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By Nickolas Butler
Special to the Leader-Telegram

Almost a month ago, the singer-songwriter Bill Withers 
passed away. His death was no doubt overshadowed by the 
COVID-19 quarantine, President Trump’s daily news brief-
ings, and, on April 7, the tragic loss of another massively 
influential singer-songwriter, the great John Prine (who not 
so many years ago, graced the Eaux Claires stage in a pouring 
rain).

While Prine was an outgoing showman, Withers all but 
completely withdrew from the public eye from the late 
1980s on. The outpouring of tributes in the wakes of their 
deaths seems somewhat relative to their exposure in their 
final years. While Prine soaked in the adulation of younger 
artists and his wide audience base, Withers famously played 
just a single concert in the last 30 years, and that before the 
governor of Michigan on the occasion of the politician’s 40th 
birthday (do yourself a favor and read Withers’ Rolling Stone 
obituary).

My wife and many of my close friends were Prine devo-
tees, but his wasn’t the death that affected me most. It was 
Withers I mourned all through early April and even today, as 
I write this. Withers who grew up in a West Virginia mining 
town where blacks lived on one side of the railroad tracks 
and whites on the other. Withers who was a pronounced stut-
terer until he was about 30, and always an asthma sufferer. 
Withers, whose songs had been something of a soundtrack 
to my life, in both my darker, most confusing moments and 
moments of pure happiness and celebration.

When I lost my beloved grandma, Wither’s song “Grand-
ma’s Hands” was an ideal emotional salve. His warm hum-
ming at the entrance of the song, his bittersweet vocals and 
wise lyrics all combine to create one of the most soulful, 
upbeat dirge-like homages I’d ever heard, and it sounded like 
he was somehow singing about my own grandma.

A few years later, I was teaching Tim O’ 
Brien’s “The Things They Carried,” a sem-
inal keystone in 20th Century American 
literature. The novel is a meditation on 
the Vietnam War, on duty, on loss, on 
patriotism, love … But as a man who 
was born in 1979, what did I really 
know about Vietnam? And how could I 
buttress my teaching of that classic with 
other cultural artifacts from that period 
of American history. Then I came across 
Withers’ “I Can’t Write Left-Hand-
ed.” The song absolutely leveled 
me with its empathy, its power, its 
voice. Forty years after With-
ers wrote that song, I could 
play it for a classroom of 
undergraduates and I could 
see them better understand 
a conflict they were even 
more removed from tem-
porally than me. I could see 
them imagining themselves 
in Vietnam, fighting a peo-
ple they did not hate and a 
war they did not understand.

For Bill Withers
Singer vanished from spotlight, 

but his songs carry on

NICKOLAS 
BUTLER
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By Dan Holtz
Leader-Telegram staff

It was supposed to be a once-in-a-life-
time trip for Paul and Veronica Mar-
shall-Potter of Eau Claire.

A world cruise aboard the Arcadia, 
a ship operated by P&O Cruises, that 
was to last more than three months and 
include 28 different ports of call.

But the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
reared its head in the middle of the 
cruise, caused the couple to miss 16 of 
the 28 ports. And some of the 16 ports 
were changed from the original itiner-
ary because of the coronavirus.

At one point, the Eau Claire couple’s 
ship was at sea for 31 straight days be-
cause ports wouldn’t allow it to dock.

“No ships, no boats, no birds, nothing. 
Just blue water and blue skies,” Veroni-
ca said.

“They did a really nice job of keeping 

us busy,” she said of the ship’s staff. “We 
were never bored.”

Veronica was proud of her fellow 
cruisers on the Arcadia.

“The group we were with was not an 
angry group,” she said. “For the most 
part, they were soldiering on.”

And unlike other cruise ships, the 
coronavirus did not touch the Mar-
shall-Potters or their shipmates.

“We got news of other ships that had 
issues,” Veronica said. “But nobody got 
sick on our ship. We were an island of 
health.”

Departing before COVID-19
The Eau Claire couple’s trip began on 

Dec. 29. After visiting friends for a cou-
ple days, they flew to London and got 
on their ship Jan. 3 at a port in South-
ampton in the United Kingdom.

“Everything was fine,” Veronica said. 
“I don’t think there was any clue at 
all that we were going to be part of a 
pandemic.”

The first inkling the couple had 
that the cruise was not going to go as 
planned was when a stop at American 

Somoa was canceled because of a mea-
sles outbreak there. The ship instead 
went to Tonga and the Fiji Islands, Paul 
said.

Besides that minor hiccup, everything 
was as planned as of the middle of 
February, when the Arcadia was in New 
Zealand.

“Still everything was fine,” Paul said. 
“No hint of any trouble.”

The couple’s ship left New Zealand. 
After two days at seas, they were in 
Sydney, Australia, for two days.

“That’s when it started to hit the fan,” 
Veronica said.

Changing course
The Arcadia changed its captains 

while in Sydney.
“The new captain got the lucky job of 

telling everybody on the ship that our 
itinerary was going to change,” Paul said.

Southeast Asian stops such as Shang-
hai, Manilla and Kuala Lumpur were 
being scratched because of the corona-
virus.

Once-in-a-lifetime trip

Pandemic drastically 
alters world cruise for 

Eau Claire couple

Contributed photo

Veronica and Paul Marshall-Potter of Eau Claire pose in front of the “coat hanger” bridge in Sydney, Australia. Sydney was one of 
the stops on the couple’s recent world cruise, which was drastically altered by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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By Alexandra Jaffe  
and Bill Barrow

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Demo-
cratic presidential candidate 
Joe Biden on Friday emphat-
ically denied allegations 
from a former Senate staffer 
that he sexually assault-
ed her in the early 1990s, 
declaring flatly “this never 
happened.”

Biden’s first public re-
marks on the accusation by 
a former employee, Tara 
Reade, come 
at a critical 
moment for 
the pre-
sumptive 
Democratic 
nominee 
as he tries 
to relieve 
mounting 
pressure after 
weeks of leaving denials to 
his campaign.

“I’m saying unequivocally, 
it never, never happened,” 
the former vice president 
and senator said in an inter-
view on MSNBC’s “Morning 
Joe.”

Biden said he will ask the 
National Archives to deter-
mine whether there is any 
record of a complaint being 
filed, as Reade has claimed. 
He said the Archives was 
the only possible place a 
complaint would be, and 
that his Senate papers held 
under seal at the University 
of Delaware do not contain 
personnel records.

“The former staffer has 
said she filed a complaint 
back in 1993,” Biden said. 
“But she does not have a 
record of this alleged com-
plaint.”

Biden denies 
sexual 
assault 

allegation

Biden
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