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Forçade, Vishner and Hoffman: the original Yippies

Left on Purpose: Yippies, Life and Death
Mayer Vishner, one of the most fascinating Yippies of the 1960s,
is the subject of an engrossing new documentary on activism,
depression and the right to die. By Mary Ought Six
“I’ve been making documentaries for 20 years,” says
filmmaker Justin Schein at the
beginning of Left on Purpose,
“and I’ve never been so captivated—or so troubled—by a
film subject as Mayer Vishner.”
Captivating is the best
word for this film; it’s impossible to look away from it, to not
care about its subjects. The
descriptive terms provocative,
troubling and wrenchingly
raw follow close behind.
Schein had originally set
out to make a short documentary about Vishner and the
spirit of the Yippies’ protest
culture—but halfway through
shooting, Vishner informed
Schein that his time had come.
Chronic pain, depression and
isolation were doing him in;
he decided that his last political act of freedom would be
to take his own life. And he
wanted it captured on film.
For the first time in his
career, Schein found himself
in front of the camera. His
subject was now his friend,
and his film had become an

existential dilemma centering
on his feelings of responsibility—his desire to be supportive of Vishner, to keep
him alive and hopeful for as
long as he could, while gently
refusing to guarantee that he
would film Vishner’s death.
The Yippie days are in
there as well, expertly woven
throughout by co-director/
editor David Mehlman, in
footage and photos featuring High Times founder Tom
Forçade, Paul Krassner, Abbie
Hoffman and other luminaries of the age. Left on Purpose
beautifully captures the Yippie
heyday. “They were fearless
and funny,” Schein recalls.
“They delighted in the absurd
as a tool for revolution. I grew
up in the 1980s—an era of
political indifference—and I
always looked back at the ’60s
with wonder.”
That sense of wonder
breathes life into Left on Purpose, even as death becomes
its overarching theme.
From the beginning, Schein
brings Vishner food, attention

and much-needed acknowledgement, even getting him
to start working again in
the community garden he’d
helped found. Vishner teaches
Schein’s then 4-year-old son to
plant garlic, admitting with a
smile: “Part of why I’m getting
back into this is because you’re
interested.”
Aside from human interaction, Vishner’s greatest
antidepressant was cannabis.
Schein tells High Times,
“Vishner had been smoking
since he was a teenager, and
he always credited marijuana
as an elixir that made him
feel more comfortable in the
world... He smoked constantly
and found it to be the best
way to maintain sanity.”
But sometimes pot just ain’t
enough. The years had been

“[Vishner] was
one of those
figures where
there's nobody
like him, and
you'll remember
him for the rest
of your life.”
increasingly unkind: Several of
Vishner’s friends had already
committed suicide, and Vishner felt himself dying as well—
from loneliness, and constant
physical pain. His digital-age
disconnect, which left him out
of touch with today’s activist
youth culture, contributed to
his isolation.
Vishner’s family and friends
tried to reason with him, insisting that he still had much to
say and contribute, but those
arguments fell on deaf ears.
Vishner finally committed suicide on August 22, 2013, taking
a fatal overdose of Seconal.
When asked what Vishner had become to him by
the end of the film, Schein
hesitates before offering the
following thoughts: “My dad,
whom I loved very much, was
very conservative, and we
always fought about politics.
Vishner in many ways was
much like my father, though
completely on the other side
of the spectrum. They were
both men who grew up in
the Bronx—very smart, very
critical, very difficult. So, in
some ways, Vishner was my
anti-dad. He was one of those
figures where there’s nobody
like him, and you’ll remember
him for the rest of your life.
He was unique.” m
The National Suicide
Prevention Hotline is open
24/7: 1-800-273-8255.
Visit leftonpurpose.com.

A True OG
Vishner was one of the original Yippies, mentored
by icons like Abbie Hoffman and Paul Krassner.
And he was there at the beginning of High Times:
According to Vishner, Tom Forçade offered him the
job of editor—which Vishner turned down.
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