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how to use this book

This book contains three main sections. Section 1 features 
memoirs and road stories of an improvised life. Section B 

delves deeply into information about play and improvisation 
for life and business and includes research data. C-Section 
delivers the real deal handbook-style games and exercises 
that teach improvisation for novices and pros. And then 
there’s the Enlarged Appendix with other tools to help you 
with your improvisation education. It’s all described in the 
table of contents up front. Just like a regular book.

Some of you will want to focus on particular sections of this 
book and maybe skip around. That’s OK. Each section has 
unique offerings so eventually you’ll want to read them all. 
There are specific pointers for life, business, and entertain-
ment. If you study this handbook you’ll have a big head start 
on adding improvisation and some good play into your life 
and work.

 
Have fun!





table of contents

Preface xiii
Foreword xiv

Section 1: The Path of an Improvised Life 1

1 Life Is a Talent Show, With Many 
Sidebars 3

My First Report Card 7

The Gaftop Realization 9

And Then There Was Gig 11

2 Comedy Jobs 13

The Good... 14

The Bad... 17

...and The Ugly 20

3 Business Finds Me 23

The Great State of Texas 24

* UN Desk 26

The Hicks 27

AT&T 29

MBA Schools 30

Networking 32

Clients Who Care 33

Communication, Collaboration, 
Creativity, Teamwork 34

Change Management 34

Motivation, Stress Reduction, New 
Staff, Kick-Offs 36

4 What Do You DO? 37

Section B: The Improvised Life 41

5 You Too Can be a  
Professional Comedian! 43

The Mystery Problem 44



�     Les McGehee Plays Well With Others

The Third Career 46

6 Plays Well With Others 47

It Still Counts 48

Yes, and... 49

Business 50

Life 50

7 The Improvised Life 55

Humor 56

The Moment 56

Respect 57

Loving Your Collaborators 57

8 Now and Forever 59

Ease and Creativity 61

Improvisation and the New 61

9 How to Feel Joy, Opportunity, 
Peace, and Success 63

Confidence and Trust 64

10 Can You Prove It? 67

Humor and Health 68

4 Out of 5 Doctors 69

Humor and Productivity 72

What Your Team Really Wants 74

The Group Mind 75

The Federal Judges and the 
Airborne Group Mind 79

* Everybody go... 80

C-Section: The Handbook For an Improvised Life 83

11 Ready to Play Improv? 85

Where to Start? 88

12 Improv Basics 91

Games and Scenes 91

Yes and... 92



Table of Contents     xi

Relationships 93

Who What and Where 93

Failure 94

IFHE 95

13 Improv for Fun and Health 97

* World’s Worst 97

Private Play 98

Feel Like a Dork? 99

Play Well With Others 100

* Alternate Clapping 101

* Trust Walk 101

* Things in... 102

* Zig Zag Zor 103

* Gibberish Conversations 104

* What are you doing? 105

14 Improvisation For Business 107

Listening 107

* First Letter Last Letter 108

Communication 109

* Ball Toss 109

Business Decisions 112

* Expert Definitions 112

Co-creativity, Collaboration, and 
Teamwork 113

* Two Eyes on Paper 113

* Yes and Party Planners 114

* Dance Diamond 114

Other Games for Business 115

* Slogans 115

* Wrong Name 116

* Things in Common 116

Other Skills 117



xii     Les McGehee Plays Well With Others

15 Improvisation For Professional 
Entertainment 119

Tech Skills 121

Management 122

Event Design 123

Let’s Talk Improvisation! 124

Warm-Ups and Exercises 125

* One Touch 125

* Kitty Wants a Corner 126

* 10 Characters 126

* Counting Together 127

Music, Style, and Movement 127

* Shakespeare and Style Games 127

Yes and... 128

Start a Group and Book a Show 129

The Mystery Problem Returns! 129

Coda
Communion, Community, 
Communication

131

Appendix An Improvised Life on the Road 135

Tour Journal Excerpts

Five Basic Rules for Improv Scenes 155

The Games: Quick Reference 157

In Their Own Words 171

The Power of Improv and Play as 
Told by Artistic Directors, Players, 
and Clients

Author Biography 183

* Games & Exercises





�     Section One: The Path of an Improvised Life

lunch pail wearing a green plaid blazer and a Beatle haircut, 
and the same listed items the other kids had been directed 
to have. He had his three-ring binders, his Big Chief pad, and 
the recommended pencils, crayons, Kleenex, ruler, compass, 
and other assorted stuff, which he quietly began stuffing into 
a desk.

Miss Butterfield had spoken to each child to find out about 
their personalities and families. She felt it especially impor-
tant to celebrate each and every child and the talents they 
had. But Leslie had missed that discussion. She wanted to 
make little Leslie feel right at home so she started his first day 
with a “getting to know you” session. The entire class was rapt 
and quite focused on Leslie.

They had no idea.

Now, a Sidebar

Perhaps the funniest person in my family when I was growing 
up was my brother John. From the beginning, the best com-
edy experience I could imagine was being at our kitchen table 
over a card game late at night with the family. That still is a 
driver for me. But John was the funniest, most satirical, and 
irreverent of all my family.

My Mom was funny, too, or maybe it’s more accurate to say 
that her Italian-ness gave me a joy and appreciation of life that 
has lifted me up all my days. She loves and laughs a lot. I dig 
life, like her. I know that’s corny, but it’s reinforced in my fam-
ily from both the Italian and Irish sides of my heritage. I want 
to eat life, drink it, look at it adoringly, listen to it, roll in it, 
swim in it, make things with it, keepsake it, fight it, make love 
to it, and a little more of each of those all over again. Then 
nap. Repeat. On top of all that, my wife says I was surely a 
happy dog in a previous life. 

You may have noticed I haven’t mentioned my Dad. That’s not 
because he was or is unimportant to me—quite the opposite. 
He passed away when I was two years, five months old. He is 
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still a presence in my life in many ways. I feel fortunate about 
how my Dad is still in my life considering how little of him I got 
to share in the flesh.

Here’s one for you. What’s wrong with nearly every performer 
and why must we perform? That question has many answers, 
but one is that performers are trying to replace an irreplace-
able loss. They want to get approval in such mass quantities 
that it eases the pain of what they are lacking from their child-
hoods. I’m not being tragic. I’m happy. I’m just sayin’...

Anyway, I’m talking about my brother John here. When I was 
five, I asked him about my Dad’s passing and he told me a 
long story about it. I was on my front porch with two friends 
and a 45 record player. We were dancing to “These Boots 
Were Made For Walking” and “Kookie, Kookie (Lend Me Your 
Comb)” and generally having a great time. One of my friends 
asked me how my Dad died and I told him what I knew, that 
my Dad had been killed by a Bengali tiger whilst on safari in 
deep, dark Africa. I knew the details. He had tracked the ani-
mal for a great distance, through water, over mountains, and 
deserts, until he just had to take a rest. He leaned his tiger 
gun up against a tree to get a drink from a stream and he saw 
in the water’s reflection the tiger sneaking up behind him. He 
turned and wrestled the tiger, trying to get to his gun all the 
while, but, alas, the Bengali tiger killed my Daddy in deep, 
dark Africa. 

My Mom heard me telling part of this story and asked me how 
I knew it and I told her Johnny had told me. Further adding 
that he told me because she wouldn’t have wanted to tell me 
the entire story. You might be getting the impression that John 
was a kid, but, no, he was about 18 at the time. It was years 
later that I realized what a ridiculous story it was. Mom almost 
sent him to join my Dad. Incidentally, my Dad had passed due 
to a coronary embolism. No tigers, no Africa.

Later, after I’d learned the truth, John told me, “Hey, you know 
what would be really funny? When someone asks how Dad 
died you could grab your heart like it really hurts, make a 
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terrible face, and fall out of your chair saying, ‘Call an ambu-
lance!!’ They’ll think that’s hilarious.” 

It’s like a thing I heard Billy Crystal once say. When asked if 
he had been the class clown in school he answered, no, that 
he had been the class comedian. The class clown would, say, 
run across the football field naked during homecoming. It was 
the class comedian who had pulled him aside hours earlier 
and told him, “Hey, you know what would be really funny?” 
My brother John was, at this time, the family comedian. Years 
later he would forgetfully retell me the same long joke once in 
a while. It was a long joke about Roy Rogers and Dale Evans. 

Seems Roy had bought some amazing shoes, but had stepped in 
mud upon arriving back at the ranch. He had put them on the 
porch for later cleaning. After dinner he and Dale went out and 
found that the shoes had been chewed up into little pieces. Roy 
was furious. He saw mountain lion tracks. He got his gun and 
told Dale he would kill that mountain lion if it was the last thing 
he did. He tracked the mountain lion (Bengali tiger) for days, 
over a great distance, through water, over mountains, and des-
erts, until he just had to take a rest. He leaned his (Bengali tiger) 
gun up against a tree to get a drink from a stream and he saw in 
the water’s reflection the mountain lion (Bengali tiger) sneaking 
up behind him. He turned and wrestled the mountain lion, trying 
to get to his gun all the while...

At this point the story deviates from my Dad’s passing story, 
for Roy succeeds in killing the mountain lion (Bengali tiger). 
I would stare at John in awe and disbelief at how he had 
informed me of this as parental history, but he didn’t even 
remember and I liked the stories anyway. Just for the record...

When Roy gets back to Dale, minutes of story later, Dale sees 
him lugging that mountain lion and grabs a guitar, strums twice, 
and sings, “Pardon me, Roy, is that the cat who chewed your new 
shoes?” (Sung to the tune of “Chattanooga Choo-Choo,” in case 
you didn’t pick up on that.) 
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Now Back to Miss Butterfield and 
How I Got Into All This…

I was with Miss Butterfield in her classroom at Rose Garden 
Elementary. She explained that there would be a class talent 
show and I could choose a talent to display. I didn’t know what 
to do. 

Miss Butterfield sweetly asked me what my daddy did for a 
living. I was looking deeply into Miss Butterfield’s lovely face 
when I said, “My Dad doesn’t do anything. He’s dead.” She 
said, “Oh,” attempting to recover, “Well, what did he do before 
he died?”

I locked sincere eyes with Miss Butterfield as she asked me the 
tragic question. I answered calmly, “Before he died he said...(I 
dramatically clutched at my heart and cried out)...CALL AN 
AMBULANCE!” And then I fell, wincing with mock pain, onto 
the cold tile of Rose Garden Elementary.  

That poor lady was in 
asphyxiating shock. I knew 
in a flash that I had mis-
takenly taken that oppor-
tunity. The kids were all 
staring at me wide-eyed, 
frozen like I was Medusa.  
There’s the problem with 
a script, if it’s inappropriate you’re still stuck with it. Poor 
Miss. B. I looked at her and said, “I can juggle.” Which was an 
immense exaggeration, but it got her off the hook. I learned a 
lesson in reading your audience.

My First Report Card

I figured I could probably juggle if I really wanted to, so I didn’t 
rush into learning. Then things got worse when I came home 
with my six-week report card. It wasn’t so good. I’d gotten 
mediocre marks for reading, writing, and arithmetic. And 
thanks to freaking my teacher out and slacking, I got a “Needs 

She says to me, “Life 
is full of what you 
want it to be full 
of. You of all people 

should play well.”


