Australians (with the likes of  Ponsf ord , Brad man, O ld f ield , O ’ R eilly  and  
G rimmett). 
 
I n sup p ort of  the d iscounting of  earlier teams f rom the d iscussion on which sid e 
was most d ominant, the grap h b elow shows the change in numb ers of  Test series 
in f ive-y ear p eriod s over the y ears, showing a large change in the numb er of  
series p lay ed  af ter the S econd  World  War and  also f rom around  1 970:- 
 

Total Series
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W h o’ s  M is s ing ,  a nd W h o S h oul d B e  Incl ude d?  
O f  the teams mentioned  b y  D avid  F rith in the introd uction, only  the 1 902 
Australian sid e d o not f eature on this all-time list—they  were at that time ranked  
f irst with 1 1 7 p oints, 32 ahead  of  second -ranked  England  (see the d iscussion of  
J oe D arling’ s 1 902 Australian touring sid e in the Comments section b elow). 
 
Another interesting anomaly  is that the 1 95 9-60 Australian sid e, which turns out 
to b e the second -highest ranked  Test team ever, is almost never mentioned  as 
b eing one of  the greatest (p lay ers in that sid e includ ed  N eil H arvey , R ichie 
Benaud , Alan D avid son, Wally  G rout and  R ay  L ind wall). 
 
A close insp ection of  the rankings tab le shows that Australia, with one or two 
ex cep tions in the mid -60s and  f ollowing the many  d ef ections to the WS C, has 
consistently  b een ranked  highly . This can b e seen more read ily  if  we look at the 
grap hical rep resentation of  the rankings b elow, as can the d ominance (and  
sub sequent f all) of  the 1 980s West I nd ies sid es. I nterestingly , the af f ect of  the 



Packer y ears can b e seen on the grap hical rep resentation with the very  small 
d if f erential b etween all of  the ranked  teams around  1 980, as the strongest sid es 
were d ecimated  b y  WS C d ef ections and  hence their d ominance over the weaker 
teams was red uced . We can also read ily  see the rise of  the H ad lee-insp ired  N ew 
Z ealand ers in the 1 980s, as well as S ri L anka’ s rise to b ecome a world  p ower and  
England ’ s p rob lems in the 80s, which were ex acerb ated   b y  the TCCB b an of  the 
reb els who toured  S outh Af rica. 
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Note: this grap hical rep resentation continues until the introduction of  the of f icial I C C  
W orld R ankings in 2 0 0 3 .  
 
C om m e nts  
The f ollowing section d iscusses the historical rankings at various times in some 
d etail. 
 
1 890: 
England ’ s score of  1 27 while und er the cap taincy  of  W.G . G race remains their 
highest ever, as was their margin of  sup eriority  over the nex t highest-ranked  
team, Australia (5 7). As mentioned  ab ove, it should  b e b orne in mind  that this 
margin is p rob ab ly  enhanced  b y  there b eing only  three Test-p lay ing nations at 
the time;  also, the relatively  low numb er of  tests p lay ed  means that large swings 
in the ratings were common (f or ex amp le, S outh Af rica’ s climb  f rom 20 to 90 
p oints in j ust a f ew y ears). 
 
1 902:  
J oe D arling’ s Australians also had  a signif icant margin over England  (1 1 7-85 ), b ut 
again only  three teams are ranked . While this Australian team has consistently  



b een p ut f orward  as one of  the b est ever (D on Brad man, among others—see 
Wisden 1 986), this is b ased  largely  on their p erf ormances against the County  
sid es;  if  we look solely  at the results f rom the Test series this is not as clear-cut. 
I n the f irst Test, Australia were b owled  out f or 36 chasing England ’ s f irst innings 
total of  376-9 d eclared  (although the match was sub sequently  d rawn);  the S econd  
Test was washed  out, with Australia not even going in to b at;  Australia won the 
Third  Test relatively  easily  b y  1 43 runs;  however the F ourth Test p rod uced  what 
remained  the closest result ever in Tests until the 2006 Ashes series (Australia 
victorious b y  3 runs), and  in the d ead  rub b er Test Australia lost b y  1  wicket – 
hard ly  a d ominant series victory !  
 
1 909-1 0: 
S outh Af rica, with a 3-2 series victory  over England , leap f rogged  Australia to gain 
their f irst-ever top  sp ot. 
 
1 924-25 : 
What we tend  to ref er to as the 1 920-21  Australians actually  p eaked  in the 
rankings with their 4-1  series victory  over England  f our y ears later, with what was 
then a record  rating of  1 30, and  with a signif icant margin (41 ) over second -p laced  
England . H owever, the 1 920-21  sid e was more d ominant over England , with a 
series R uns Per Wicket (R PW) f igure of  46.1  comp ared  to England ’ s 27.6. 
 
1 928-29: 
A 4-1  series victory  in Australia gave H ammond ’ s men the numb er one p osition 
once again, with a healthy  margin of  34 over second -p laced  Australia. F our teams 
were now ranked , with the ad d ition of  West I nd ies to the ranks of  Test-p lay ing 
nations. England  were d ominant in the series—d iscounting Australia’ s sole 
victory  in the f if th test, England ’ s R PW was 44.5  to Australia’ s 28.6. 
 
1 930-31 : 
S outh Af rica’ s 1 -0 series victory  over England  was enough to move them b ack to 
the top , though they  were hard ly  d ominant, b oth teams having id entical series 
R PWs (S outh Af rica were ranked  f irst with 1 06 p oints, ahead  of  England  and  
Australia tied  on 1 03). 
 
1 931 -32: 
An emp hatic 5 -0 series victory  (R PW of  40.2 versus 1 8.5 ) over numb er one 
ranked  S outh Af rica gave Australia top  sp ot, which they  would  occup y  
uninterrup ted  f or the nex t 23 y ears until 1 95 4-5 5  (d ue in no small measure to 
D on Brad man’ s d ominance with the b at). 
 
1 935 -36: 
Australia’ s convincing 4-0 series victory  over S outh Af rica (R PW of  45 .3 
comp ared  to 21 .7 f or S outh Af rica) moved  them up  to 1 25  p oints, 29 p oints ahead  
of  their op p onents. 
 
 



1 95 1 -5 2: 
What is essentially  the 1 948 Australian team actually  p eaked  in the rankings with 
their 4-1  series win over England , with a then record  p oints total of  1 33, a healthy  
25  ahead  of  the West I nd ies. The 1 948 series victory  over England  was more 
d ominating, however, with an R PW of  47.3 to England ’ s 29.1 ;  D on Brad man 
consid ered  this Australian sid e to b e the b est Test team ever (Wisden 1 986). 
 
1 95 4-5 5 : 
England ’ s 3-1  series victory  over Australia was enough to reverse their p revious 
stand ings, moving England  b ack to the top . O ne of  the b est-ever England  sid es 
would  stay  at the top  until 1 95 8-5 9. The 1 95 6 England  team, with 1 22, achieved  
their highest p oints total since 1 890, and  d id  so with a 2-1  series victory  over 
Australia which was much more d ominating than it looked  on p ap er—two d rawn 
games were emp hatically  in England ’ s f avour as regard s R PW (34.8 to 1 7.8). 
 
1 95 8-5 9: 
Australia trounced  top -ranked  England  (although there had  b een only  one p oint 
b etween them) 4-0 and  moved  to an ex cellent 1 30 p oints, which they  would  
increase to a record  1 34 af ter b eating Pakistan 2-1 . Their margin over second -
ranked  England  was then 21  p oints. 
 
1 963: 
F or the f irst time, West I nd ies took top  sp ot f rom Australia, although b oth of  
these sid es were ex cellent, b eing rated  at 1 30 and  1 25  p oints resp ectively . This 
West I nd ies sid e went on to achieve their highest p oints total (1 31 ) and  greatest 
d ominance (Australia was the nex t-ranked  on 1 09) af ter d ef eating the Aussies 2-1  
in 1 964-65 ;  these f igures were sub sequently  overtaken b y  L loy d ’ s men in the ‘ 80s. 
 
1 966-67: 
S outh Af rica’ s 3-1  victory  over Australia moved  them to second  p lace with 1 1 1 , 
b ehind  West I nd ies’  total of  1 27, b ut more signif icantly  p ushed  Australia d own to 
a worst-ever 5 th p lace in the stand ings, b ehind  S outh Af rica, England  and  I nd ia. 
 
1 968: 
England  took over the numb er one sp ot af ter their 1 -1  d raw with Australia, 
although only  one p oint clear of  the West I nd ies on 1 1 4 and  only  f our ahead  of  
S outh Af rica. Australia’ s sub sequent 3-1  victory  over West I nd ies that winter 
meant that three countries were within three p oints, with England  in f irst p lace. 
 
1 969-70: 
Third -ranked  S outh Af rica b eat Australia 4-0 (R PW 40.4 to 22.2) in what would  
b e their f arewell (at least f or the time b eing) to the international stage. At that 
p oint they  were numb er one with 1 25 , with England  in second  p lace with 1 1 7. 
 
1 971 : 
England  inherited  the top  sp ot b y  virtue of  S outh Af rica’ s ex it, b ut this was a very  
good  England  sid e, ranking on a p ar with the 1 95 6 England  team with 1 22 p oints. 



 
1 972-73: 
With successive series victories home and  away  over top -ranked  England  
(includ ing b ringing to an end  England ’ s record  run of  26 tests without d ef eat), 
I nd ia b ecame the numb er one ranked  sid e f or the f irst time. 
 
1 975 -76: 
West I nd ies 3-2 d ef eat of  I nd ia a y ear earlier had  allowed  Australia to move b ack 
to the top , and  this Aussie team p eaked  with 1 24 p oints and  a margin of  25  over 
the West I nd ies team they  b eat 5 -1 . 
 
1 977: 
England ’ s 3-0 series victory  over p revious numb er one Australia meant that West 
I nd ies regained  the top  sp ot f rom the Aussies, although it was a tight race with 
Australia, England  and  Pakistan all within nine p oints of  top  sp ot. This p articular 
West I nd ies sid e p eaked  at 1 20 p oints. 
 
1 978-79: 
West I nd ies were knocked  of f  the top  f ollowing a 1 -0 d ef eat b y  I nd ia, allowing 
England  to regain sup remacy , going on to p eak at 1 1 9 p oints f ollowing a 5 -1  
crushing of  an Australian sid e weakened  b y  WS C d ef ections, and  p ushing 
Australia d own to f if th once more, ab ove only  N ew Z ealand .  
 
I n the 1 980 ed ition of  Wisden, Alex  Bannister commented  that M ike Brearley ’ s 
critics consid ered  this Australian team to b e the weakest in 1 02 y ears of  Ashes 
comp etition;  actually  the 1 928-29 team ranked  lower on I CC R anking p oints with 
87 (again f ollowing a 5 -1  series d ef eat to England ). Also, see the ab ove d iscussion 
of  1 977—Brearley  was cap tain f or that Ashes series too, against a p re-WS C 
Australian sid e. 
 
1 980-81 : 
West I nd ies’  2-0 series win over England  gave them a top  sp ot they  would  not 
relinquish f or 1 0 y ears, b ecoming one of  the most d ominant teams in history . 
 
[ Af ter N ew Z ealand  b eat I nd ia 1 -0, only  1 5  p oints sep arated  the top  team 
(England , with 1 06) f rom the last-p laced  team (Pakistan, 91 ). This is most likely  a 
d irect result of  the WS C taking the b est p lay ers f rom the top  teams, and  the 
weaker teams b eing less af f ected  b y  d ef ections, thus narrowing the gap  
somewhat.]  
 
1 984: 
The gap  b etween the West I nd ies (1 20) and  England  (95  p oints) was alread y  
huge, and  wid ened  to 30 p oints af ter the 5 -0 humb ling of  England , with several 
notab les b anned  f or their p art in the reb el tour of  S outh Af rica, at home. 
 
 
 



1 985 : 
Wisden commented  on the Ashes series that England  were f elt to b e the b etter 
sid e, and  ind eed  Tests f ive and  six  were crushing innings victories;  however, p rior 
to the b eginning of  the series, Australia outranked  England  1 1 1 -1 04, and  f or the 
f irst f our Tests the two teams were p retty  evenly  matched  (R PW of  41 .8 to 38.4 in 
f avour of  England ).  
 
1 985 -86: 
The ‘ 80s Wind ies f inest hour came af ter the 5 -0 thrashing of  England , at which 
p oint they  enj oy ed  a huge lead  of  29 over second -p laced  N ew Z ealand  with 1 32 
p oints, and  a massive 38 p oints ahead  of  f ourth-p laced  England . Ad d itionally , 
N ew Z ealand ’ s f irst ever series win against Australia meant that N ew Z ealand  
enj oy ed  second  p lace and  Australia lounged  in f if th, b ehind  also Pakistan and  
England . 
 
1 986-87: 
When I nd ia and  Australia p lay ed  only  the second  ever tied  Test match, their 
ranking p oints were within a p oint of  each other (86-85 ).  
 
1 987-88: 
I nd ia held  West I nd ies to a 1 -1  d raw, b ut Wisden commented  that the West 
I nd ies were d istinctly  sup erior (1 28-88 in the rankings) and  I nd ia’ s victory  in the 
f inal test “was gained  on a… p itch that mad e a mockery  of  Test cricket”.  
 
1 988: 
M any  f elt that West I nd ies 4-0 victory  over England  was England ’ s nad ir (they  
had  gone 1 8 Tests without a win), and  although the West I nd ies only  rated  
slightly  higher than the emergent Pakistan sid e (1 1 5 -1 06), the gap  b etween West 
I nd ies and  England , who ranked  ab ove only  S ri L anka, was a y awning chasm. 
 
1 989: 
M atthew Engel, commenting on the 1 989 Ashes series, wrote in Wisden that “it is 
p rob ab ly  28 y ears since the two teams met as the b est cricket teams on earth”;  
Australia and  England  were ranked  f if th and  six th at that time. I n f act, accord ing 
to the I CC R ankings p oints, they  were ranked  one and  two when they  met in 
1 972. 
 
1 990-91 : 
A resurgent Australian sid e b eat England  3-0 to f inally  end  the West I nd ies 
d ecad e of  d ominance, although the two teams would  shuf f le around  at the top  
until the West I nd ies again d ominated  f rom 1 992 through the winter of  1 994-95 . 
I nd eed , b oth teams shared  p ole p osition af ter West I nd ies d rew 2-2 with England  
in 1 991 . 
 
1 992: 
Pakistan’ s 2-1  victory  over England  showed  they  were ind eed  a world  p ower:- 
West I nd ies 1 1 6, Australia 1 1 4, Pakistan 1 1 2. 



 
1 992-93: 
When West I nd ies b eat Australia b y  a single run, they  were ranked  at 1 1 4 and  1 1 3 
p oints resp ectively . 
 
1 994-95 : 
Australia’ s 2-1  victory  over West I nd ies knocked  them of f  the top  f or the last time 
and  signalled  the start of  their incred ib le d ecline. 
 
1 994-95  to 2001 -02:  
Australia and  S outh Af rica j uggled  f or sup remacy  throughout this p eriod , with 
neither team gaining true d ominance. The two teams shared  the top  sp ot in 1 997 
and  1 999-00. D uring the summer of  2000, Australia won all 1 5  internationals, 
b oth Test and  O D I , and  f rom 2002, Australia b egan to p ull away  f rom S outh 
Af rica and  the rest. At the end  of  this p eriod , West I nd ies has f allen to eighth 
p lace, ab ove only  Z imb ab we and  Banglad esh. The ascend ancy  of  b oth N ew 
Z ealand  and  S ri L anka is also ap p arent d uring this p eriod . The b eginning of  
Australia’ s rise to b ecome the highest rated  team of  all time b egan with their 
comp rehensive 3-0 victory  over S outh Af rica (1 1 6 to 1 1 7 p oints b ef orehand ) to 
take p ole p osition f or good . 
 
1 997: 
M atthew Engel, writing as Ed itor of  Wisden in 1 997, noted  “When Australia took 
the F rank Worrell Trop hy  in M ay  1 995  f or the f irst time in almost two d ecad es, 
they  were wid ely  d escrib ed  as the new world  champ ions.” I nd eed , accord ing to 
the I CC R ankings p oints, Australia moved  to numb er one ahead  of  West I nd ies, 
1 1 0-1 08. Engel continues “But this j ud gement was comp licated  b y  the stead y  
f orm of  the S outh Af ricans [ 1 04 p oints] , the sp asmod ic b rilliance of  Pakistan 
[ 1 03]  and  I nd ia’ s near invincib ility  at home [ 1 02] .” 
 
1 998: 
I nd ia (90 p oints, ranked  6th) b eat # 1  ranked  Australia (1 1 4 p oints) 2-1 , includ ing 
an innings and  21 9 runs victory  in the second  Test, with a R PW of  1 26.6 to 
Australia’ s 20.7 – a f actor of  6.1 2. 
 
1 999: 
England ’ s home d ef eat b y  N ew Z ealand  was enough to set them f irmly  at the 
b ottom of  the then Wisd en World  Champ ionship . H owever, in the historical I CC 
R ankings p oints, England  show up  in f if th p lace, ahead  of  N ew Z ealand , I nd ia, S ri 
L anka and  Z imb ab we. S ri L anka’ s success against f irst-p laced  Australia was 
enough to move them to third  p lace, their highest ever ranking. 
 
2000: 
With their 3-1  victory  over the West I nd ies, England  moved  b ack into the top  
three f or the f irst time since 1 984 af ter their loss to N ew Z ealand . 
 
 



2001 :  
And rew M iller, writing in Wisden 2004, ref erred  to England ’ s series win over S ri 
L anka in 2001  as “arguab ly  their b est p erf ormance of  the p ast d ecad e”. H owever, 
given that accord ing to the I CC R ankings, England  were ahead  of  S ri L anka 1 00-
98 going into the series, their series victory  over S outh Af rica in 1 998, p rior to 
which they  were outranked  1 1 1 -95 , was p rob ab ly  sup erior. 
 
2002: 
I n 2001 -02, the S outh Af ricans toured  Australia and  were sound ly  b eaten in all 
three Tests. The I CC R ankings p oints show the S outh Af ricans as slightly  ahead  
(1 1 7-1 1 6) p rior to the start of  the series, b ut Australia took over the mantle 1 22-
1 1 1 . The Ed itor of  Wisden, Tim d e L isle, commented  that the Australians were 
one of  the b est teams ever, whereas the S outh Af ricans were not even the b est 
S outh Af rican team ever (“By  no stretch of  the imagination were they  the b est 
team in the world . They  went top … largely  b ecause they  had  the p olitical will to 
p lay  the minnows”);  if  we accep t that the revised  method  takes this largely  into 
account, then they  were actually  the world ’ s b est team at that time. I n f act, only  
the 1 969-70 team ranked  higher of  other S outh Af rican teams, with 1 25  p oints 
j ust b ef ore their enf orced  ex ile. 
 
A coup le of  months later, the Australians traveled  to S outh Af rica f or a re-match. 
The Australians won the f irst Test b y  the second  largest margin of  victory  in 
history , an innings and  360 runs (R PW of  93.1  to 1 4.6, a ratio of  6.38). 
 
2003: 
S outh Af rica’ s victory  over Pakistan b y  an innings and  1 42 runs took them to the 
top  of  the I CC Champ ionship —however, in the I CC World  R ankings Australia 
show as signif icantly  ahead  of  S outh Af rica (1 29-1 1 2). 
 
F o r  f u r t h er  inf o r m a t io n,  p l ea se c o nt a c t  t h e a u t h o r  a t  
da v ew il so n_ u s@ y a h o o . c o m  
 


