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The England team that played Australia at Trent Bridge in 1899. The captain, W G Grace, is unmistakeable in the front row, seated next to the Indian prince, K S Ranjitsinjhi. Wilfred Rhodes is at the front, on the left.  This was Rhodes’ first Test, and Grace’s last.
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Don Bradman and Joe Hardstaff congratulate Len Hutton on becoming the maker of the highest individual score in Test cricket: England v Australia, The Oval, 1938.
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INTRODUCTION





Where do you start? 


In his splendid One Hundred Greatest Cricketers, published by The Times in 1998, John Woodcock, the “sage of Longparish,” and, in my opinion, the most influential English cricket correspondent of the last 70 years, chose John Small and “Silver” Billy Beldham, two of the great men from the heyday of the Hambledon club that flourished in the late eighteenth century, and Alfred Mynn, the “Champion, the Lion of Kent,” who played in the first half of the nineteenth century; in his list of the top hundred, Woodcock ranks Mynn fourth, between Gary Sobers and Jack Hobbs.


I think that’s a bit too early.


No prizes though, for guessing who comes number one in Woodcock’s list. Nobody who has been to Lord’s and approached the ground from St. John’s Wood Road can fail to have been impressed by the ceremonial wrought-iron gates, with the simple and unarguable words above them commemorating the man in whose memory the gates were erected: “The Great Cricketer.” W. G. Grace does indeed stand alone in cricket’s pantheon. He effectively invented modern batting. But it is the problem of comparing Grace with more “modern” cricketers – it is hard enough to compare him with his contemporaries – that dissuaded me from selecting him.


I might be accused of inconsistency here in that I have selected Wilfred Rhodes, who played with and against Grace; Grace’s last match for England was Rhodes’ first. But Rhodes was of a different generation. He played on until the 1930s and lived, like S. F. Barnes, until the 1970s.
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Wilfred Rhodes, around the time of his surprise recall to the England side for the decisive Test of the 1926 Ashes series.


Woodcock picked a lot of players from the early twentieth century. One I was sorely tempted to choose was the brilliant Indian prince K. S. Ranjitsinjhi, a true genius, inventive as well as prolific.


For the 2000 edition of Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack, the editor, Matthew Engel, asked a hundred eminent cricket people from around the world to select their Five Cricketers of the Century. (Pausing here, many readers will know of the Almanack, established by John Wisden in 1864. Anyone who writes more or less seriously about the game is hugely indebted to the “cricketer’s Bible.” One of the annual features is the editor’s choice of Five Cricketers of the Year.)


The Five emerging from the count were Don Bradman (100 votes), Sobers (90 – it seems extraordinary that there were 10 judges who didn’t rank Sobers in the top Five), Hobbs, the only Englishman (30), Shane Warne, whose international career started in the last decade of the century (27) and Vivian Richards (25).


Details of the entire voting pattern were published; 49 cricketers received at least one vote, of whom 17 were English (28 of the voters were English). Eight of my Immortals were chosen, Alan Knott being, rather surprisingly, the only eligible omission (Godfrey Evans, with five, was the only wicketkeeper to receive any votes). Woodcock’s selection included 40 England players, including seven of the top ten; all mine are there except, of course, James Anderson and Ben Stokes.


In 2009 Christopher Martin-Jenkins produced his Top 100 Cricketers Of All Time. Martin-Jenkins’ list was, generally, less eccentric than Woodcock’s, apart from his insistence on referring to English amateurs by their initials (P. B. H. May and E. R. Dexter, as opposed to Fred Trueman and Brian Statham). He selected 34 England players, again including all mine except Stokes and Anderson. He put Grace at number two and Bradman at number one. 
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Ben Stokes in typically aggressive mode, at the Melbourne Cricket Ground during the 2013 Boxing Day Test.


In 2015 David Gower’s 50 Greatest Cricketers of All Time was released (dear old Gower, why choose 100 when 50 will do? Incidentally, Gower was chosen by both Woodcock (72) and Martin-Jenkins (70)). Gower selected 13 England players, including Grace (rather mysteriously inserted at number 10, between Malcolm Marshall and Imran Khan). Again all my selections are there except Anderson and Stokes.


My aim, however, was to choose a well-balanced team, one that could feasibly play an imaginary Test match, a team whose individual abilities would complement one another.


It is also important to settle on some criteria. For me, the important thing was sustained achievement at Test level, against the strongest opposition, which, historically, has tended to mean Australia, South Africa and, at various periods, West Indies, and, in more modern times, India, periodically, Pakistan. (Knott and Botham played no Test cricket against South Africa.) By those standards, my 11 almost picked itself.


Even so, I had nagging doubts about some omissions, and two in particular. The first is Herbert Sutcliffe, who opened the batting in seven successive Ashes series, averaging 66.85. Bradman averaged 89, Steve Smith stands at 64; nobody else has managed more than 58. His overall Test match average was 60.73. Notwithstanding this, it is impossible (as numerous bowlers discovered ) to get past the selected openers, two legendary knights of the realm: Sir John Berry Hobbs and Sir Leonard Hutton. Even two more recently knighted openers, Sir Alastair Cook, England’s greatest run-scorer, and Sir Geoffrey Boycott, England’s greatest controversialist, could not manage that.


The other is Harold Larwood. This was difficult. Like Sutcliffe, Larwood appears in all the above lists – he is equal 17th in the Wisden list. His impact on the cricket of his time was little short of sensational because of Bodyline. But, although he played a part in two other Ashes series wins, in 1926 and 1928–29, his international career, through no fault of his own, was relatively limited.
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James Anderson is congratulated by teammate Alastair Cook after dismissing Australian opening batsman Justin Langer during the 2007 New Year’s Test at the Sydney Cricket Ground.


The non-selection of Larwood (for this book, not for England) was partly an issue of chronology. The original intention had been to include no current players. But Stokes had such an exceptional summer in 2019 that it seemed absurd to exclude him. And if one includes Stokes, how can one omit England’s greatest wicket-taker, Anderson? I wasn’t going to drop Trueman, so there was no room for Larwood.


It is a shame that there is also no room for anyone from the 2005 Ashes-winning team. Clearly, however, it is not possible to accommodate Andrew Flintoff along with Stokes and Ian Botham. I make no apologies for saying that Botham was the first name on the team sheet. At least the 2010–11 side is represented by Anderson.


In the foreword to his book, Woodcock said he was tempted to select a couple of players just because he loved watching them play: the Barbadian Roy Marshall, who opened the batting for Hampshire for many years and who, coincidentally, is one of my favourite players, was a case in point. On that basis I would be inclined to pick Gower, and maybe Robin Smith, and even Trevor Jesty (but he never played a Test so that is a problem).


But I am very happy with my chosen 11. I think it has something for everyone. There are three Yorkshiremen (what do they say about a strong Yorkshire meaning a strong England?) There are two from the metropolitan counties of Surrey and Middlesex, and another from the home counties. There are two from the West Country, one from Lancashire, one from Durham and one nomad. There are two things that are most unusual in a modern England side: there is only one top-order left-handed batsman and there is only one player who was born outside the United Kingdom (it’s the same player). In terms of statistical achievement, impact on historical (cricketing) events, aesthetic appeal, spectator entertainment and character, it is difficult to see how it can be bettered.


Everybody likes making lists. Well, not everybody, but everyone who does really likes it. Everybody reading this will have their own idea of a team to beat mine on an Elysian field comparable to Lord’s or the (old) Adelaide Oval, or Galle, or Worcester (if you’re facing the right way1).









1 Here is an alternative Eleven: H. Sutcliffe, G. Boycott, K.
 F. Barrington, P. B. H. May, D. I. Gower, A. W. Greig (c), T.
 G. Evans, H. Larwood, J. A. Snow, A. V. Bedser, D. L. Underwood.
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Fred Trueman, 1961.
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Jack Hobbs at The Oval, 1926.
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JACK HOBBS













	Birth date

	6 December 1882, died 21 
December 1963.








	Place of birth

	Cambridge








	Role

	Right-handed opening batsman














John Berry Hobbs was born in Cambridge on 16 December 1882, the oldest child of John and Flora Hobbs. He was the first of 12 children. John senior was a slater’s labourer. The part of Cambridge the family lived in, at the time young Jack was growing up, was, according to his biographer Leo McKinstry, noted only for “squalor and poverty ... endless grime, and ceaseless work.”


By the time Hobbs died, in 1963, he had been – in the Queen’s Coronation Honours of 1953 – the first professional cricketer to be knighted. By now a man of comfortable means, he and the family lived in Wimbledon and he had a successful sports goods business in Fleet Street in the heart of London. And this modest, affable man had re-written the record books of the country’s most statistically-obsessed sport, with a classical style and a degree of technical mastery in all conditions that have ensured that his title as England’s greatest batsman has never been challenged.


Hobbs’ upbringing may have been humble in the extreme, but, as so often is the case of outstandingly high achievers, it was not irrelevant to his development as a player. His father was very keen on cricket and would have loved to become a professional. In the 1880s the popularity of the sport was increasing rapidly in the wake of the star quality of sport’s first global icon, the remarkable doctor from Downend, Bristol, W. G. Grace. The furthest John Hobbs got was to become the groundsman at Jesus College, but this enabled his talented little boy to play lots of cricket in the city, especially on Parker’s Piece, the celebrated ground where forty or so clubs played. There young Jack attracted the attention of Cambridgeshire’s finest, the great Surrey and England opener Tom Hayward. Hobbs qualified for Surrey by two years’ residence (it really was a different world) and made his debut for the county, alongside Hayward, as a professional in 1905. His first game for the county was against the Gentlemen of England, led by Grace, then aged 58.


It is worth saying something here about the amateur-professional divide that dominated English cricket until the abolition of the distinction in 1962. That was the last year of the annual fixture – between the wars; there were sometimes two or even three, at The Oval and Scarborough as well as Lord’s – between Gentlemen (the amateurs) and Players (the professionals). The professionals played cricket for a living. The amateurs played for fun, or at least, not for money, in theory. The social divide was rigid. On many grounds amateurs and professionals had different dressing rooms and the cricketers entered the field from different gates. No professional captained England in the modern era until Len Hutton was appointed in 1952. He was followed by Peter May, Colin Cowdrey and Ted Dexter, all amateurs.


The system was characterised by cant and hypocrisy. Amateurs were not paid for playing cricket; instead jobs were found for them outside the game. And of course there were their expenses. Grace, of course, was an amateur. It is doubtful whether anyone, except perhaps the odd Indian Premier League millionaire, has ever made more money out of the game.


Hobbs made his first appearance for England in the second Test against Australia at the Melbourne Cricket Ground in 1907–08. He was aged 25, surprisingly old, as McKinstry observes, for someone who was to become so outstandingly successful.


In his first innings in a home Test, the first against Australia at Edgbaston in 1909, he was out for a golden duck, lbw to Charlie McCartney, but he made 62 not out in the second innings, putting on 105 with C. B. Fry at more than a run a ball as England romped home by 10 wickets. M. A. Noble’s Australians went on to win the series two-one.


Hobbs missed the last two games with an injured finger. After that he was ever-present. He played in eight Ashes series from 1911/12–1930, and missed just four games – all in 1921, because of illness and injury. Only Don Bradman has scored more than his 11 Ashes centuries (though the Bradmaniac Steve Smith has caught up with him).


Away from the international scene, phenomenal interest was generated in the summer of 1925 as Hobbs approached the record number of first-class hundreds scored in a career, 126, by Grace. In the first part of the 20th century it was assumed that Grace’s record would last for ever. (As it happens, Grace is now eleventh on the all-time list, behind, among others, three of Hobbs’ contemporaries, Patsy Hendren, Phil Mead and Frank Woolley). Again, such is the relative dearth of interest in domestic cricket, apart from the Vitality Blast of T20, that it is difficult to imagine the degree of interest in, as it happened, Hobbs’ rather agonising approach to the record. The only comparable cricketing phenomenon has been Sachin Tendulkar’s progress to his hundredth international century. He equalled Grace’s record in the first innings of Surrey’s game against Somerset at Taunton; in the second innings he exceeded it. He was already 43; he was famously to score a hundred first-class centuries after his 40th birthday.


In the following year, 1926, when the England captain, Arthur Carr, went down with tonsilitis during the Old Trafford Test against Australia, Hobbs acted as stand-in captain, a mark of the respect in which he was universally held. It was, however, a one-off. According to Simon Wilde, “Hobbs possessed the stature but not the personality to break the amateur hold on the leadership.”




[image: ] 




Jack Hobbs, circa 1920.




In his last Ashes series, in 1930, his returns were relatively modest, by his own standards: 301 runs at an average of 33.44. In the second innings of his last match, at his home ground of The Oval, the Australian team lined up as he walked out to bat, and the captain, Bill Woodfull, called for three cheers. It really was the end of an era, and it was time for the passing of the baton. In that same series Bradman scored 974 runs at an average of 139.14. Eighteen years later, at the same ground, Bradman was to receive a similarly memorable send-off.


Bradman was the ultimate run-machine. Hobbs was somehow more pure and more natural. He had an easy and relaxed stance, perfect eyesight and an almost uncanny judgment of line and length. But there was nothing unusual or idiosyncratic about his basic technique.


What was it, then, that set Hobbs apart, aside from the sheer weight of numbers? To get them out of the way, he made 197 first-class centuries: Hendren is next with 170. He made 61,237 first-class runs: Woolley comes next with 58,969. His Test batting average was 56.94. Here comparisons are more difficult. There are 12 batsmen ahead of him in the list, seven of them exclusively from the post-World War Two era. Two of them are players with whom Hobbs played a lot of his cricket, Herbert Sutcliffe and Walter Hammond. The modern players played a wide variety of Test teams. Hobbs played two Tests against West Indies (two innings, one century, one 50); all his other matches were against Australia and South Africa. In the list of top batting averages nobody else in the top 45 had a career which started before the First World War, when batting conditions were undoubtedly more challenging.


That is perhaps the first thing that set him apart: his ability to make runs on all sorts of wickets. Again, this is something that can be difficult for the modern observer to appreciate. People realise that it remains important to win the toss: wickets, in some ways, wear and “worsen” as time goes on. In Asia, batsmen still encounter the occasional “bunsen” where spin bowlers have a real advantage. But drop-in pitches, and the desire of administrators and television executives to ensure that matches last five days, have given the modern 22 yards a certain homogeneity.


It was very different in Hobbs’ day (and indeed in the not so distant past: “Deadly” Derek Underwood won many games for Kent and England on uncovered wickets). As Neville Cardus put it, “… on all kinds of pitches, hard and dry, in this country or in Australia, on sticky pitches here and anywhere else, even on the “gluepot” of Melbourne, or the matting of South Africa, against pace, spin, swing and every conceivable device of bowlers, Hobbs reigned supreme.”
An early example of this was provided on the MCC tour of South Africa in 1909–10, where the series, won three-two by the home side, was dominated by South Africa’s googly bowlers. Aubrey Faulkner and Bert Vogler took 69 wickets between them and the matting wickets employed in South Africa provided special challenges for the Englishmen. Hobbs stood alone. He made 539 runs at an average of 67.37. Only one other England batsman managed an average of 30.


A classic example of a Melbourne “gluepot” came in the second Test in 1920–21, which Australia won by an innings and 91 runs. Hobbs made 122 (out of 251 all out). He put on 142 for the third wicket with Hendren (67) but the combination of heavy rain followed by intense heat made the wicket almost impossible. Hobbs batted for three and a half hours and did not give a chance until after he had reached his hundred. England lost the series five-nil but Hobbs made over 500 runs.


Three years later, in 1924–25 Australia won four games but England at last won one, their first victory in Australia since 1911–12. They won the fourth Test at Melbourne by an innings. Jack Fingleton described the wicket as one of the worst ever known in Melbourne, and the opening partnership of 105 between Hobbs and Sutcliffe as probably the most outstanding in Test history.


There was another “sticky dog” at Melbourne in the third match of the very different 1928–29 series, which England won four-one. England started the sixth day needing 331 to win. Rain delayed the start by an hour and the classic ingredients mixed again to produce a spiteful wicket. Balls frequently lifted from a good length to hit the opening batsmen, Hobbs and Sutcliffe, on the upper body. But they ground it out, putting on 105 for the first wicket, before Hobbs was out for 49. England won by three wickets. In the series as a whole Hobbs made 451 runs at an average of just over 50. He was 46 years old.


Hobbs and Sutcliffe were past masters at this sort of thing. In the fifth Test at The Oval in 1926 the pair set up England’s first Ashes series win since 1911–12 with a second innings opening partnership of 172, of which Hobbs made exactly 100. Strangely, this was Hobbs’ only Test century at The Oval; in fact, only five of his 17 Test hundreds were made in England. Australia had a first innings lead of 22 when the England openers went in for an anxious hour on the second evening. They survived that but then a tropical storm delayed proceedings on the third morning and then, almost as though it were Melbourne rather than Kennington, out came the sun. In the resulting difficult conditions, the batsmen at first concentrated on survival; Hobbs played the off-spinner Arthur Richardson with almost exaggerated respect, facing him for eight successive overs and scoring two runs. But he flourished at the other end as Australia’s captain Herbie Collins became increasingly concerned about how best to exploit the conditions. Hobbs began playing with increasing freedom, sweeping Richardson and hitting Arthur Mailey out of the attack. When he was bowled by Jack Gregory he had batted chancelessly for three and a half hours. The platform was laid for a famous victory.
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Hobbs heading out to bat with his usual Surrey opening partner Andrew Sandham, 1930.




Obviously not all Hobbs’ great achievements came when conditions were difficult. It cannot be a coincidence that six of the top ten run scorers in first-class cricket, and Bradman, played a significant part of their cricket in the 1920s and/or 1930s. Even so, Hobbs seemed like a man apart. And this is the case despite the fact that in a sense he was two different players.


Three of the other batsmen profiled in this book – Hammond, Hutton and Denis Compton – had their careers interrupted by the global conflict of 1939-45. Hutton and Compton were young enough when the war started for it not really to make a difference to them as players; they were simply older, more mature, and better, when play resumed. For Hammond the issue was, does it make sense to start all over again at 41? Who knows, maybe he got that one wrong.


With Hobbs, it was different. At 37 in 1919, when county cricket resumed after the four-year break caused by the First World War, he was a veteran, but certainly not over the hill, as indeed events proved. He himself, however, admitted that he wasn’t the same player after the War. “I was still good,” he would say, half in jest, “but I made almost all my runs off the back foot.” If anything he was more prolific in the second part of his career. But as the former England captain A. C. Maclaren wrote in 1926, “In spite of all the hundreds he has made recently, he had more strokes in 1914 than he has now, owing to his wisdom in only attempting now what his years will allow him.” Hobbs himself said much the same thing: “[T]here is no doubt, when I was young, I thought I could do it all – and I used to. You see I enjoyed it so much and I was making runs all the time – and that was my living. I never took such risks after the war because I didn’t feel I could.”


All these comments give an indication of the distinction between the pre-War and post-War Hobbs. Pre-War, it is hardly an overstatement to say that he was the English Victor Trumper. No Australian cricket fan can be oblivious to the significance of this comment. “Trumperesque,” according to Cardus, “…quick to the attack on springing feet, strokes all over the field, killing but never brutal, all executed at the wrists...”


He was perhaps at the height of his powers on his second tour of Australia, in 1911–12. Maclaren, who had toured with him in 1907–08, said that, “When he came to Australia in 1911–12, though, he was a far more mature, confident – almost assertive – batsman. You could say that he simply did not have a weakness. He was never off balance; and he was so quick without ever having to hurry.”


This epic series, an “unprecedented triumph” for England, as McKinstry put it, started very inauspiciously. The captain, Plum Warner, fell ill and was replaced by J. W. H. T. Douglas. Then they lost the first Test, by 146 runs. Ultimately, however, England won the series 4-1. Hobbs was the outstanding batsman on either side, making 662 runs at an average of 82.75, with three centuries. He was, according to Cardus, “Supreme; I doubt if ever after did he surpass for combined offensive and defensive power his batting in this rubber.”


McKinstry observed that Hobbs’ fielding made a significant contribution to England’s victory. With his speed and athleticism he ran out fifteen batsmen during the tour. John Arlott was unambiguous in his praise: by 1914, Hobbs was the greatest cover fielder in the world.


By the time this series started Hobbs had established the first of three celebrated opening partnerships. In his first few Tests he had a number of different partners but in South Africa in 1909–10 he established a batting liaison with the Yorkshireman Wilfred Rhodes that was to last till 1914. At Cape Town in 1909–10 they put on what was then a world record 221. At Melbourne in 1911–12 they added what remains an English Ashes record of 323.
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Hobbs on his way to 115 in the first Test against Australia at Sydney, 1924-25.




The second famous partnership is that with Andy Sandham, for Surrey. This is outside the scope of this essay in that they never opened together for England but it would be wrong to write about Hobbs without mentioning Sandham. They made no fewer than 66 century opening stands together.


But the opening partner with whom Hobbs will always be associated is another Yorkshireman, Sutcliffe. Sutcliffe averaged a remarkable 60.73 in his 54 Tests. He lacked the style and nobility of Hobbs at the crease; his outstanding features were what Bill Frindall described as, “Determination and unruffled calm.”
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Hobbs driving in a game versus Warwickshire at The Oval, 1930.




Their record together in Tests, between 1924 and 1930, is phenomenal. They shared 15 three-figure opening partnerships for England. They averaged 87 in Tests as a partnership. Many pairs have been more prolific, because so much more cricket is played, but no other pair have approached this average; Matthew Hayden and Justin Langer managed 51; Gordon Greenidge and Desmond Haynes 47. Among the top 20 run-getting pairs, the second highest average is that of Hobbs and Rhodes (61).


In the second Test of the 1924–25 series in Melbourne they batted throughout the third day, putting on a chanceless 285 (Hobbs, out to the second ball of the fourth day, 154, Sutcliffe, who made four hundreds in the series, 176). As an aside, this was the first time that the future Australian Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, took his wife to watch a Test match. The next time was at Lord’s in 1926. The Australian fielders came out and, behind them, emerging from the darkness of the Pavilion, came Hobbs and Sutcliffe. “Goodness,” exclaimed Mrs Menzies, “haven’t we got these two out yet?”


In the case of both Rhodes and Sutcliffe, there was never any doubt about who the senior partner was. Hobbs is often portrayed as a very unselfish cricketer. Rhodes was one of a number of people who said that Hobbs could have scored many more runs but would often give his wicket away after reaching his hundred. But like it or not top sport inevitably involves an element of selfishness, and batting is perhaps a peculiarly selfish process. Hobbs was a brilliant runner between the wickets – Rhodes said the two of them had a perfect understanding – but Hobbs seems to have had a special penchant for stealing a single off the last ball of the over.


This is one of the little points of criticism made by McKinstry. He also comments, adversely, on Hobbs’ use of pad play in defence. This seems a little harsh; under the old lbw law, changed in 1937, a batsman could not be out leg before to a ball which pitched outside the off stump. Hobbs was just exploiting the conditions. (Cardus in fact said Hobbs rarely used his pads as a first line of defence though Wilde, among others, takes a different view.)


More difficult to defend, perhaps, is his conduct in the early part of the First World War. Unlike vast numbers of people, including well-known sportsmen, he declined to enlist, getting a job in a munitions factory which gave him time to get other paid work. More controversially still, in 1916 he signed as a professional in the Bradford League. Lord Hawke, the Yorkshire cricket supremo, called the signing “scandalous.” Hobbs joined the Royal Flying Corps. Earlier biographers, such as Arlott, had glossed over this period.


At the end of the day this is a minor issue. McKinstry’s verdict is essentially no different from Arlott’s. How could it be otherwise. Arlott summed up his idol perfectly: “Others scored faster, hit the balls harder, more obviously murdered bowling. No one else, though, ever batted with more consummate skill.” Hence, the name by which he will always be remembered: The Master.
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Two debutants opening the batting for England against New Zealand in the first Test of the 1937 series, at Lord’s, a worried looking Len Hutton, and Jim (J H) Parks.
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