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They say that dying is easy, but that comedy is tough. Not many people are damaged enough to 
subject themselves to the potential for very public failure by agreeing to take up a microphone in front 
of a room of strangers. But The Comic Strip, West Edmonton Mall’s resident comedy club, made time 
on their Hit or Miss Monday roster to give three Gateway writers the chance to get up on stage and 
knock ‘em dead—or maybe just suffer a slow demise under the spotlight.
The lineup: Steve Smith, who has shaped his habit of eating inappropriate objects into a media empire; 
Scott Lilwall, the only surviving member of his Vietnam War squad sketch-comedy troupe; and Andrew 
Renfree, whose recently released album of animal sounds has already gone triple platinum.

P eople—friends and colleges who’ve 
gotten to know me—are always telling 
me I’m funny. I’ve heard it for a while 

now. Often the discussion goes, “You’re funny, 
you should do stand-up sometime.”

When I first heard this, I thought, “Now that’s 
a steaming load of bull.” There’s a big difference 
between making some of my drunk friends laugh 
when I tell a stupid story at a party and getting up 
on stage in front of total strangers. Yet repetition 
has a strange influence on one’s thoughts. When 
people tell you should try stand-up enough, it 
begins to permeate your subconscious and a 
small part of your brain thinks, “Hey, maybe I 
could be a comedian someday.”

Clearly this is the part of the brain not con-
nected to reason or logic in anyway. It’s the same 
part of the brain that gives you crazy ideas when 
you’re drunk, like, “Sure, I could wrestle a bear.” 
It’s also the part of the brain that persuades males 
to shoot first and ask questions later when using 
their penises.

This part of the brain can become quite  

convincing. So much so that it drowns out the 
rest of the brain that’s yelling, “Are you retarded, 
you can’t do stand-up; you’re a bumbling idiot!” 
By the time I ran the idea past Scott that he and I 
should try an amateur comedy night, the reason-
able part of my brain had been tied up in a closet 
with duct tape muffling its opposition.

Once Scott, fellow Gatewayer Steve Smith and 
I convinced ourselves that we’d done stupider 
things, we set out 
finding a local comedy 
club that would let 
three people who had 
no experience perform 
for paying customers. 
We got a, “Are you 
kidding? If we let ama-
teurs go onstage we’d be bankrupt,” response 
from a couple of the club owners, but the Comic 
Strip in West Edmonton Mall welcomed us with 
open arms—provided we give them a shout-out 
in the Gateway.

Monday, 26 March was the big night. We were 

slated to perform amongst a mix of newcom-
ers and experienced comics in an attempt try to 
tickle some funny bones. I always thought that 
open mic night meant everyone was a rookie, 
so it was a little intimidating. In fact, this gen-
eral uneasiness that I might suck sank in about 
an hour before the show. It felt like I had just  
eaten an expired burrito from a convenience 
store.

When I realize the other guys were as nervous 
as I was, I decided a couple of Alexander Keith’s 
finest bottles of courage would help. We had 
about half an hour before show time. I kept in 
mind that I only had five minutes for my routine, 
which isn’t really long at all. I can barely find 

my dick and get an erection in five minutes. We 
were also told when the red light above the stage 
came on to get the hell off and that was about 
all we got for an introduction to the world of 
comedy.

Waiting on the left of the stage with the other 
comedians was the most nerve-racking part. Steve 
was the first performer and he set the bar high 
by making the audience crack a few times. Scott 

opened with a 
home run about 
his Vietnam 
nickname then 
recalled some 
humorous tales 
of growing up in 
Saskatchewan.

I was the eighth performer of the night but it 
went by quick. When it came to my turn, I forgot 
what I was going to say for a moment, but I ran 
over my routine while the host introduced me. 
Okay, ready to go. When the host said my name, 
a rush of adrenaline flowed over me. Once I 

grabbed the mic, the lights were so bright that I 
couldn’t really make out the audience’s faces so I 
found it easy to start my routine off with a bang: 
a rant about Anna Nicole Smith’s constant media 
attention.

I carried on the loud obnoxious routine 
throughout and it went fairly well, I think—after 
all comedians like Sam Kinison and Denis Leary 
made their careers being loud and obnoxious. 
Partway through my murder capital of Canada 
joke I forgot the punch line, but that was only 
for a second. Any longer and I would have peed 
myself up there, but I managed to finish off with 
jokes about life in an office without incident.

As I left the stage the host said, “The Gateway 
needs to start doing background checks,” which 
made me smile more than anything else that 
night.

Being on stage was a rush that’s hard to 
describe: an odd mix of nervousness and adren-
aline. I’d definitely do it again, hopefully next 
time minus the queasiness beforehand. And 
maybe I’ll go easy on the yelling. 

M arty Feldman, revolutionary English 
writer and comedian, once said, 
“Comedy, like sodomy, is an unnatu-

ral act.” Unfortunately, Ol’ Crazy Eyes forgot 
to mention the other similarity between bug-
gery and funnery—the first time is incredibly  
painful.

If I had been privy to just how daunting it is 
to try and make strangers chortle, I probably 
wouldn’t have agreed to taking a shot at stand-up. 
Or perhaps I would have agreed anyway—it was 
at a Christmas party, and libations flowed freely.

While I cannot be sure of my state of mind 
when I said I’d take part in the misadventure, I 
distinctly remember the feeling of stark terror 
that struck me about three hours before show-
time. After all, there’s quite the difference 
between being funny in print, or mildly amus-
ing at parties, and going on stage. These were 
strangers. There would be a microphone. Failure 
wouldn’t only be public, but would be literally be 
done under a spotlight.

Just before leaving for the show, Gateway 
Editor-in-Chief, Matt Frehner, offered me a few 

words of encouragement.
“You’re probably going to be the least well-pre-

pared one there,” he said.
So, with images of booing crowds and tossed 

tomatoes rattling around in my mind, I travelled 
to West Edmonton Mall with my compatriots. As 
much as I would have liked to say that Frehner 
was wrong, I couldn’t. I had the basic idea of 
what I was going to say, but I didn’t have it down 
word for word yet. Even worse, I wasn’t even sure 
if what I did have was 
funny. Luckily, I had 
a number of close 
friends with me, the 
kind of people that 
I was comfortable 
asking the important 
questions.

“So, guys, do you think I should start off with 
the ‘Giant Spider Exposes Itself’ joke, or the 
‘Vagina Camera?’”

I got mostly non-committal grunts from my 
entourage, but the woman sitting to the right 
of me did get up to move to another seat farther 

away, so there was extra elbow room. That was 
nice.

We were shown in and spent a few minutes 
sitting at one of the tables. I remarked to fellow 
comedian-wanna-be Steve Smith that I was far 
too nervous to drink, and then instantly made a 
liar out of myself by downing two beers before 
we made our way to sign up for the comedians’ 
roster.

Before we knew it, the night’s entertainment 

had begun. Steve was scheduled as the first per-
former of the evening. While Renfree and I both 
told Steve that it might be a blessing in disguise, 
I think that we were both just secretly glad that 
neither of us would be offered up on the altar 
first.

Steve, of course, had the audience laughing 
with his simple, offensive cures for all of soci-
eties ills. The applause that he was getting were 
for jokes about genitalia and performing indecent 
acts for money; this made my act about living in 
Saskatchewan seem charmingly idiotic. More 
beer was required to drown out my fears.

At least I had a good buzz going by the time 
the emcee introduced me as being an old friend 
of his from the Vietnam War. I had my mind 

focused on trying 
to remember how 
I wanted to open 
my first joke, and 
my hands were 
busy trying to 
work the micro-
phone off of the 

stand. So there was no one on guard to stop my 
mouth from speaking into the microphone with-
out my expressed consent.

“Just to get it out of the way before anyone asks, 
my nickname in Vietnam was ‘Big Tits.’”

There was a pause as I stared out, wide-eyed, 

into the audience, trying to register what had just 
happened. Luckily, the audience seemed to enjoy 
it, so I was able to cover it up as if I was just simply 
pausing for laughter. My mind was racing, won-
dering where I was going to go with this next.

Luckily, my mind didn’t have to factor much 
into it. My lips kept moving, retelling the stories 
that I had told at parties and over RATT burgers 
hundreds of times. My hands busied themselves 
with wrapping around the mic cord, a habit 
that my friend later told me made it seem as if 
I was going to rip the cord out of the wall. My 
eyes mercifully focused right on the stage lights, 
blinding myself to the fact that there were people 
watching me.

I didn’t regain my sight until I was off the stage 
and sitting back down at the table. That’s also the 
point that I started breathing again. But, I hadn’t 
choked, and I got a few laughs. A few of the 
comedians came over to tell me that I had done 
well, including Dino Di Filippo, manager of The 
Comic Strip. Steve and I later told him that it was 
easier to do than we thought it would be.

“It isn’t hard work,” he laughed. “It’s a joke.”

I s the idea of applying incest repellent to 
prevent your cousin from hitting on you 
funny?

That this question had assumed considerably 
greater urgency than the effects of global warm-
ing meant that I had entered phase two. Phase 
one began just after I agreed to offer up my dig-
nity at The Comic Strip’s Hit or Miss Monday, 
and was characterized by the realization that 
absolutely nothing I ever said or thought was 
funny. Eventually, that realization was super-
seded by the total inability to tell what was or 
wasn’t funny—phase two. It was here that I 
found myself now.

When I’d heard that the Gateway was doing 
a feature on what it’s like for a rank amateur to 
engage in acts of stand-up comedy, I immedi-
ately wanted in. Being an egomaniac, I have an 
unrequited love of the spotlight and, basically by 
process of elimination, I’d always figured that 
stand-up was my best chance to romance it.

The first joke came easily: I had found the idea 
of Clamato juice made from real clamatoes hilar-
ious since I had first dreamed it up in the shower 

on the morning of a high-school debate tourna-
ment. From there, it’s a short leap to, “I’m all for 
technology, but...” and (presumably) status as a 
legend of stand-up.

It was a somewhat greater leap to a second 
joke.

Still, I eventually reached phase three, which 
was marked by a tendency to think that my stuff 
was actually pretty good. It was as if somebody 
had noticed that my 
quality filter wasn’t 
letting anything 
through, so he turned 
it off all together. 
I filled my routine 
with jokes about 
rape, necrophilia and 
performing anilingus for money. Mae West once 
remarked that it was hard to be funny and clean; 
I wasn’t even trying.

At about 4pm on the anointed day, phase one 
returned with a vengeance. I became suddenly 
convinced that my Clamato joke was lame and 
my rape joke gratuitous. Alas, there was no time 

to write new material, so against my better judg-
ment—a phrase that, in my case, has always been 
damning by the faintness of its praise—I showed 
up to the club.

The first spectators arrived, and I noted with 
some discomfort that most of them were middle-
aged and looked as if they had respectable jobs. 
When I’d worked a severed penis joke into my 
routine, I’d imagined delivering it to a bunch of 

maturity-challenged and preferably drunk uni-
versity students. I wasn’t sure that the lawyers 
and accountants in the audience would find it as 
funny.

Mercifully, there was beer. Scott Lilwall 
remarked that he was too nervous even to drink. 
I was having the opposite problem: if I had to 

wait much longer, I might be too drunk to  
perform.

As if sensing my concern, the host told me that 
I’d be first.

“Thanks,” I said.
“Plft,” my sphincter said, as it released the con-

tents of my bowels into my pants.
The host did a routine to warm the audience 

up. I’d asked him to make it a terrible one. He 
had told me not 
to worry, but 
turned out to 
be pretty good 
(although I 
didn’t think the 
joke about how 
the room was 

haunted by all the comics who had died on that 
stage was very funny).

My time on stage is a blur. As I went through 
my rape routine, I made eye contact with a 
lady in the front row who definitely didn’t find 
it funny, but it drew some laughs from else-
where in the room. Several of my other jokes,  

including the Clamato one, seemed to fall a little 
flat. Before I knew it, my five minutes were up 
and I was shaking the host’s hand on the way off 
the stage to scattered applause.

Going first at least allowed me to enjoy the 
rest of the evening in a non-panic-stricken 
state. Some of the amateurs—including both of 
my fellow Gatewayers—were pretty good, and 
some of them were terrible ( “So did any of 
your fathers beat you when you were kids? Mine 
did. Ha ha!”). After years of being told that self-
deprecation wasn’t inherently funny, I began to 
believe it.

The host had a loud and distinctive laugh that 
he graciously directed at anything that appeared 
intended as a joke but wasn’t getting a good recep-
tion. I was grateful that I hadn’t recognized this 
pity laugh for what it was when it had popped up 
during my set. A few people approached me to 
tell me they’d enjoyed my routine. (I wondered 
where they had been during the Clamato joke, 
when I really could have used their support.)

“Thanks,” I said. “Incidentally, do you think 
the concept of incest repellent is funny?”

Luckily, my mind didn’t have to factor much into it. My lips 
kept moving, retelling the stories that I had told at parties 
and over RATT burgers hundreds of times.

The host told us we have five minutes for our routine, 
which isn’t much time. I can barely find my dick and get an 
erection in five minutes.

Being an egomaniac, I have an unrequited love of the 
spotlight and, basically by process of elimination, I’d always 
figured that stand-up was my best chance to romance it.

PHOTOS BY MIKE OTTO


