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 Benjamin 
Zephaniah

 The performance poet, writer, musician and activist talks  
about writing his autobiography as he turns 60, the importance  

of listening to others and how we all need more compassion

I don’t like being thought of as a role model; if you put 
someone up on a pedestal, it means you can take them down again. 
I can’t think of anything I’ve done that I’m ashamed of; I’ve made 
mistakes in my life – I was a thief and spent time in prison – but  
I’m happy to admit my mistakes, because I’ve learned from them. 

Some bits of my autobiography were difficult to write, such as 
the time when my mother left the family home with me to escape 
domestic violence and we were homeless. Writing the book was like 
researching myself. When I had a fuzzy memory, I asked my mum 
and she’d tell me her take on it. I also learned that when my dad died, 
he was buried in Barbados, but in his British post office uniform; 
his job gave him a living and he stuck with the company all the way.

I wrote to Bob Marley when I was 15 and he replied; he 
inspired me to keep writing and performing. When I was young, 
there was an idea of what poetry was and it wasn’t for a young 
black kid. When I did use the word ‘poetry’, I’d say ‘dub poetry’  
or ‘reggae poetry’; today, the spoken word is stronger than ever.

When I want to say something to the public, I prefer to  
use my art to say it, because there’s an allowance for ambiguity. 
You can’t second-guess who’s going to be offended. I was talking  
to a woman the other day and was treading carefully around a 
subject, but I told her I was holding back and she said: ‘I’m really 
offended by that; you can say anything to me.’ You can’t win!

Everything I talk about comes from my own experience,  
so when I’m telling someone about my life, they can’t tell me  
I’m ‘wrong’ because this was what happened. People labelled  
my politics as left wing, but I just knew I despised racism because  
I experienced it first-hand. I used to go on Question Time and face 
politicians who threw facts and figures in my face, but I just replied 
with the truth: this is where I come from and this is my experience. 

The things I’ve spoken about are in the public domain, and 
for me to put it out there in the first place means I have  
to back it up. I’m looking forward to going on tour; it will be  
me on stage telling stories about my life, then taking questions  
from the audience. I just love the interaction. I was talking  
about veganism once and said how I try not to harm any living 
creature. A girl in the audience asked: ‘What about mosquitoes?’ 
I replied: ‘Well, I reserve the right to self-defence!’ 

If I have a disagreement with someone, I always wonder 
what makes them think like that? Once you try to understand 
what they’ve been through in their life and say, ‘I can see your 
side, come and see my side,’ something different happens.  
You’re not just shouting at each other; you’re comparing notes. 

A lot of people deny their spirituality and explain it away 
with science, but because I meditate, I’ve no doubt that there’s 
something greater than us; that I’m related to the trees, the earth. 
The amazing thing is that you can access this through meditation. 
It’s that time when I’m not thinking; where I’m just allowed to be. 

I’m passionate about being vegan; I remember when I used to 
go to vegan events, and I would be the only black guy there! I went 
to one recently and there were Muslims, Jews, Rastas, Chinese 
people and Buddhists, and I thought: ‘Yes, we’ve arrived.’

Compassion is my core value; if you’re arguing with someone, 
with compassion, you can see their point of view; if you have 
compassion for the planet, you can have a certain attitude to  
the environment. Compassion is not about giving money; it  
can be saving someone’s life, taking in a rescue animal, or just 
offering someone a cup of tea and making that connection.

‘The Life And Rhymes Of Benjamin Zephaniah’ (Simon & Schuster, £20) is out on  
3 May. Book tickets to see Benjamin on tour at awaywithmedia.com/benjaminP
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