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Summer of Love? 

by Bob Calverley 

Summer, 1967, the summer I graduated from Michigan State University, the 

Summer of Love. 

I had to take two courses in summer school because I’d switched my major to 

journalism from pre-med, shattering my parents’ dreams. But I was determined to make a 

living as a writer. So it wasn’t until mid-July on a sunny Sunday afternoon that I was finally 

rolling down I-96 in my brand new forest green Plymouth Barracuda Formula S on my way 

to Detroit to start work the next day as an editor at the American Concrete Institute. Okay, 

it wasn’t my dream job. Horrific boredom loomed, but it paid well. I had car payments.  

Oh yeah, I’d been assured that the publications I’d be editing were so vital to the 

nation’s building codes that I’d be exempted from the draft. I really wanted to believe the 

manager who told me that. Every morning, the Detroit Free Press had more front-page 

stories about the Vietnam War. And the TV evening news was even worse. Before switching 

to journalism my reading tended to J.R.R. Tolkien and Philip K. Dick. My only TV was Star 

Trek. I’d been paying attention to the news for the journalism classes. We were comparing 

television and print news and discussing how pictures changed emphasis. My professors 

thought TV was more volatile and superficial. They said you had to read newspapers to get 

the real story. But the pictures seemed real to me, too real, and I was starting to worry. My 

student draft deferment had ended.  

Since then, I’ve learned that it was far worse than either newspapers or TV told me 

in 1967. According to the American War Library online database, 449 Americans were 
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killed in action in Vietnam during June 1967, followed by 458 in July, 466 in August and 

460 in September.  

Some summer of love.   

In 1967 all I knew was that a lot of my friends had been drafted. That meant the 

Army, usually the infantry, or even worse, the Marines. Some guys enlisted in the safer 

havens of the Navy or the Air Force, or they joined the National Guard. A few lucked out 

and failed draft physicals. That summer, I suddenly discovered a new appreciation for 

building codes. I pondered ways to add poetic verve to dry technical descriptions of 

concrete creep and shrinkage. After learning that you couldn’t edit in Levis 501’s, I 

acquired a suit and tie from J.C. Penney.     

Approaching Detroit, a column of thick black smoke rising over the city drew my 

attention from the rock and roll on the radio. It was a great time for rock and roll. The 

Doors, Jefferson Airplane and Van Morrison had hits that July. But it was the Beatles who 

provided the soundtrack for the Summer of Love. Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely-Hearts Club 

Band was released at the end of May. A month later, the Beatles, clad in their iconic 

Sergeant Pepper regalia, recorded the final take of “All You Need Is Love” in the first 

worldwide live television broadcast. The single, which wasn’t on the Sergeant Pepper 

album, rocketed up the charts in July. John Lennon’s universal message of love resonated 

with me then, and still does today. 

With the smoke looking more and more serious, I skipped around the radio dial for 

news. A violent civil disturbance had erupted in Detroit early that Sunday morning 

triggered by the police raiding an unlicensed inner city drinking establishment where 

people had gathered to celebrate the return of two soldiers from Vietnam. 
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 Luckily, when I got to the apartment I’d rented, there was no sign of trouble other 

than the acrid smell of smoke. Next day, my new co-workers, all of whom were white, 

angrily complained about their declining property values and “those people” they saw on 

TV. None saw any of the violence first hand. No one knew any of 43 who died or any of the 

more than 1100 who were injured. After it was over, a few of us drove down to 12th Street 

to where it had started. Ten years later when I was working for the Free Press, you could 

still find the charred rubble in garbage-strewn vacant lots where many of the 2,000 burned 

buildings once stood.  

Not a summer of love in Detroit. 

My first work assignment was to edit several dozen Japanese technical reports on 

concrete that had been poorly translated into English. My supervisor said that the institute 

wanted to publish a special edition of the collection as soon as possible. I got to work. I 

bought another suit. I made my first car payment. 

There was trouble in other cities that summer. Only a week before Detroit’s civil 

disturbance, 26 people died in Newark. During that long hot summer, there were well over 

100 “race riots,” as they were termed at the time. President Lyndon Johnson established 

the Kerner Commission to investigate the causes. I was only vaguely aware of this. I’d 

stopped watching the news on television, listening to records on my stereo instead. I could 

finally afford to buy more albums. Cream and Jimi Hendrix played the Grande Ballroom. 

The Detroit Tigers flirted with winning a pennant. I was in love with a girl on the other side 

of Michigan, a couple of hours away on the freeway. Gas was 35 cents a gallon.  

Near summer’s end, I was ordered to report for my draft physical. My supervisor, 

the same manager who’d said I’d be exempted from the draft, was quite upset. But he told 
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me not to worry; he was going to write to my local draft board. At least I got to take a day 

off to go to Fort Wayne for the physical. I’d finished with the Japanese papers, but a fresh 

batch had arrived, enough for a second volume. 

Summer ended. The Tigers faded to second place. The fall colors around Detroit 

were spectacular. So was my health according to my draft board. I was told to report for 

induction in spite of the danger this posed to the nation’s building codes. Standing in line to 

receive my service number, Johnny Cottrell taps me on the shoulder. We’d gone to school 

together for two years at Michigan Tech in the Upper Peninsula. Both of us were drafted the 

same day. We entered the U.S. Army one serial number apart and had adjacent bunks in 

basic training. He opted to re-enlist for an extra year and take the “shake ‘n bake” course 

for sergeant’s stripes. With a pregnant wife, he needed the extra pay. On his first combat 

mission in Vietnam, an errant rocket from a helicopter gunship took his life. The Army sent 

me to an assault helicopter company where a dozen more of my friends would die in my 

year in Vietnam.  

Turned out that the most important skill I’d learned in 16 years of schooling was 

how to type. I became the company clerk. And my professors might have been right about 

television. By the time I got home, many of my co-workers, along with thousands of others, 

had fled Detroit. The Free Press won a Pulitzer Prize. Somehow, I managed car payments on 

Army pay.   

If few of us actually went to San Francisco to weave flowers in our hair, we still 

tried. For one glorious summer we pushed back with love against the violence and bigotry.  

We could use another Summer of Love today. 

 


