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The fairy tale life of Fanny Dango

With Fanny has gone a part of Australia's history. Her life reads like a romance as indeed it was … a life from another era.

By Shirley Westaway

Fanny Dango – the name has passed into the English language.

Who was she?

In the age when children were seen and not heard her name was frequently invoked by parents to bring their small daughters into line.

A hoyden was admonished with remarks like “Fanny Dango would never do that, she's a lady.” While at the other extreme a girl with irritating affectations was likely to be asked, “Who do you think you are – Fanny Dango?”

Her name sounded all through my childhood so that in my imagination she was aligned with myths of Guinevere, the Queen of Sheba and Mona Lisa.

Till the day I came face to face with the myth. And twenty years later I still find it easy to recall the stunned sensation as I was told “That's Fanny Dango”.

It was like shaking hands with the Venus de Milo and I said “It can''t be, there's no such person”. But of course there was. And just as my father had always told me, she was every inch a lady and remained so until her death last month aged 91.

For the last three years of her fabulous life fanny Dango had lived in Mt Waverley with her daughter-in-law, Mrs Zena Hayes.

With Fanny has gone a part of Australia’s history. Her life reads like a romance as indeed it was  - a life from another era.

Charisma has become a fashionable word and one that is today applied strangely to politicians.

Yet Fanny was born with it and retained to the end.

She was born Fanny Rudge in Birmingham – a member of a distinguished family many of whom married into the aristocracy. 

The Rudges and their kin made names for themselves in many professions but probably the most famous was Fanny's sister, Letty Lind, who was one of London's most successful dancers at the gaiety Theatre.

Fanny, too, was a dancer and the fandango was he most successful role, so it was as Fanny Dango that she came to Australia in 1907 as star in several J. C. Williamson productions.

Fanny Dango's appearances in Melbourne caught the eye of millionaire grazier and racehorse owner, Samuel Peter Mackay. So much so that Samuel never missed a performance and appeared in the theatre night after night just to see Fanny dance.

He frequently dozed off but, on cue, his companion woke him with a jab in the ribs to tell him, “Here comes Fanny.”

The Mackay family came to Victoria form the Isle of Skye in 1852.

About 20 years later the Mackays decided  to try their luck as squatters in Western Australia where brothers, Donald McDonald and Roderick, took up one million acres 50 miles from Port Hedland.

This was the Mudabullangana Station regarded as being one of the best-stocked properties in the north-west with its Merino sheep and stud horses bringing top prices

Samuel McKay made his own fortune in pearling which provided him with the money to buy into Mundabullangana after the death of his uncle, Roderick, in 1890.

He became the sole owner in 1903 when on the death of his father, Samuel purchased the remaining interests. 

Samuel already had a valuable foundation to work on when he took over and continued to improve the stud by purchasing the best blood obtainable.

He was described as “more of a sportsman than a sporting man who aims at rather more than merely winning races. It has always been his object to win with horses he has bred himself.”

Some of these horse were Le Var, The Corsican and Loch Shiel together with a number of other famous horses which have colored Australian turf history.

Samuel and Fanny were married in 1910 and went to live t the new home Samuel had built at Berwick , Melville Park, now the home of Lord and Lady Casey.

They spent a good deal of their time in London and school holidays for their son. Peter, meant the Riviera, the Swiss Alps and the pleasures of the London season.

Although she always had chauffeurs standing by Fanny learnt to drive in the twenties – the balmy days of motoring.

Her tutor was my father, Mr Norman Thompson of South Oakleigh.

He remembers her great charm and generous hospitality which meant that driving lessons often turned into weekends spent at The Rock Home at Kyneton, one of the many Mackay properties.

He was a frequent visitor to “Srathnaver”, the Mackay's town house in Alma Rd, St Kilda, where the ballroom was given over to young Peter's model trains.

After their marriage Peter and Zena lived the life that Scott Fitzgerald made famous.

Peter became a proficient skier on the Swiss slopes and represented Britain in international competition.

His friends included Vunderbilts and the Morgans of financial fame. He died in 1951.

Fanny, now widowed, continued to divide her life between Australian and Europe and she and Zena were on one of the last ships to pass through the Suez canal before it closed in 1966.

This was her last trip overseas yet she still lived life to the full and until her health began to fail six months ago she still enjoyed a night out and was never short of partners for every dance.

Fanny Dango was, at the height of her fame, known as the star whom everyone loved.

It was no empty label – she had a special gift for friendship that attracted people of all ages. She will continue to live on in the hearts of those who knew her.

Written by Shirley Westaway, 1972

SON OF LATE MR SAM MACKAY AN ENGLISH FILM PRODUCER TO MAKE INDIAN ELELEPHANT STORY Kalgoorlie Miner,  3 August, 1935.

On his way to India to assist with the direction of a film story, “Toomai of the Elephants”, from the Jungle Book version of Kipling's which will be produced by London Films Production, Ltd. Mr Peter Mackay, a son of the late Mr Samuel Mackay, who had extensive pastoral interests in the north-west of this State, passed through Kalgoorlie yesterday by the trans-Australian train. Mr Mackay will join the Mooltan at Fremantle today and will disembark at Bombay, where he will meet the technical staff, which is being brought out from England to produce the film.

Following the death of his father in 1923, Mr Mackay, who was born in Melbourne, went to England, where he was educated. For some time he has been assistant director on the staff of London Films Production Ltd. He assisted with the production of “Sanders of the River”, an Edgar Wallace story which was filmed in East Africa and the Belgian Congo, necessitating his spending six months in Africa. “Wedding Rehearsal,” “End of Tomorrow” and “Counsel's Opinion”. He was in Paris when “Henry VIII” was being filmed.

Discussing his work in India, Mr Mackay said that no English actors would be engaged as it was intended to find natural Indian talent. The production which would be a feature film, would take from six to nine months to complete and would include many jungle scenes. Mr Mackay said that while in Australia he had seen “Heritage”, which judged by overseas standards, was by no means good but seeing that it was Australia's first real attempt to produce a big feature film it could be regarded as eminently successful.
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Maackay Divorce Case
TWO CO-RESPONDENTS

Melbourne, August 8.

Before Justice a'Beckett, in the divorce court today, Samuel peter Mackay, of Melville Park, Berwick [owner of Mundabullangana station, near Port Hedland, W.A.], grazier, sought a dissolution of his marriage with Florence Gertrude Mackay, on the grounnds of infidelity.

Donald Stewart Bain, estate agent, of Berwick and Harry Mulvey, chaffeur [sic], were  joined as co-respondents.

Mrs Mackay entered an appearance, but did not defend.

Bain entered an appearance, filed an answer denying the charges, but did not appear to defend.

Mulvey did not enter an appearance. 

Samuel Peter Mackay said: “I have property in West Australia, and last year I had to go to that state. Up to this time I and my wife had lived happily, except that she occasionally gave way to intemperance. When I returned from WA I found my wife was not at home. A bundle of letters was handed to me, including one addressed to my wife. I opened it and found I t was from Mulvey, who had been my chaffeur [sic]. It showed they had been guilty of impropriety. I learned my wife was at home in Murrumbeena. I went to see her. She was propped up on pillows. She wad apparently just recovering from a severe attack of alcoholism.
“Then she told me Mulvey had come into her room on one occasion to see her about rubber rings of a cream separator and had taken advantage of her.”

Other evidence was given to show the character of the house at St. Kilda, to which Mrs Mackay and Mulvey went. A decree nisi, with costs, was granted.

PILBARA & GOLDFIELDS NEWS, 19 August, 1910
A Nor'-West squatter.

Obtains a Divorce
Melbourne, August 9.

Mr Sam Mackay, of Western Australia, sought a dissolution of his marriage with Florence Gertrude Mackay on the grounds of infidelity.

Two co-respondents were cited, and a decree nisi was granted with costs.
