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Mr.

Booker

Benjamin Booker grew up in a Tampa trailer park where his white neighbors once burned a cross on 
the family’s lawn. Kyla Marshell meets the “kid from Florida” who decided to bear witness through music.  

Photography by Emman Montalvan & Styling by Sue Choi
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If you saw an image of the musician Benjamin Booker out of context, you 
might think he was an actor from a civil rights–era period piece. With a 
vintage image to match his throwback sound—a rock-soul-blues amal-
gam that’s earthy and analog—he has a style and countenance recalling 
Harry Belafonte, somewhere between worldly and weary. 

Civil rights, and what we do with them, have been heavy on Booker’s 
mind over the last few years. In 2017, he released his second full-length 
album, Witness, on ATO Records. The rousing title track, featuring Mavis 
Staples, evokes all the things that potent word might make you think of: 
gospel (as in, “Can I get a witness?”); bearing witness through truth-tell-
ing; and seeing that which you can’t unsee. 

For Booker, 29, a turning point in his relationship to many forms of 
witnessing was the death of Trayvon Martin in 2012, a few hours from 
where he lived in Gainesville, Florida. Though Booker knows exactly 
how many times he was stopped by police himself while in Gainesville 
(nine), he had believed he could escape the tragedy that had befallen 
other black people up until that moment. In a way, he saw himself as 
shielded. “I think I was just feeling kind of cocky,” he says. “You’re just 
like, ‘I’m fine, I’m in college. They’re not after me.’ But nobody’s safe.”

Witness sprang not only from Booker’s slow-moving epiphany about 
racism’s personal effect on him, but also from the side effects of the 
success of his self-titled 2014 debut album. He went on tour with fellow 
blues-punker Jack White; appeared on the Late Show with David Letter-
man; and was named an “artist you need to know” by Rolling Stone. But 
the heady nature of his new life sent him into the arms of excess, where, 
among other things, he briefly found himself with a substance abuse 
problem. Seeking a break from the rock-and-roll pace his life had sped 
up to, he fled—he describes it as “running”—to Mexico City.

He wrote about this pivotal trip in an essay on his website, accom-
panying the release of Witness. Inevitable change swelled all around 
him. He needed to change his life, yes, but the world around him was 
also changing, and he suddenly felt his stagnancy in it. It was Trayvon. 
It was Black Lives Matter. It was his need for something to write about. 
And it was a potentially innocuous word like “witness”—a person who 
sees an event—taking on the full breadth of its meaning.

“Witness asks two questions I think every person in America needs 
to ask,” he wrote. “‘Am I going to be a Witness?’ And in today’s world, 
‘Is that enough?’”

“Am I going to be a witness? And in today’s world, is that enough?”

Above: Booker wears a jumpsuit by Topman. Right: He wears a jacket by Topman, a T-shirt by Sunspel and trousers by COS.



Booker wears a suit by Todd Snyder and stylist’s own turtleneck.
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Booker was born in Virginia Beach, Virginia, but moved to the outskirts 
of Tampa, Florida, when he was six, after his father retired from the navy. 
He lived with his family in a trailer park, which proved so racially hos-
tile that they once had a cross burned on their lawn. Yet when he tells 
his origin story, this event is not part of it. What had a greater effect on 
him, he says, was being bussed 90 minutes outside of town to a school 
filled with predominantly white, well-to-do kids. 

Despite the sometimes brutal conditions in Florida, it’s where Booker 
got into the music and punk scenes, attending shows and skateboarding 
at the famous Skatepark in Tampa.

Though he’d started playing guitar at age 14, he’d yet to try anything 
musical in a formal capacity. He describes his relationship to the music 
scene then, and in college, as that of an “onlooker.” He booked shows, 
sold merchandise and wrote about music for his college’s newspaper. 
But he bided his time before deciding to pursue music professionally. “I 
don’t think I had the confidence at the time to think I could play,” he says.

That confidence came when he moved to New Orleans after college to 
work for a nonprofit that paid $800 a month—“my rent was like $500”—
yet prohibited its employees from seeking outside work. In short, he 
needed the money. And so “Benjamin Booker” was born—quotation 
marks intentional. Born Benjamin Evans, Booker is a name he took on 
in his broke years, because of the restrictive nature of his job.

“I just put down Benjamin Booker so that if anybody saw it, they 
wouldn’t know it was me,” he says. The name Booker doesn’t have a spe-
cial significance for him. It doesn’t represent his love of reading. It’s not 
an homage to early civil rights activist Booker T. Washington. He thinks 
he may have glimpsed the name of the New Orleans musician James 
Booker on his way to the venue.

But to say he became a musician just to make an extra buck would be 
an oversimplification. Besides the pressing need for income, his decision 
to perform also spawned from being in a new place, where he could ex-
periment in a low-pressure environment. “I had all of these songs that 
I had written for friends. So I just started doing it there. If people didn’t 
like it, nobody knew who I was,” he says.  He had also come to understand 
that art is long and life is short. In college, he interviewed the author 
Chuck Klosterman, who presented him with a simple math equation: 
If he was spending eight hours a day at a job he didn’t like, and eight 
hours a day sleeping, that was two-thirds of his life gone.

“He was like, ‘That’s bullshit. You can’t waste your life.’ When he told 
me that, that was basically the time that I started playing music,” recalls 
Booker.  Trayvon Martin’s death was a jolt to the entire nation, but part 
of why it was so jarring to Booker was because it contradicted everything  
he believed about why someone could get killed. He’d grown up  

 
associating killing with gangs. Martin, an unarmed black teenager out 
for a walk in his suburban neighborhood, was a clear departure from 
that. Simply put, Booker thought: It could have been me.

A few years later, Booker was on his way to a party in New Orleans 
when someone started shooting—at him.

“[That’s] really the reason I left New Orleans,” he says. Being targeted 
in a world where so many other black people were being targeted, and 
killed, is how Benjamin Booker became a witness.

III
Since relocating to Los Angeles in 2016, Booker seems to have answered 
those two stirring questions about witnessing that he posed to himself, 
and to his listeners. In his new, far more stable life, he’s found a balance 
between creating and living; he’s returned to volunteering, something 
meaningful that he’d fallen out of the habit of doing. 

“With the election, and all of this stuff happening, I thought, ‘What 
can I do?’ That was just something I could do. I think I really needed that. 
But that’s why I also tell people who are freaking out, ‘Just get out there.’”

Though getting directly involved with his community is important 
to him (his mother is a teacher, and he’s passionate about education), 
the expectation that by virtue of having a political album means he is 
now an authority on politics, irks him.

“I don’t think people should look to musicians as people to follow. 
Hopefully, [my music] makes people think about things, but I’m not an 
expert on anything. I’m a kid from Florida.” He is adamant that he’s not a 
gimmick and he’s not a spokesperson. In fact, he makes a point in his es-
say of distinguishing between being a spokesperson and being a witness. 

“I think that it would be wrong to just try to make political music, 
to crank it out. I’ve never done that, and I won’t do that.” But he is, of 
course, making music—he says he’s been “stockpiling” songs. “Because I 
got into a bunch of ’70s Nigerian music, and music from Ghana, I started 
getting into more percussion. I’m in a period of having fun. Just locked 
up and playing around.”

“I think that now that I’m older, and I’ve been doing it for a little bit, I 
realize that I’m just… It’s cheesy, but it’s a musical journey,” he says. “I’m 
working to get better at this craft—this thing that I love—and hopefully, 
get to a place where I’m really, really good at it.” 

He’s reached a point where he feels comfortable in his musicianship, 
both where he’s been, and where he’s going. He quotes James Baldwin, 
whom he calls his “male role model” as saying, “Witness to whence I 
came, where I am. Witness to what I’ve seen and the possibilities that 
I think I see….”

“It would be wrong to just try to make political music, to crank it out.  
I’ve never done that, and I won’t do that.”
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Left: Booker wears COS head-to-toe. Right: He wears a shirt by Todd Snyder and stylist’s own turtleneck.


