
or Army Maj. Mike Erwin, the transition from military life — he served 
two tours in Iraq and once in Afghanistan during a five-year period — to 
civilian life proved very difficult.

Not long after his tour ended in Kandahar, Afghanistan, Er-
win was in graduate school at the University of Michigan in 
the Ph.D. program, and feeling out of touch with students and 
campus life in Ann Arbor, Mich.

“I felt completely isolated,” he said. “You sacrifice five, 10 
years of your life to military service, and then all of a sudden 
you cut the umbilical cord. It was a huge culture shock. The 
military is very clear. You know what your intent is, what 
your schedule is. The rest of the world is quite different.”

He imagined that many returning veterans would en-
counter similar feelings. And so Erwin, 32, and his wife 
discussed the need to create an organization that could 
help ease the transition of veterans into civilian society, 
at the same time bringing wounded veterans together with 
fellow Americans from the community for social and ath-
letic events, such as running and cycling.

Erwin founded Team Red, White & Blue (RWB) in the 
spring of 2010. “We’re connecting people who want to say 
‘thank you’ to a veteran beyond just writing a check,” said 
Erwin, who teaches at the U.S. Military Academy at West 
Point, N.Y., and earned a master’s degree in Positive Psy-
chology and Leadership from the University of Michigan. 

Team RWB relies on runners and triathletes to spread 
the word and raise funds. Last year, 3,000 athletes raised more 
than $400,000 for Team RWB by competing in everything 
from 5K runs to ultra-marathons (Erwin has run several ultra-
marathons).

“Our goal was to simply spread the word and get people involved,” Erwin 
said. “As with all organizations, you change as you grow, and get people going. 
There are no barriers to entry. We want everyone to get involved.”

RWB has four chapters — in metro Washington, D.C., upstate New York, 
Texas and Michigan. A chapter works directly with the local VA hospital to 
support veterans who are isolated from society, as well as Wounded Warriors. 
In addition to chapters, there are 25 “communities” — described by Erwin as 
“loosely organized groups of individuals growing in impact.”

Civilian advocates run the communities, which are located near military 
bases. The advocates perform several functions. They attend Team RWB events 
and are often matched with wounded veterans at social and sporting events, 
where they provide fellowship or a helping hand.  

INDUSTRY SUPPORT
Military resale supplier Johnson & Johnson announced it supports Team 

RWB this October, according to Michael Fallon, customer business manager, 
Defense Commissary Agency (DeCA), for Johnson & Johnson.  

“The Johnson & Johnson military sales team is a proud sponsor of Team RWB, 
and under the leadership of Bob Goode, global vice president, Club, VP specialty 
and in-store strategy, and John Gorman, national sales director-Specialty Markets 

Group, will donate a por-
tion of their October 2012 
Listerine sales to this terrific 
organization,” Fallon said. 

EMOTIONALLY INVOLVED
Erwin said 2,200 veter-

ans have joined Team RWB since its inception; there are another 3,000 non-
veterans involved with the organization as advocates. “We’re pretty happy with 
the number of non-vets,” Erwin said. “Rather than just writing a check, they get 
emotionally involved as well, they get a chance to say ‘thank you’ in person.”

STAYING CONNECTED
The six-member board of Team RWB stays connected through monthly con-

ference calls. In addition, there is a private Facebook group for Team RWB 
members and the teamrwb.com website. “It gives us a chance to share concerns, 
to talk about how we are doing, chart the progress we are making — that is how 
leadership stays involved,” Erwin said. 

Plans are in place to add chapters in Chicago and New York City. “How do 
we grow responsibly and efficiently — that’s our challenge,” Erwin said.
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Team RWB 
Upcoming Events

Veterans and non-veterans alike are 
encouraged to sign up through 

the teamrwb.com website, or they can 
attend one of the roughly 70 athletic 
events each year and sign up at the 
site. “We want people to share their 
story, share their passion,” Team Red, 
White & Blue (RWB) founder, former 
Army Maj. Mike Erwin said. “We’re get-
ting as many people to sign up, to sup-
port veterans, to wear the RWB shirt.”

Marquee events include the Empire 
State Half and Full Marathon in Syra-
cuse, N.Y., held in October; and the 
Fort Worth, Texas-based Cow Town 10K, 
Half and Full Marathon, held in Febru-
ary. “That’s the big one,” Erwin said.

Building Bonds 
Between 

Veterans and 
Fellow 

Americans

Team RWB’s running events take them 
to many places in the U.S., including 
outside Arlington National Cemetery 
in Virginia. From left to right: Blake 
Saksa, Mike Erwin, John Faunce, John 
Ulsamer, Gary Bartels and Sam Linn.

Team Red, White & Blue 
during a running event 
in Boston. Founder Mike 
Erwin is holding the 

American flag. 
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