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Abstract 

In the 1960s, a quartet of world-class spin bowlers appeared in the Indian 

cricket scene named Prasanna, Venkataraghavan, Chandrasekhar and Bedi 

who would excel in both First Class and Test cricket. So close were their 

bowling figures that debate raged as to who was the best bowler among them. 

In this paper, the attempt has been made to rank the bowlers according to 

some mathematical scheme. First, the concept of Other First Class (OFC) 

cricket is introduced by separating Test matches from all First class matches. 

Then the bowlers are ranked according to a rank index, which is a positive 

integer having the values of 1 for the bowler with the highest bowling average, 

2 for the bowler having the next highest bowling average, and so on. The rank 

indices are added for each bowler. The bowler with the highest total rank 

index takes the first place, the bowler with the second highest total rank index 

takes the second place, and so on. Based on the total rank indices for OFC and 

Test cricket, Bedi is ranked first, Chandra and Prasanna are tied for the second 

place, and Venkat is ranked third. The Test cricket rankings are limited to 

Prasanna, Chandra and Bedi only. Rank indices are determined when two 

bowlers played and the third did not; and when all three played in the same 

matches. In this scheme, Prasanna, Bedi and Chandra were all tied for the first 

plane. Finally, in order to break the tie, rank indices were determined for Test 

matches played in different cricketing nations. In this scheme, Bedi emerged 

in first place, followed by Chandra in second place, and Prasanna in third 

place. The overall rankings in OFC and Test cricket were Bedi, Chandra, 

Prasanna and Venkat, in that order. 

  

1. INTRODUCTION 

India is known as the ‘home of spinners’ in the Cricket world because of the 

traditional dominance of spinners over seamers there. In the post-war period, Vinoo 
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Mankad (162 Test wickets) followed by Subhash Gupte (149) were the notable 

world-class spinners (cf.  [1]). Then in the 1960s, there appeared almost at once four 

spinners of world-class caliber: Erapalli Prasanna, Srinivas Venkataraghavan, 

Bhagwath Chandrasekhar and Bishan Singh Bedi, who would later be known as the 

‘fabulous four.’ Prasanna was born in 1940, Venkat and Chandra were born in 1945, 

Venkat earlier by 25 days, and Bedi was born in 1946. All four grew up to be 

specialist spinners who dominated the domestic Ranji Trophy matches and shone in 

international Test Cricket. They were all different in physical makeup and each had 

his own distinct bowling style. Prasanna, a relatively short and stocky off spinner, 

tossed the ball high up in the air, with heavy spin, enticing the batsman to hit. The ball 

traveled in a parabolic arc and bounced high. He could control the length with the 

same action such that the shorter one when hit would go up in the air for a catch. He 

also utilized the wind to great effect which explains his success on New Zealand 

pitches. Venkat, the other off spinner was the tallest of the four who bowled with a 

flat trajectory like a medium pacer would. He had immaculate line and length and 

varied the amount of spin such that one would get past the batsman’s defense. 

Chandra bowled googlies and leg breaks mixed with vicious topspin with a slinging 

action at near medium pace. The ball traversed in a cycloidal path and bounced high. 

He was decisively the most penetrating bowler among the four. His length was not 

perfect, but that only added uncertainty to the batsman’s mind. Bedi was the lone left 

arm orthodox spinner, who had the smoothest, most effortless and economical action. 

He did flight the ball and added topspin, but did not give the batsman much time to 

second guess. He would vary the length, trajectory and the amount of spin to great 

effect. With that action, he could bowl tirelessly all day long. Prasanna, Bedi and 

Chandra, in particular, were nominal batsmen, and only Venkat batted with any 

significance.  

Against this backdrop, the Indian Test selectors introduced a novel three-pronged 

spin attack for the first time in history consisting of three specialist spinners. But 

there was a problem – with the fabulous four in contention, one had to be left out. 

Chandra, the only leg-spinner and Bedi, the only left-armer, were the automatic 

choices, which meant that one of the off-spinners, Prasanna or Venkat, had to be 

sacrificed. When not out-of-form, Prasanna was usually the one selected. However, 

Venkat would still end up getting ample opportunity to play Test cricket. First, 

Prasanna went to pursue higher studies for nearly five years, when he could have been 

in his prime. Then Chandra was sidelined for nearly three and half years following a 

freak road accident. Venkat was the third spinner on both occasions. At the 

conclusions of their careers, Prasanna, Venkat, Chandra and Bedi played 49, 57, 58 

and 67 Test matches, respectively, with corresponding bowling averages of 30.38, 

36.11, 29.74 and 28.71, respectively. Venkat’s Test bowling average was significantly 

inferior to those of the other three, as he was usually the third option in the bowling 

line-up. Figure 1 shows the cumulative Test bowling averages of all four as functions 

of the 98 Test matches in which at least one of them played. For the most part, the 

Test averages of Prasanna, Chandra and Bedi were below 30 with Prasanna’s average 

rising above the 30 mark only after his final Test match. Venkat’s average in the early 

part was well below 30, but continued to rise above 30 later. However, in all First 
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Class matches, the bowling averages of all four were far more comparable.  

Opinions differ as to who was the best bowler among the fabulous four. Ian Chappell 

chose Prasanna, whereas Doug Walters argued that it was Bedi [2]. And the all-time 

batting great Viv Richards called Chandra the most difficult bowler he had faced [3]. 

In this paper, we attempt to answer that question from a purely mathematical point of 

view. We first gather the traditional statistical records of the four bowlers – both First 

Class and Test records [4–7]. We then extract from them, what are called Other First 

Class figures. The bowlers are ranked by their Test and Other First Class bowling 

averages. A rank index is defined for each category. The rank indices are summed for 

each bowler and total rank index determined. The ranking of each bowler is 

determined from his total rank index. 

 
 

Fig. 1 
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2. MATHEMATICAL ANALYSIS 

The game of cricket is unsurpassed in terms of the statistical data recorded. These 

data are frequently used to judge the relative worth of a player. In the bowling 

department, some of the relevant data include the runs conceded and wickets taken by 

a bowler, his bowling average, 5-wicket hauls in an innings, 10-wicket hauls in a 

match, etc. Among these, most of the categories (like total wickets, total 5-

wickets/innings, and total 10-wickets/match) are extensive quantities in nature, i.e., 

they depend upon the total matches played by the bowler, and are, therefore not the 

best indicator of the bowler’s quality. On the other hand, the bowling average is an 

intensive quantity, i.e., it is more or less independent of the total matches played. For 

that reason, the bowling average is the most widely used quantity to judge a bowler. 

The bowling average A of a bowler (for a certain number of matches) is defined as the 

ratio of the total runs conceded R to the total wickets taken W by the bowler: 

                                                         
W
RA                                                                (1) 

It should be reminded that unlike the batting average (which is a direct quantity), the 

bowling average is an inverse quantity, i.e., the smaller the bowling average, the 

better is the quality of the bowling.  

Before the advent of one-day cricket, there were two categories of cricket matches: 

First Class cricket and Test cricket. First class matches are those of duration of 3 

days or longer, whereas Test matches (normally between international teams) are 

those of 5 days duration or longer. The First Class bowling average AFC of a player is 

therefore: 

                                                       
FC

FC
FC W

RA                                                           (2) 

where RFC is the total runs conceded and WFC is the total wickets taken by the bowler 

in First Class matches. Likewise, the Test bowling average AT of a player is: 

                                                         
T

T
T W

RA                                                            (3) 

where RT is the total runs conceded and WT is the total wickets captured by the bowler 

in Test matches. Since the Test statistics are included in the First Class statistics, the 

latter are not reflective of the First Class matches other than Tests. For these, one has 

to subtract the Test statistics from the First Class data in order to obtain the Other 
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First Class data. For example, the Other First Class runs conceded by the bowler 

will be ROFC  = RFC – RT; and the Other First Class wickets will be WOFC  = WFC – 

WT. Thus the Other First Class bowling average can be defined as: 

                                              
TFC

TFC

OFC

OFC
OFC WW

RR
W
RA




                                            (4) 

The concept of Other First Class (OFC) cricket is quite simple. Any aspiring Test 

player must enhance his reputation by first playing OFC matches. After making Test 

debut, he must continue to play well in both OFC and Test matches. 

In order to rank the bowlers according to say OFC cricket or Test cricket, the 

following ranking scheme is made. A rank index is assigned to each bowler 

according to his bowling average. The rank index is a series of positive integers 

starting with 1 for the highest (i.e. the worst) bowling average, 2 for the next highest 

bowling average, and so on, and ending with the lowest (i.e., the best) scoring 

average. In this scheme, (1) between two bowlers, the bowler with the superior 

average is assigned the index 2, whereas the bowler with the inferior bowling average 

is assigned the index 1; (2) between three bowlers, rank indices of 3, 2 and 1 are 

assigned according to the best, intermediate and worst bowling averages, respectively; 

and (3) between four bowlers, rank indices of 4, 3, 2 and 1 are assigned in accordance 

with the same scheme. 

 

3. RANKING THE FABULOUS FOUR 

The First Class and Test bowling statistics of the fabulous four are readily found in 

the ESPN Cricinfo website [4 – 7] and reproduced in Table I. The OFC statistics are 

extracted from the First Class and Test data, calculated using Eqs. (2) – (4) and 

entered in Table I. A scrutiny of the OFC figures show that Bedi (with 303) and 

Venkat (284) played far more OFC matches than Chandra (188) and Prasanna (186) 

because of Prasanna’s long absence due to higher studies and Chandra’s similar 

absence due to injury. Consequently, Bedi and Venkat bowled far many more balls 

than Prasanna and Chandra; captured more wickets; and achieved more 5 

wiskets/innings and 10 wickets/match figures. However, those are extensive 

quantities. When we examine the OFC bowling averages, they were all very close: 

Bedi led the way with 20.25, followed by Prasanna (21.74), Chandra (22.34) and 

Venkat (22.63) in that order. Consequently, the rank indices assigned for OFC 

bowling is as follows: Bedi 4, Prasanna 3, Chandra 2, and Venkat 1 (Table II). 

Likewise, the Test rank indices are assigned as: Bedi 4, Chandra 3, Prasanna 2, and 

Venkat 1 (Table II). The total rank indices are therefore: Bedi 8, Prasanna and 

Chandra 5 each, and Venkat 2 (Table II). In summation, for all cricket (OFC and 

Test), Bedi earned first place with Chandra and Prasanna sharing the second and 

Venkat third. This ranking is not in conflict with the Test averages of Bedi (28.71), 

Chandra (29.74), Prasanna (30.38) and Venkat (36.11). (It may not be too irrelevant to 
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mention that Prasanna’s Test average immediately prior to his last Test was 29.88, or 

almost the same as Chandra’s.)  

 

Table I. First Class, Test & Other First Class Bowling Figures 

 Prasanna Venkat Chandra Bedi 

Born 1940 1945 1945 1946 

First Class Career 1961–79 1963–85 1963–80 1961–81 

Test Career 1962–78 1965–83 1964–79 1966–79 

First Class Matches 235 341 246 370 

First Class Batting Average 11.90 17.73 4.61 11.37 

First Class Balls Bowled 54,823 83,548 53,817 90,354 

First Class Wickets 957 1,390 1,063 1,560 

First Class Bowling Average 23.45 24.14 24.03 21.69 

First Class 5 Wkts/Innings 56 85 75 106 

First Class 10 Wkts/Match 9 21 19 20 

Test Matches 49 57 58 67 

Test Batting Average 11.48 11.68 4.07 8.98 

Test Matches Balls Bowled 14,353 14,877 15,963 21,364 

Test Wickets 189 156 242 266 

Test Bowling Average 30.38 36.11 29.74 28.71 

Test 5 Wickets/Innings 10 3 16 14 

Test 10 Wickets/Match 2 1 2 1 

Best Analysis in Test Innings 8/76 8/72 8/79 7/98 

Other First Class Matches 186 284 188 303 

Other First Class Batting Av 12.09 18.99 4.86 12.09 

Other First Class Balls 40,470 68,671 37,854 68,990 

Other First Class Wickets 768 1,234 821 1,424 

Other First Class Average 21.74 22.63 22.34 20.25 

Other First Class 5 Wkts/Inn 46 82 59 92 

Other First Class 10 Wkts/Mt 7 20 17 19 
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Table II. Other First Class & Test Bowling Rankings 

 Prasanna Venkat Chandra Bedi 

Other First Class Rank Index 3 1 2 4 

Test Rank Index 2 1 3 4 

Total Rank Index 5 2 5 8 

Bowling Rankings 2 3 2 1 

 

In order to break the tie between Chandra and Prasanna, we now confine our enquiry 

to Test statistics only, since Test statistics are discussed far more often than First 

Class statistics in cricket debates and discussions. Because of his significantly higher 

Test bowling average, we take Venkat out of contention, and focus on the Test 

statistics of Bedi, Chandra and Prasanna only. We first consider the Test matches in 

which two bowlers played in the absence of the third. The matches are sorted out and 

the averages calculated. The results are as follows: (1) Prasanna and Chandra played 3 

matches without Bedi and averaged 21.43 and 39.22, respectively; (2) Chandra and 

Bedi played 18 matches without Prasanna, averaging 28.84 and 25.83, respectively; 

and (3) Prasanna and Bedi played 19 matches without Chandra, averaging 25.61 and 

30.12, respectively (Table III). Finally, in the 24 Test matches in which Prasanna, 

Chandra and Bedi all played, they averaged 40.02, 27.82 and 28.34, respectively 

(Table III). The rank indices are assigned in accordance with our scheme, summed for 

each bowler, and entered in Table IV. The result is a three-way tie for the first place 

between Prasanna, Chandra and Bedi (Table IV). Prasanna and Chandra remain 

deadlocked at the end of this scheme! 

 

Table III. Test Bowling Averages when Two or All Three Played 

 Prasanna Chandra Bedi 

Test Bowling Averages when Prasanna and 

Chandra played but not Bedi (3)  

21.43 39.22 – 

Test Bowling Averages when Chandra and Bedi 

played but not Prasanna (18) 

– 

 

28.84 25.83 

Test Bowling Averages when Bedi and 

Prasanna played but not Chandra (19) 

25.61 – 30.12 

Test Bowling Averages when Prasanna,  

Chandra and Bedi all played (24) 

40.02 27.82 28.34 
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Table IV. Test Bowling Rankings when Two or All Three Played 

 Prasanna Chandra Bedi 

Bowling Rank Indices when Prasanna and 

Chandra played but not Bedi  

2 1 – 

Bowling Indices when Chandra and Bedi 

played but not Prasanna  

– 

 

1 2 

Bowling Rank Indices when Bedi and 

Prasanna played but not Chandra  

2 – 1 

Bowling Rank Indices when Prasanna,  

Chandra and Bedi all played  

1 3 2 

Total Test Bowling Rank Indices 5 5 5 

Test Bowling Rankings 1 1 1 

 

Finally, we analyze how Prasanna, Chandra and Bedi performed in different 

circumstances, namely, in different Test nations, viz., Australia, England, India, New 

Zealand, Pakistan and West Indies. The data, readily available in Refs. (4) – (6) are 

reproduced in Table V. The rank indices are properly assigned and entered in Table 

VI. It is found that Prasanna led the ranking in New Zealand; Chandra led the 

rankings in England, Pakistan and West Indies; and Bedi topped the rankings in 

Australia and India. The total rank indices for Prasanna, Chandra and Bedi were 10, 

12 and 14, respectively, which places Bedi in first place, Chandra in second place, 

and Prasanna in third place. The tie between Chandra and Prasanna has been 

broken. The final rankings of the fabulous four in OFC and Test bowling are now: 

Bedi, Chandra, Prasanna and Venkat, in that order. Coincidentally this agrees with 

the overall Test averages of the fabulous four! 

Table V. Test Bowling Averages in Different Nations 

 Prasanna Chandra Bedi 

Test Bowling Average in Australia 31.12 30.27 27.51 

Test Bowling Average in England 58.08 33.96 38.08 

Test Bowling Average in India 26.94 27.69 23.99 

Test Bowling Average in New Zealand 19.25 27.72 24.65 

Test Bowling Average in Pakistan 125.50 48.12 74.83 

Test Bowling Average in West Indies 42.50 31.23 33.69 
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Table VI. Test Bowling Rankings in Different Countries 

 Prasanna Chandra Bedi 

Test Bowling Rank Index in Australia 2 1 3 

Test Bowling Rank Index in England 1 3 2 

Test Bowling Rank Index in India 2 1 3 

Test Bowling Rank Index in New Zealand 3 1 2 

Test Bowling Rank Index in Pakistan 1 3 2 

Test Bowling Rank Index in West Indies 1 3 2 

Total Test Bowling Rank Index 10 12 14 

Test Bowling Rankings 3 2 1 
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