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Surprising Dick Van Dyke Facts



He was very tall as a child
By age 11 he was already over 6′1″, which made him stick out among his peers.

His age “changed”
Van Dyke was 18 years old when he found out he was born in December 1925 and not March 1926, as he had been told by his parents. At first, his mother informed him that he had been born prematurely. Later, he learned from his grandmother that his parents wanted to hide that he was born before they got hitched.

He served in World War II, but not in combat
He enlisted in the U.S. Army Air Forces in 1944, but was denied entry at first for being underweight. As  a thin, lengthy 18-year-old who topped the scales at only 135 lbs, he was quickly rejected by the military for being underweight. He ended up serving as a radio announcer and in Special Services doing entertainment for troops within the U.S.

Brother Jerry was a bit mischievous
Dick always looked up to his younger brother Jerry Van Dyke. Jerry was expelled from Danville High School in Illinois after he and a friend rode a motorcycle down a crowded school hallway filled with students. Jerry was forced to finish high school in the next town down the road--Bismarck High School.

Childhood friend of Gene Hackman
Dick Van Dyke’s best friend growing up was Bob Hackman. Bob's younger cousin, Gene Hackman, constantly tried to tag along with them. From time to time, Bob would get annoyed and tell Gene to “scam." Years later, Van Dyke ran into Gene Hackman at a Hollywood premiere, and the two reminisced about their childhood in Danville. Van Dyke was overheard saying, “If I had only known he was going to become a legendary movie star, I would’ve let Gene hang around us more!”


Married on a radio show
When he married his first wife, Margie Willett, the wedding was broadcast on the radio program Bride and Groom in 1948. The show paid for their wedding, their rings, a 10-day honeymoon skiing trip, and household appliances, which helped out because they were very poor at the time. Van Dyke has said the couple was so poor they lived in their car for a while. 

Dick Van Dyke got his high school diplomat when he was 79 years old.
Since Van Dyke left school early to join the military and then went into show business, he never got his high school diploma. He received it in 2004 when he returned to Danville High School in Illinois for the school’s performance of Bye Bye Birdie as a sweet gesture.

He didn’t originally want Mary Tyler Moore for The Dick Van Dyke Show
At first, he resisted casting her as Laura Petrie, because she was 11 years younger and he thought she would not be believable as his wife. His current wife is 46 years younger; a case of life imitating art. 

Carl Reiner was originally the lead role in Van Dyke’s famous sitcom
The show was originally written for Carl Reiner (who created it). He was going to star as the lead character, but eventually handed that over and Van Dyke was cast. This shift changed the tone slightly, because Van Dyke brought in more of his physical comedy and timing

The author of “Mary Poppins” did not want him as “Bert”
The original author of Mary Poppins, P. L. Travers, reportedly didn’t think Dick Van Dyke or Julie Andrews were “right” for their roles — but Walt Disney overrode those objections.

His first Broadway show was a short run
His Broadway debut was in The Girls Against the Boys in 1959, which ran only 16 performances. The short run was a surprise to many, given the all-star cast that included Shelley Berman, Bert Lahr, and Nancy Walker.

He accepted Chitty Chitty Bang Bang only if he didn’t have to do a British accent
Van Dyke revealed that he agreed to play Caractacus Potts on condition that he would not be asked to adopt a British accent.

His name was misspelled on his Hollywood Walk of Fame star
When his star was dedicated, the engraving spelled “VANDYKE” (without space) and he reportedly drew a slash to separate “Van” and “Dyke” so it read correctly.

Surprising agility, even at an advanced age
On Mary Poppins Returns, though Van Dyke was in his 90s, he surprised the cast and crew by being able to jump onto a desk without assistance during one of the numbers.

Van Dyke has been married to his second wife, Arlene Silver since 2012. 
She is a makeup artist and the two first met back in 2006 at a Screen Actor Guild Awards dinner. Silver is 54 years old and says that they have a lot of fun together. Van Dyke once said, “We don’t feel the age gap. I’m emotionally immature and Arlene is very wise for her age, so we meet in the middle.”
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