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Introduction — The Trillion-Dollar Pop

No one becomes the richest human being who ever lived by luck. That is what we are taught; it is the premise of the entire civilization of money we live in. The man in question agrees. He has spent years telling anyone who asks that he started with nothing, funded himself, and built it all. Here is the actual record. Count the breaks yourself, and keep a tally; you will need both hands. By the end of this book you will know what to call a man with a record like this, and it is not “visionary.”

The number that did it arrived at a few minutes before noon, Eastern time, on Friday, June 12, 2026.

For weeks the financial press had been counting down to the largest stock-market debut in history. SpaceX, Elon Musk’s rocket company, formally the Space Exploration Technologies Corporation, had priced its shares the evening before, after the market closed: 555.6 million of them at a fixed offer price of $135 apiece, raising $75 billion.1 That alone was a record. No company had ever raised so much going public; it was almost three times what the previous record-holder, the Saudi state oil monopoly Aramco, had raised in 2019.2 At $135 a share, the company was worth nearly $1.8 trillion before a single share had traded, and the man who owned most of it was, that Thursday night, still not quite a trillionaire.

Then, at around 11:46 in the morning, after the customary hours of price discovery that hold a hot new stock back from the open, the shares began trading on the Nasdaq under the ticker SPCX. The first trade printed at $150, an eleven percent jump in the time it took to ring a bell. It did not stop there. By early afternoon the price had touched $176, up roughly thirty percent on the day, briefly valuing the company at over $2.25 trillion. Somewhere in that climb, on no event other than buyers bidding against one another, the world got its first trillionaire.3 He was minted by an opening pop, not a payroll: a number other people agreed to pay for a fraction of a thing he owned most of.

Both of the major fortune trackers certified it within hours. Bloomberg’s billionaires index put Musk’s net worth above a trillion dollars; Forbes, tracking in real time, had him crossing the line around midday and climbing.4 He was now worth, by Forbes’s reckoning, more than the next five richest people on earth combined.5 The numbers had gone past the point where the mind can hold them. Oxfam offered a handle: if Musk spent a million dollars every day, it would take him 2,740 years to spend a trillion.6 A historian of wealth at Bocconi University put it another way, that Musk might now be the richest person who had ever lived, emperors and kings excepted, men whose fortunes could not be told apart from the treasuries of their states.7

It was, all of it, a kind of coronation, and like most coronations it was held in two places at once. In Times Square, SpaceX’s president and chief operating officer, Gwynne Shotwell, rang the Nasdaq opening bell as confetti came down. “Today, we make history again,” she told the crowd, “and we have a history of making history.”8 The man the trillion was a bet on was not there. Elon Musk had stayed in Texas, at the company’s launch site near the Gulf coast, watching from most of a continent away with some five thousand employees.9 “It is certainly hard to believe,” he said from Starbase, “that a little company that started in a warehouse in El Segundo is now going public with the largest IPO ever.”10

Hold that picture (the absent founder) because it will keep recurring, and rewind eight days.

On June 4, SpaceX had taken its story to the investors who would buy the shares. The pitch was a seventeen-minute video, pre-recorded. The only human being who appeared on camera to present it was the company’s chief financial officer, Bret Johnsen.11 Musk did not appear. The trillion-dollar founder skipped his own roadshow, the way he would skip his own bell.

The story the video told was magnificent. Reusable rockets landing themselves upright on their tails. A satellite-internet service, Starlink, with 10.3 million subscribers. An addressable market the company sized at more than $28 trillion: a lunar economy, a multiplanetary future. And the mission, lifted straight from the company’s prospectus. The prospectus, formally the S-1, is the registration statement every firm must file with the Securities and Exchange Commission before it sells stock to the public, the one document where a company has to tell its buyers in writing, under penalty of law, what it is they are buying. SpaceX had filed its prospectus on May 20. It said the company existed “to make life multiplanetary, to understand the true nature of the universe, and to extend the light of consciousness to the stars.”12

This is the register in which the world has learned to talk about Elon Musk. In 2015, the writer Tim Urban, the author of the blog Wait But Why, who had spent weeks with Musk’s cooperation producing a long and adoring profile series, wrote the purest statement of it. “When we look at Musk,” Urban wrote, “we see someone with genius, with vision, with superhuman balls. All things, we assume, he was more or less born with.”13 Born with it. That is the claim. This entire book is an argument with that sentence.

Begin the argument with the prospectus itself, because the same document that sells the light of consciousness also discloses, further down, the company’s financial results. SpaceX loses money. It lost $4.9 billion in 2025, on $18.7 billion of revenue, and it had by then accumulated $41.3 billion in losses over its lifetime.14 The most valuable company to debut in the history of capitalism, the one that made its owner the first trillionaire, has never turned an annual profit. One finance scholar, asked to comment, declined the poetry: the company “has trailing annual revenue of less than $20bn, and is not profitable.”15

And then there is the matter of what the prospectus promises Musk in return. The document grants him up to one billion additional shares if he hits certain targets. The targets are written in the language of science fiction. One block of two hundred million shares vests only if SpaceX reaches a $7.5 trillion valuation and establishes, in the prospectus’s own words, “a permanent human colony on Mars with at least one million inhabitants.”16 This is a sworn legal filing. It conditions a fortune larger than most nations’ on the founding of a city on another planet, and the markets read it, and valued the company at over two trillion dollars anyway.

So here is the question this book exists to ask. The world spent IPO week asking how high the stock would go. It skipped the only interesting question, which is not how great is this man but how did he get here, and the honest answer is that he got here on a run of luck so long and so improbable that the founder myth had to be invented to explain it away. The myth runs the story backwards. It starts from the trillion-dollar outcome and reverse-engineers a genius who must have seen it all coming, because how else could a man arrive at a number like that. The contemporaneous record, the filings, the emails, the tweets, the board minutes, the things written down at the time by people who did not yet know how it would end, runs the other way, and it is not flattering.

It is the record of a man born into the top of the most legally rigged society of the twentieth century, apartheid South Africa, where the law had sorted the outcomes in his favor before he could walk, schooled at elite institutions and skiing in Austria while the system did its work beneath him. Who launched his first company with family money and then spent thirty years denying he had ever taken a cent. Who was fired by his own boards twice and paid anyway, each time, by a stock-market bubble that happened to be peaking. Who did not found the car company he is famous for founding, a company selling a product that is a century old and mechanically simpler than the one it replaced. Whose two companies were both saved in the same week of December 2008 by the government of the United States, which then performed something closer to an organ transplant, moving a fully developed public capability into his rocket company and letting the recipient take the credit. Whose “profitable” years turned out to be minted by emissions law, a bitcoin punt, and a market mood. Who, past a certain fortune, stopped needing luck at all, because fines and settlements and board votes turned out to be things money simply buys. And who then took the luck-won fortune and bought a propaganda platform, a president’s ear, and a wood-chipper for the agency that feeds the world’s poorest people.

The luck fills the first four-fifths of this book. What he did with it fills the rest.

The myth does not survive contact with that record, but the myth does not need to survive, because it is not really a historical claim. It is a running ideology, and it was running hard the night of the IPO. Hours after the close, the commentator John Stossel posted his congratulations: Musk, he wrote, “didn’t TAKE money from anyone. He CREATED wealth,” and the world needs “more MAKERS like Musk; fewer TAKERS.” Every clause of that is something the chapters ahead take apart. Musk himself replied at twelve minutes past midnight, four words long: “Only possible in America 🇺🇸.”17 It was the myth signing its own name.

We have seen this weather before. In February 1999, the computer maker Compaq paid $307 million in cash for a small, struggling city-listings website. Two months later, the internet company Yahoo paid $5.7 billion in stock for a streaming-radio outfit that lost money and would be shut down within a few years.18 Prices like those were not verdicts on the companies. They were readings off a market that had briefly lost the ability to tell value from noise, and a young man named Musk happened to own one of the websites it overpaid for. He would happen to be standing in the path of the next two manias as well. Remember the climate; it returns.

It seems impossible to become a trillionaire through dumb luck. He just did. Count the breaks yourself.

Begin in Pretoria, in the 1970s, with a boy born on the right side of the most rigged country on earth. Bill Gates got lucky and hoarded it. Elon Musk got lucky and weaponized his.






Chapter One — The Inheritance

Every lucky streak has a first table stake, and the myth always remembers it the same way: nothing. He arrived with nothing; he slept in the office; he showered at the YMCA. Some of that is even true. But nobody starts from nothing; somebody pays for the office, the servers, the incorporation papers, and in this case the record of who paid is unusually complete, because both of his biographers wrote it down and his own father kept bragging about it. Before the first break, there was the inheritance. He was born lucky, in the one country on earth where the law itself was organized to make boys like him lucky, and the first investors of record in the Musk story are named Musk.

Start with a necklace. Over Christmas break in 1994, Elon Musk, then a 23-year-old student at the University of Pennsylvania, drove north from Philadelphia in a souped-up BMW, up to Queen’s University in Ontario and on to Toronto, with his girlfriend, Jennifer Gwynne. On the trip he gave her a present: a small gold necklace set with a smooth green emerald. His mother kept a number of these necklaces in a case in her bedroom. Elon pulled one out, and he told Jennifer it came from his father’s emerald mine in South Africa.1 She kept it for 25 years and then auctioned it online. The man who had given it to her would spend years insisting, in public and under his own name, that there had never been an emerald mine at all.2

Hold on to the necklace; it comes back at the end of this chapter. To understand it (to understand a household that kept its spare emeralds in a bedroom case) you have to go back to Pretoria, and to the country around it.

Musk was born there on June 28, 1971.3 Pretoria is a large city in South Africa’s northeast, an hour’s drive from Johannesburg, famous for its purple jacaranda trees.4 The country it sat in had written its rules in his favor before he drew breath. Apartheid, a system of segregation and discrimination codified into law in 1948 for the sole benefit of white people, sorted every South African life by race before talent, work, or luck could say anything about it.5 Whites were roughly 16 percent of the population in 1980, the midpoint of Musk’s childhood.6 The land laws reserved roughly nine-tenths of the country for white ownership.7 At the system’s peak, the state spent more than 10 times as much per pupil on schools for white children as on schools for Black children.8 None of this was hidden, and none of it was metaphor. It was statute.

The violence that held the system in place was visible even from the white suburbs. The Soweto Uprising, in which hundreds of Black students died protesting the white government’s decrees, came days before Musk’s fifth birthday.9 His teens ran under international sanctions. Once, on their way to an anti-apartheid concert, he and his younger brother, Kimbal, stepped off a train and had to wade through a pool of blood beside a dead man with the knife still in his brain.10 He saw the country he lived in. He grew up privileged in it all the same, with the luxury of foreign travel while South Africa boiled.11 His mother, Maye, a dietician with her own practice, born in Canada, would put it plainly decades later in her memoir, A Woman Makes a Plan: “I was an advantaged person.”12

That is the first fact of the Musk story, and the myth never mentions it: he was born on the right side of the most legally rigged society of the twentieth century. Before anyone could measure the boy’s talent, the law had already sorted the outcomes. Everything that follows stands on that floor.

On that floor, the Musks built high. His father, Errol Musk, was a mechanical and electrical engineer who handled big work (office buildings, retail complexes, residential subdivisions, an air force base) and dabbled in politics, winning a seat on the Pretoria City Council in 1972.13 He did well, and he spent like it. The family owned one of the biggest houses in Pretoria. A portrait taken when Elon was about eight shows the three Musk children (Elon, Kimbal, and their sister, Tosca) blond and fit on a brick porch, the jacarandas behind them.14 Over the years the props accumulated: a gold-colored convertible Rolls-Royce Corniche;15 a twin-engine Cessna Golden Eagle that Errol used to ferry television crews to a tourist lodge he built with his sons in the Timbavati Game Reserve, about 300 miles east of Pretoria, where the boys slept around the fire with Browning rifles against the lions;16 and, by the inventory Errol’s own lawyer recited when the marriage ended, a home, a yacht, a plane, and six cars, every one of them in his name.17

And there were the emeralds. According to Errol’s own telling, delivered, with photographs eagerly supplied, to Walter Isaacson, the writer who shadowed his son for two years for the authorized 2023 biography, the trade began in 1986, when Errol flew to Zambia looking to sell the Cessna. A Panamanian-Italian entrepreneur at the airstrip offered to buy the plane, and instead of cash Errol took a share of the emeralds produced at three small mines the man owned. Nothing was registered, and Errol said why: “If you registered it, you would wind up with nothing, because the Blacks would take everything from you.”18 Errol built the sideline up, importing raw stones, having them cut in Johannesburg, selling them to jewelers on trips overseas. “It was a cloak-and-dagger thing,” he said, “because none of it was legal.”19 The trade produced roughly $210,000 in profits before Russian laboratories learned to grow emeralds and the business collapsed; by the end of the 1980s the emerald money was gone.20

That is the established version, and it is enough. The grander versions (the half-owned mine, the safe so stuffed with cash it would not close) belong to Errol alone, and the chapter does not need them. (see note 37) The point is not that the family money was a fortune. The point is that there was a case of emeralds in a bedroom, and a Rolls-Royce in the drive, and a twin-engine plane for the trips to the bush lodge, in a country built to keep them there.

The marriage came apart when Elon was about eight; his parents separated and divorced within a year.21 Maye took the children to the family’s holiday home in Durban, on the coast, and rebuilt on a dietician’s income; the lean stretch of the Musk story, the small apartments and the peanut-butter sandwiches, happened in her household.22 Elon’s share of it was short. At 10, he chose the other house: he took the dangerous overnight train from Durban to Johannesburg on his own and moved in with his father, with the gold Rolls-Royce, the two sets of encyclopedias, the books, and the engineering tools.23 Kimbal later followed.24

The schooling was as good as white South Africa had to offer, and for the people the system was built for, that was very good indeed. The ladder ran: Waterkloof House Preparatory School, a private English-medium boys’ prep in Pretoria, founded in 1923;25 Glenashley Senior Primary in Durban, during the years with his mother;26 then Bryanston High School, a fee-charging state school in Johannesburg; and finally Pretoria Boys High School. His report cards survive (Isaacson cites a full set in his source notes), and they record a good student rather than a prodigy: A’s in English and math, an average of 83 before high school, and a steady stream of teacherly complaints about daydreaming.27

Bryanston ended badly. At a morning assembly a boy bumped into him; he pushed back; words were exchanged. At recess the boy returned with a gang, found Elon eating a sandwich, kicked him in the head from behind, and pushed him down a set of concrete steps. Kimbal, who had been sitting with him, said afterward that he couldn’t recognize his brother’s face. Elon went to the hospital and was out of school for a week.28 His father moved him to Pretoria Boys High, founded in 1901 and run for a century on the English private-school model, with caning, compulsory chapel, and uniforms; the school where white South Africa readied its sons for Oxford and Cambridge.29 His classmates there remembered him as likable, quiet, and unspectacular: not one of the handful of boys considered the brightest, never in a leadership position, showing no sign of a future billionaire.30 The school did not need him to be special. That was the point of the school. The fee-paying years ran under Errol’s roof and on Errol’s account;31 years later, when his son wanted to leave the country, Errol’s position was that he would pay for schooling in South Africa and nothing else.32

And there was the world. When Elon was about nine, Errol took the three children to America: New York, then down through the Midwest to Florida, a rented Thunderbird and budget motels, coin-operated video games in the motel lobbies. At Orlando, by Elon’s recollection, his father refused to pay for Disney World, too expensive, and they went to a water park instead.33 Two years later it was Hong Kong: Errol parked the kids at a grungy hotel with about $50 and disappeared on business for two days, while Elon and Kimbal roamed the electronics stores playing video games for free.34 And there was skiing in Austria. The destinations appear in his mother’s memoir as a list of the weekends and vacations the children spent with their father (skiing in Austria, or Hong Kong and New York), trips she says she didn’t want to deprive them of.35 This was sanctions-era South Africa. A boy who had done New York, Florida, Hong Kong, and the Austrian Alps before high school was not living his country’s ordinary childhood. He was living the childhood the country had been legally arranged to provide for boys like him: passports and prep schools, with none of it to be competed for.

At the top of the ladder stood the army. After school, every white South African man owed the state two years of compulsory military service, in a defense force then fighting in Angola and Namibia and deployed in the townships at home.36 Musk wanted no part of it. “I don’t have an issue with serving in the military per se,” he said later, “but serving in the South African army suppressing black people just didn’t seem like a really good way to spend time.”37 Give him that; it is the cleanest line in this part of the record. But notice what refusing cost him: nothing. Every white boy in the country faced the same call-up. The ones who could simply decline it were the ones with a Canadian-born mother, airfare, and somewhere soft to land.

He had all three. The same machinery that gave him a conscience he could afford also gave him the exit. Because Maye was born in Canada, her children were eligible for Canadian citizenship, and Elon went to the consulate on his own and filled out the applications: for himself, his mother, his brother, and his sister, and not for his father.38 The approvals came in late May 1989. He waited two weeks, by his own recollection, only because airline tickets were cheaper bought 14 days in advance. On June 11, 1989, about two weeks short of turning 18, he had dinner with his father and siblings at Cynthia’s, Pretoria’s finest restaurant, and they drove him to the Johannesburg airport. His father’s parting prediction, as Elon recalls it, was that he would be back within a few months and that he would never be successful.39

He landed in Canada with $2,000 in traveler’s checks from his father and $2,000 from his mother, who cashed out a stock account she had opened as a teenager with her beauty-contest winnings.40 No emeralds crossed the ocean with him: the trade was years dead by then, and nobody who has gone looking (not the authorized biographer, not the fact-checkers at Snopes) has found evidence that mine money built anything Musk did in North America.41 The myth gets the next year roughly right, and it should be conceded in full: a youth-hostel room shared with five strangers, a $100 Greyhound pass, a suitcase (traveler’s checks inside) taken off the bus and lost, $18 an hour cleaning the boiler room of a lumber mill, grain bins on a cousin’s Saskatchewan farm.42 It was a genuinely hard year. It was also the gap year of a kid with a family behind him and a university ahead of him, and it ended the way gap years end: enrollment. Queen’s University in the fall of 1990; then a transfer, in 1992, to the University of Pennsylvania on a $14,000 scholarship plus student loans.43



In 1995, Elon and Kimbal, who had been brainstorming an internet business since Toronto, headed for California to give it a shot.44 The company they started in Palo Alto was incorporated as Global Link Information Network; the name everyone remembers, Zip2, came later, with the money.45 The first office, at 430 Sherman Avenue, was 20 feet by 30, with toilets that backed up and an internet connection that consisted of an Ethernet cable strung down the stairwell to the service provider one floor below.46 There was one computer. By day it ran the company’s website; at night Elon wrote code on it.47 The brothers slept in the office, showered at the YMCA, and ate at Jack in the Box.48 All of that is true, and the myth has lived off it for 30 years. Here is what the myth leaves out: who paid for it.

The first money in was Elon’s own: about $2,000, plus the home-built PC. His brother put in about $5,000.49 The next check came from Greg Kouri, a Canadian businessman in his mid-thirties who had met the Musks in Toronto and bought into their early brainstorming. When the brothers turned up at his door one morning to announce they were leaving for California, Kouri, still in his red bathrobe, went back into the house, dug around for a couple of minutes, and came out with a wad of $6,000.50 In early 1996 he moved to California himself and joined the company as a cofounder: the partner with actual business experience and a talent for reading people, the adult supervision. He died of a heart attack in 2012, at 51, having made a fortune investing in Musk’s companies; Kimbal said simply that they owed him a lot.51

Then came the parents. Errol visited from South Africa and gave his sons $28,000, plus a beat-up car he bought for $500.52 When the car broke down, the brothers rode the bus up Sand Hill Road to an early meeting with venture capitalists.53 Maye came down from Toronto every six weeks with food, clothing, and furniture, and covered the printing costs; the brothers could not get an American credit card approved, so they ran the company on her Canadian one; and when they were nearly out of money she gave them $10,000, the first savings, she wrote later, that she had ever had.54 A small angel round of roughly $200,000 followed, and by Elon’s own later accounting his father provided about 10 percent of it.55 Then, in early 1996, the real money arrived: Mohr Davidow Ventures invested $3 million, found the brothers an immigration lawyer to sort out their work visas, and handed each of them $30,000 to buy a car (Elon chose a 1967 Jaguar E-type).56 The company became Zip2. And the $3 million came with a condition whose price would come due later: the venture capitalists moved Elon aside to chief technology officer and hired a chief executive of their own, a man named Rich Sorkin.57



That is the funding chain, link by link: himself, his brother, a Toronto businessman in a red bathrobe, his father, his mother, his father again, and then the professionals. Both of his biographers printed it. His mother’s memoir itemizes her share. His own archive itemizes the rest, which is worth holding in mind while he talks.

In December 2019, he laid it out himself, in public: “We started Zip2 with ~$2k from me plus my overclocked home-built PC, ~$5k from my bro & ~$8k from Greg Kouri,” adding, “My Dad provided 10% of a ~$200k angel funding round much later.”58 In March 2021, the same account announced: “Started 1st company with no funding & just one computer I built,” and, in the same tweet: “There’s no evidence whatsoever of an ‘emerald mine’.”59 He had refuted himself in his own archive, 15 months apart. The other denials were already running. July 2020: “I don’t have an ‘emerald mine’, nor was I given free money from anyone, inheritance or otherwise,” and he referred doubters to Ashlee Vance, the technology journalist who had interviewed hundreds of people around Musk for the 2015 biography: “Ask him.”60 Vance’s book contains no mention of emeralds. It does contain the $28,000.61 In May 2024, to someone pressing the point: “You are a liar. There was no emerald mine and I have inherited nothing.”62

Read the denials closely, because they are careful. The recurring formula, that his father never owned a mine, is, strictly, true: Isaacson’s finding is that Errol never held an ownership stake in the mine. What Musk has never denied, anywhere in the archive, is what the record actually shows: that his father dealt emeralds, off the books and against the law, profitably, for years, confirmed in the biography written with Musk’s cooperation.63 The denials answer the easiest version of the charge and step around the one the evidence supports.

And there is one more entry, and it detonates the rest: before he denied the mine, he was its publicist. In July 2014, in a Forbes interview with the journalist Jim Clash, Musk said it himself: “This is going to sound slightly crazy, but my father also had a share in an Emerald mine in Zambia.”64 The article later vanished from Forbes without explanation. It survives on the Internet Archive, and Clash told the fact-checkers at Snopes that he had no idea why it was taken down.65 In 2019, the authorized children’s edition of Vance’s biography described Errol, flatly, as “part owner of an emerald mine.”66 That same year, the denials began.67

Which brings back the necklace. Remember where this chapter started: 1994, a gold chain, a smooth green stone pulled from a case in his mother’s bedroom and presented to a girlfriend as the fruit of his father’s emerald mine. He was selling the legend in person, 25 years before he started calling it a lie and its tellers liars. On the record, the mine story was his before it was anybody else’s. He told it while it glittered and disowned it when it stopped.

Meanwhile, in Palo Alto, the chapter’s last fact was already in place: Rich Sorkin sat in the chief executive’s chair, and the 24-year-old founder worked for his investors. The weather that would soon make everyone in Palo Alto rich was just beginning to gather. What it did for him is the next chapter.

None of this made him a billionaire. $28,000 from his father and $10,000 from his mother is seed money, not a fortune, and the sums were small even by the standards of the bubble he was about to walk into. That is not the point, and the myth must not be allowed to make it the point. His luck was only just getting started, but it was still luck. 99.9 percent of humanity doesn’t have the contacts to get infusions of cash like he got, let alone their mother’s credit cards and their father’s emerald money.68 A country whose laws were written for boys like him. Schools as good as white South Africa had to offer, which, for the people the system was built for, was very good indeed. Ski trips to Austria at an age when most of humanity has never seen an airport. This was the standard luck of an upper-middle, top-one-percent kid, the baseline he shares with virtually every other lucky bastard in this series. He is merely the only one who swears, under his own name, that it never existed: “I have inherited nothing.” He has also, under the same name, conceded the opposite. In April 2021, on the engineering he is most proud of, he allowed: “An advantage I did have is that my father is a talented electrical & mechanical engineer, so I was taught a lot engineering (without appreciating it at the time).”69 An advantage I did have. Remember the necklace. And keep counting, because the breaks are about to get much, much bigger.




Chapter Two — Pennies from Heaven

Here is how the myth tells it: in February 1999, at the age of twenty-seven, Elon Musk sold his first company for $307 million. And the market does not pay $307 million for nothing: the first fortune is the proof, the grade the world hands a genius before anyone knows his name. The rest of the legend stands on that check. So before we watch it get written, ask the rude question the legend skips: what exactly was the market paying for in the winter of 1999? The answer, as you are about to see, is anything. Anything at all, so long as the word “internet” could be stapled to it. You did not need vision to get rich in that weather. You needed to own something internet-shaped, and you needed to be standing outside when it started to rain. He was. Lucky.

On the morning of Friday, November 13, 1998, the traders at Bear Stearns had a problem no playbook covered. The stock they were trying to launch belonged to theGlobe.com, a website where people built free home pages, founded in a Cornell dorm room in 1995 by two science majors named Todd Krizelman and Stephan Paternot. The site had more than two million members and almost no business: in the first nine months of 1998 it had taken in $2.7 million in revenue and lost $11.5 million, four dollars lost for every dollar that came in, which got noticed even on the internet. The established banks had passed on the deal. Bear Stearns, hungry to break into internet offerings, took it, and in October had been forced to postpone the whole thing because it could not find enough buyers for 3.1 million shares.1

A month later the bank tried again, issuing the shares that Friday morning at $9 each. Then the floor fell upward. Tens of thousands of small investors had placed orders to buy at market, meaning at whatever the price happened to be when their order filled, which is to say, blind. Professionals almost never do this; this crowd was new to the game. Bear’s traders could not establish a floor for the first trade: $20 was too low, $30 was too low, so was $50. CNBC reported the first trade might come at $70, and CNBC was being conservative. After a long delay, a stock issued at $9 traded at $87. Within an hour it touched $97. The professionals sold into the only bid left: the at-market crowd, buying blindly, and the price sagged back to $63.50 by the close, which still made it the biggest first-day gain in Wall Street history: up more than 600 percent, for a company that had been unsellable a month earlier.2 The record would stand all of thirteen months, because this market was just warming up.3 The New York Post hailed the founders, worth about $50 million each on paper. On Monday the stock fell to $48; within a week, $32. And four days after the IPO, with the economy growing strongly, the Federal Reserve cut interest rates anyway, its third cut in six weeks, the kind of move usually reserved for recessions, one that many investors read as a tacit blessing.4 Whatever this weather was, it had a sponsor.

To understand what happens to Elon Musk three months after that Friday, you have to understand why a market did that. So hold the image of the $9 stock trading at $87, and rewind three years.

The weather first broke over Wall Street on August 9, 1995, the day Netscape went public. Netscape made the browser most people used to look at the new World Wide Web, and it had never made a profit, which was, at the time, still considered a strange basis for a stock offering.5 Trading was due to open at 9:30 that morning; at 10:30 it still hadn’t, because whatever floor Morgan Stanley’s traders indicated, investors bid past it. At Charles Schwab, the discount brokerage, the recorded phone greeting had been changed to say: “Press one if you’re calling about Netscape.”6 Marc Andreessen, the company’s young cofounder, woke up late that morning, logged on to a stock-quote website, discovered he was worth about $70 million, and went back to bed, or so he later claimed.7 By the close, Netscape was valued at $2.2 billion, almost as much as General Dynamics, the giant defense contractor. Jim Clark, the rich eccentric who had bankrolled the company and whose own stake was suddenly worth $663 million, boasted afterward that the IPO had given anarchy credibility; and anarchy, in the post-Netscape Valley, meant that a group of college kids could meet a rich eccentric, raise money from a venture capitalist, and build a billion-dollar company in eighteen months.8

The money believed him. In 1996, venture capitalists put $11.2 billion into 2,123 new ventures; in 1999 they put $59.4 billion into 3,957. The old disciplines (founders investing a third of their own net worth, firms nurturing a company for five or ten years) were suspended; by the middle of 1999 twelve months counted as a long-term horizon, and the venture firms were competing for the privilege of funding whatever walked through the door.9 In 1999 there were 457 initial public offerings in the United States, and 117 of them doubled on their first day of trading. In the previous twenty-four years combined, thirty-nine had.10

The people inside it knew. Peter Thiel, then running PayPal, a payments startup whose path is about to collide with Musk’s, later marked off the insanity with dates: eighteen months, September 1998 to March 2000. Keep those dates in mind, because the sale that mints Elon Musk lands squarely inside them. Thiel watched paper millionaires run up thousand-dollar dinner bills and try to pay with shares of their startups’ stock; sometimes it worked. What frightened him, he wrote afterward, was not doubt about his own company but that it “seemed like everyone else in the Valley was ready to believe anything at all,” and that in such an environment “acting sanely began to seem eccentric.”11 The weather held long enough to produce, in March 2000, the perfect specimen: a South Korean firm wired Thiel’s company $5 million without negotiating a deal or signing a single document, and when Thiel tried to return the money, the firm refused to tell him where to send it.12

That was the buying side of the market Elon Musk was about to meet. Now for what he was selling.

Zip2, the online city-guide company Musk founded in Palo Alto in 1995 with his brother Kimbal and the family money we counted in the last chapter, was, by late 1998, a company in trouble, and its founder was a founder in trouble. When Mohr Davidow Ventures put $3 million into Zip2 in early 1996, the money came with a chief executive. Rich Sorkin had run business development at Creative Labs, an audio-equipment maker, where he had steered the company’s investments in internet startups; to Zip2’s investors he looked experienced and clued in to the Web. Musk was moved aside to the role of chief technology officer. He agreed to the arrangement, then spent the rest of his time at the company resenting it.13

The funding bought professional engineers as well as a boss, and they delivered a verdict of their own. Zip2 poached a team from Silicon Graphics, then one of the great hubs of engineering talent, and the new hires took one look at the founder’s code and rewrote the vast majority of it. Musk had taught himself to program, and it showed: he wrote what developers call hairballs, big, monolithic slabs of code that could go berserk for mysterious reasons, while the professionals needed a fraction of his line count to do the same jobs. They brought realistic schedules, too: the engineering chief recalled that when Musk estimated an hour, the staff budgeted a day or two, and when he said a day, they allowed a week or two.14 Musk’s own version, told years later, is that he was secretly better than all of them: he would wait for the professionals to go home and then rewrite their work overnight without asking, making it faster, and that they hated him for it.15 One of those accounts is corroborated by the men who were there. The other is his. His other admission from those years is the more honest one: until Zip2, he had never run much of anything, never been a captain of anything, never managed a single person.16

What the company became under its new management was a service business for newspapers. Zip2 trademarked the slogan We Power the Press and lived up to it: by 1997 it powered sections of 140 newspaper websites, at licensing fees running from $1,000 to $10,000, and the publishers (Knight Ridder, Hearst, Pulitzer Publishing, the New York Times Company) put some $50 million of additional funding into the company that was helping them fight off the internet. One trade publication crowned Zip2 newspaperdom’s new superhero. The company moved into roomier offices on Castro Street in Mountain View.17 By the standards of a normal economy this was respectable: real clients, real contracts, real fees.

Musk hated it. He believed Zip2 should stop hiding behind the newspapers and sell to consumers directly and should become, in effect, the next Yahoo. He pushed the company to buy the domain name city.com and turn itself into a destination, and in 1998 he took the argument public, telling the New York Times that the real battle was with Yahoo and AOL to become a local portal. The board, the investors, and the executive team all disagreed: the media companies were paying, powerful customers, and becoming the next Yahoo was, in their view, a fantasy.18 Rich Sorkin’s explanation, recorded by Jimmy Soni, the writer whose 2022 history The Founders reconstructed this corner of the Valley from hundreds of interviews with the participants, was unapologetic: “It wasn’t a philosophical issue. We went where the money was.”19

In April 1998, the company doubled down on the strategy its founder opposed. Zip2 announced a merger with its main competitor, CitySearch, in a deal valued at around $300 million, a merger of equals on paper, with the CitySearch name surviving and Sorkin running the combined company. Then the two sides started reading each other’s books. The diligence raised questions about how frank CitySearch had been with its financials; Zip2 executives could see exactly which jobs a combined company would erase, starting with some of their own; a faction inside Zip2 wanted out. Sorkin demanded the deal go through. Musk, who had been an early advocate of the merger, turned against his own deal. In May 1998 the companies called the whole thing off, and the press made a feast of the chaotic bust-up.20

Musk saw his opening and went to the board: oust Sorkin, and make me chief executive again. The board’s answer was no. Its second answer was worse: it stripped him of his chairman’s title, and it replaced Sorkin not with Musk but with Derek Proudian, a venture capitalist from Mohr Davidow, the investors’ own partner, whose assignment was not to win the city-guide wars but to sell the company.21 Proudian was friendly about it, and perfectly clear: this was Musk’s first company, and the thing to do was find an acquirer and make some money, so that he could go do his second, and his third, and his fourth.22 Musk took it bitterly, grousing to Inc. Magazine that great things would never happen with venture capitalists or professional managers, who had neither the creativity nor the insight.23

And 1998 kept getting worse. The company was losing money. The Charlotte Observer, an early and prominent client, canceled its Zip2 city guide, complaining that ad sales were slowing. Microsoft mounted a charge into the same market, and startups with mapping, real-estate, and automotive ideas multiplied. In September, the New York Times printed what amounted to the category’s epitaph: despite all the interest from advertisers, no city guide had consistently shown a profit. Not Zip2, not anybody, not ever. Inside the company, the engineers were deflated, and worried that they might not be able to outrun the competition.24 By January 1999 the board was seeking a buyer, and the demoted founder was already halfway out the door, quietly sounding out the best engineers about joining his next venture and bouncing ideas for an internet bank off his banking contacts in Canada.25

So stood Zip2 at the start of 1999: a money-losing company in a category that had never made anyone a profit, with Microsoft incoming, a founder who had been overruled on strategy and refused the top job and stripped of his title, and a chief executive hired expressly to sell the thing. Hold it there, at its lowest. Now look at Houston.

Compaq Computer was a personal-computer manufacturer in Houston, and it owned a world-class piece of the internet by accident. In January 1998, Compaq had bought Digital Equipment Corporation for $9.6 billion, then the largest acquisition in the history of the computer industry, and somewhere in the crates came AltaVista, a search engine DEC’s researchers had built largely to show off one of the company’s supercomputers.26 Within the year, portals, the websites that aimed to be everyone’s front door to the internet, had become the hottest category the mania had yet produced. In November 1998, AOL paid $4.2 billion for Netscape, largely to get the traffic flowing through its website.27 In January 1999, @Home, a cable-internet company, paid $6.7 billion for the portal Excite, the largest internet merger yet. That same month, Yahoo paid $3.57 billion in stock for GeoCities, theGlobe.com’s rival in the homemade-home-page business.28 Billions were being paid, in a single winter, for doors.

Compaq looked at its accidental search engine and saw a door of its own. The stated plan was to unite AltaVista’s search with local listings and local advertising, to extend the Zip2 platform, as AltaVista’s chief executive put it on announcement day, so that local merchants could sell to their own neighborhoods.29 One chronicler of the period rendered the ambition less politely: Compaq was hoping to buy AltaVista’s way to the top of the web-portal heap.30 Either way, a portal needed local content. And up in Mountain View sat a company with local content across 140 newspaper websites, a board that wanted out, and a hired seller at the wheel.

Early that winter, Derek Proudian called Elon and Kimbal Musk into his office and told them the news: Compaq had offered $307 million for Zip2.31 In cash.32

Nobody inside the company mistook it for a judgment. Ed Ho, a Berkeley-trained engineer who had come over from Silicon Graphics and become one of Zip2’s executives, gave the deal its true name: “It was like pennies from heaven.”33

Say it as plainly as the record allows. The $307 million was never a price for Zip2. It was a weather reading. Consider what Compaq was not buying. It was not buying Musk’s strategy: the board had vetoed that, twice, on the record. It was not buying his leadership: the same board had just refused to let him lead, and demoted him for asking. It was not buying momentum: the company was losing money in a category whose obituary the New York Times had already printed. The company Compaq bought was run by the investors’ own man, under instructions to sell it. And here is the part worth reading twice: Zip2’s board had refused to let the company become a consumer portal, and then a portal-crazed buyer paid $307 million for it anyway. The weather paid Musk for the strategy his own board had killed, without his ever having to execute it. Even his catastrophe was lucky. Had the CitySearch merger gone through, there would have been no whole Zip2 left to buy; the worst event of his 1998: the collapse of a deal he himself had championed and then turned against, is what kept the company intact for the windfall. The same chronicler of the period noticed exactly that: the busted merger was probably a good thing, in light of what happened next.34

Zip2’s board took the money, and the company rented out a restaurant in Palo Alto and threw a huge party. Mohr Davidow, the investors who went where the money was, made back twenty times their investment.35 The men who had overruled him were rewarded for overruling him, by the weather, which paid everyone. The Musk brothers’ combined stake in the company they had founded came to 12 percent, split 60–40 between them;36 Elon’s share was about $22 million, and Kimbal’s about $15 million.37 Elon was twenty-seven years old, and the money came by check. In the mail. “Literally, to my mailbox,” he said later, still amazed by it. “My bank account went from, like, $5,000 to $21,005,000.”38 Kimbal, who said he had thought he was building a company for life, described the sale the way you describe a thing that happened to you, not a thing you did: like being a dog beaten in a cage for four years, and then the door opens, and there are all the T-bones you can eat.39

Be fair to the company, because the argument does not need Zip2 to have been a sham, and it wasn’t. The software was real: it was built on Java when Java was brand-new, and a senior director at Sun Microsystems’ own Java division called Zip2’s maps and directions some of the most powerful real-world applications of the language anywhere on the internet.40 The hustle in the legend is real too: Musk lived in the office and showered at the YMCA, and the venture capitalists who funded him came away impressed with his energy.41 Even the friendlier of his two major biographies, summing up the dot-com striver, concluded that he had been lucky and good: a decent idea, turned into a real service, and a way out of the dot-com tumult with cash in his pockets. Lucky came first in the sentence.42 But grant all of it, and then price it honestly. The product, the team, and the hustle were appraised twice in twelve months by people with money actually on the table: once at a notional $300 million in a merger of equals that collapsed when the partners read the books, and once by a sale process run by a man whose stated ambition was to make some money on a first-time founder’s first company. The distance between that and $307 million in cash is not the measure of a founder. It is the measure of the winter of 1999.

If you doubt it, follow the asset. Four months after the deal closed, Compaq passed AltaVista, Zip2 included, to an internet holding company called CMGI in a transaction notionally worth $2.3 billion, paid almost entirely in CMGI stock.43 CMGI was one of the bubble’s purest paper empires, and in the crash its stock collapsed by more than 99 percent, vaporizing what Compaq had been paid; the AltaVista public offering that was supposed to follow never happened.44 In February 2003, the whole AltaVista business, search engine, Zip2 remnants and all, was sold for $140 million.45 Compaq did not live to see even that; it had been absorbed into Hewlett-Packard the year before, and had ceased to exist as an independent company.46 And the cleanest reading on the dial came out of the other half of that January’s portal binge: when Excite@Home went bankrupt in September 2001, AT&T bought its broadband network (a national piece of physical infrastructure) out of the wreckage for $307 million.47 The mania’s exit price for a national broadband network was its entry price for a city-guide website. A market that pays the same for a website as for a nation’s broadband is not appraising anything. It is just raining.

Musk never considered staying at Compaq. He bought a condo in Palo Alto and a million-dollar McLaren F1 sports car,48 and went to work on the conviction the board had never let him test. He had been formalizing the plan since January, before the Compaq deal was even announced; in March 1999 he incorporated his next company.49 It was a bank, on the internet, and he would put more than half of his Zip2 fortune into it.50 Ed Ho signed on as employee number four, and explained the era’s entire logic in one breath: there was a wave, and you either caught it, or you sat there waiting while Yahoo went by.51 The new company also had a name, a name virtually no one but its founder liked.52 That story is next.

But close this chapter’s ledger first, because the myth always hurries past it. In February 1999, the weather paid Elon Musk about $22 million for a failing company he did not run, pursuing a strategy he had opposed, sold by a board that had twice voted down his judgment, in a market that, three months earlier, had priced a dorm-room home-page site at more than 600 percent over its offering price before lunch. The buyer’s prize evaporated; the founders’ checks cleared; and the man standing closest to the money called it pennies from heaven. The $307 million was never a price for Zip2. It was a weather reading, and he happened to be the one holding the barometer. Twenty-seven years old, $22 million, and not one dollar of it a verdict on him. A lucky bastard, the first installment. The next check will be bigger, and this time every decision along the way will be entirely, provably his own.






Chapter Three — The Coolest URL on the Internet

The second act opens with the lucky bastard doing the most self-confident thing a newly rich man can do: betting more than half the windfall on his own judgment, the exact commodity his last board had declined to buy. This time there would be no board of grown-ups installed over him; he held control from the start. He set the strategy, chose the technology, picked the name, and hired and promoted lieutenants of his own. Every decision that follows in this chapter is authentically, indisputably his. Watch closely, because this is the cleanest read we will ever get on the judgment of Elon Musk, unrescued, right up until the rescue.

Start at the airport. On Tuesday, September 19, 2000, Elon Musk’s flight lifted off,1 carrying him and Justine, his wife of eight months, on a trip around the world: the Olympic Games in Sydney, with stops in Singapore and London to meet investors who might keep his company solvent, a belated honeymoon and a fundraising trip.2 He was 29, the chief executive and largest shareholder of X.com, the Palo Alto company behind the internet-payment service the world knew as PayPal.3

With Musk safely in the air, five men got into their cars and drove to Sand Hill Road, home of the venture firm Sequoia Capital.4 Peter Thiel, co-founder of the rival company X.com had swallowed six months earlier. Max Levchin, the merged company’s most talented engineer, whose Jewish family had left Kiev for Chicago in 1991 and whose code the PayPal service ran on.5 Roelof Botha, the young finance chief, Musk’s own hire.6 Reid Hoffman, the chief operating officer.7 David Sacks, the former McKinsey consultant who ran product.8 They had come to see Michael Moritz, the Sequoia partner on X.com’s board, the crucial vote, and Musk’s strongest ally there.9 They carried a folder: letters of resignation, and a petition of no confidence signed by the employees of Elon Musk’s own company.10

Hold there. The wheels off the runway, the folder in the car. Every signature in it had been earned one decision at a time, over eighteen months, by the man on the airplane. Rewind.



In early 1999, a visiting cousin found Musk poring over books about the banking system, working out his next move.11 The move came in March, one month after the Compaq check, when he founded X.com with Harris Fricker, a friend from his Scotiabank days. The plan was not a product but an empire: a one-stop everything-store for money (banking, checking, credit cards, investments, loans) built on the insight that money is just an entry in a database. Done right, it would be where all the money lives: a multitrillion-dollar company.12 In went about $12 million of the roughly $22 million Zip2 had paid him, more than half the windfall.13

Concede the bet: it was real money, his own, in a town where the smart move was to bank the windfall and gamble with other people’s. A colleague said deals like that either pay off or end in a bus shelter.14

The first decision preceded the product and most of the staff: the name. X.com was, Musk believed, simply “the coolest URL on the internet,” one of three single-letter dot-coms in the world.15 He bought the address for cash and 1.5 million shares,16 and came away with the email address e@x.com. Friends warned that an online bank might struggle with a name that sounded like a porn site. He loved it anyway.17

What he had less of was banking. He knew very little about the industry’s nuances (it did not bother him in the slightest) and had resorted to buying a book on the industry.18 The actual mechanics came in with Fricker, a Rhodes scholar.19 Five months in, Fricker demanded the chief executive job, threatening to take the staff with him. Musk refused; Fricker walked, and most of the company walked too.20 By that summer the head count was in the low single digits, and the office at 394 University Avenue was better known for its first-floor bakery than its second-floor bank: a mysterious URL, a few holdouts, dwindling capital, an idea.21 His first hand-picked team had voted no confidence in his judgment in year one, before any rival even appeared.

The shell survived largely thanks to Michael Moritz: an Oxford graduate with a Welsh accent, a former Time journalist with little technical background, whose reporter’s instinct had famously bought Sequoia a quarter of Yahoo for $1 million.22 In August 1999, Sequoia put $5 million into what was left of X.com, a bet on Musk and very little else, and took the board seat Moritz held when the folder arrived.23 Moritz was also nearly alone in liking the name: memorable, he thought, like Yahoo, like Apple.24

Musk rebuilt the team with rah-rah speeches about the future of internet banking,25 and on the night before Thanksgiving 1999, X.com went live: one of the first online banks in the world, with federally insured accounts and mutual funds, no fees, no overdraft penalties, a $20 card for signing up, $10 per referral, and the feature that mattered, sending money to anyone by typing their email address. More than 200,000 people signed up within a couple of months.26

The fraud signed up too. The new-account reports showed customers named Mick E. Mouse, approved, with a $2,700 transaction and a line of credit attached, and the company printed promised checkbooks for customers named “asdf jkl,” to the horror of its partner bank.27 Then, on January 28, 2000, a New York Times headline, “Security Flaw Discovered at Online Bank,” reported that for almost a month, any customer could move money out of any account in America with the two numbers printed on every check. A trade-press critic judged the name X.com “forever poisoned.”28

He summarized the market’s verdict himself, years later: shown the everything-store, nobody was interested; shown the email payments, everybody was.29 The customers wanted the feature. The founder wanted the empire.



The email-payments feature had one problem: somebody else had it too, and theirs was winning. Confinity, the startup of Peter Thiel and Max Levchin, had begun by beaming money between PalmPilots, then pivoted to payments by email and named the product PayPal, and eBay’s users were taking to it fast.30 For a stretch the two companies had even shared a building.31 By early 2000, X.com had bolted email payments onto its bank accounts and doubled PayPal’s sign-up bonus, $20 to Confinity’s $10;32 Confinity was paying out $100,000 a day in new-customer awards.33 Two burn rates, racing toward zero.

The man who blinked was Bill Harris, the former chief executive of the software maker Intuit, whom Musk had lured in to run X.com.34 Payment networks, Harris reasoned, are naturally monopolistic; two of them the same size, growing at the same speed, would destroy each other; he requested a formal meeting.35

They met at Evvia, a posh Palo Alto restaurant. Thiel and Levchin on one side, Harris and Musk on the other. The opening offer came from Musk himself: X.com would acquire Confinity, whose team would get 8 percent of the combined company. Levchin was astonished; at a follow-up meeting Confinity’s investors balked. One fumed that if anything, Confinity should be buying X.com.36 Mark this: nobody forced the merger on Elon Musk. He opened the bidding himself.

The market negotiated on Confinity’s behalf: as PayPal’s numbers grew, the offers climbed, and 92–8 was hammered into 55–45. Musk stayed skeptical. Mergers rarely work, he maintained, and X.com could still simply defeat them.37 When Levchin visited the X.com office, Musk blurted out that Confinity was getting “a fucking deal.” Levchin called Thiel and called it off. Bill Harris telephoned, promised to help fold the laundry, drove to Levchin’s apartment, and offered equal partners: 50–50. Levchin could live with equal, but what about Musk?38

Musk’s answer, in his own later telling, was profane: forget it, X.com would go back to killing Confinity. So Harris dropped his bomb: no deal, and he would resign as chief executive, in the middle of a live funding round. Musk gave in. “The reason I agreed to the fifty-fifty is because Bill Harris said he would resign if I didn’t,” he said later. “Otherwise, I was going to pass on the deal.”39 The deal he wanted to pass on is the deal the entire Musk fortune now rests on.

Along the way he also totaled his million-dollar, uninsured McLaren on Sand Hill Road, driving Thiel to a funding meeting; he had known a crash would never happen to him, he explained at the wreck.40 By the account of Max Chafkin, who would later write Thiel’s biography, Thiel came away seeing him as reckless.41

The merger signed in March 2000. The combined company kept the name X.com (of course) and Musk emerged as its largest shareholder.42 Behind it came the money: a $100 million round led by Madison Dearborn Partners of Chicago, whose man Tim Hurd sat on the board; Musk later described the climate as getting fire-hosed with cash.43 Thiel did not trust the weather. He put his finance team on the phones until every dollar was wired; the final wire settled just after the start of April.44 The Nasdaq had peaked on Friday, March 10, at 5,048.62.45 Thiel wrote the epitaph, years later: “Just as we closed the deal, the bubble popped.”46

It popped like this. In early April the Nasdaq fell 350 points, 8 percent, its biggest decline ever, on a Microsoft antitrust ruling; eleven days later it fell another 350, down 25 percent on the week, worse than the crash of 1987.47 Days after X.com closed its round, American markets began the slide that would erase $2.5 trillion.48 The participants totaled it themselves: without that round, one early employee said years later, there would be no PayPal; a colleague went further: “there would be no SpaceX, no LinkedIn, and no Tesla.”49

Take the reading on the position that spring left him. Largest shareholder of a company whose prize asset (PayPal, by all appearances the hottest product going) was Confinity’s: built by Levchin’s engineers, acquired, not invented.50 Runway another man had chased into the bank days before the market died. A merger he says he would have passed on, but for a colleague’s resignation threat; his instinct lost, and his fortune was made by its losing. The deal, the product, the cash: every load-bearing element was put in place over his objection or by other people’s hands. What he contributed that spring, against all advice, was the letter X. He felt right, not lucky.

That May, Thiel resigned as executive vice president, telling employees he was exhausted.51 A week later the executives deposed Bill Harris, the merger’s own architect, and the board handed Musk the chief executive job alone.52 Title, stake, cash: all his. The company, less so. Thiel’s deputies, Levchin, Hoffman, and Sacks, filled the executive ranks; Chafkin would later call it a sort of trap.53 But he never needed a trap. He picked the fights himself. There were two.

The first was the name. By that summer, typing paypal.com delivered users to the x.com website, a Musk decision. The numbers ran the other way: by July 2000 there had been millions of PayPal transactions and only several hundred thousand X.com ones.54 Musk decreed the brand scrubbed. PayPal would become “X-PayPal,” because a niche payment system could be called PayPal, but the world’s financial nerve center had to be X: “PayPal is a feature, not the thing itself.”55 Then the company asked the users. Focus groups rated PayPal above X.com, participants repeating, almost word for word, that the X site sounded like an adult site they would not trust. Vivien Go, who helped run the research, heard the distrust directly; Rena Fischer fielded the horrible emails. Musk did not move; the staff concluded that the chief executive’s taste, not user preference, was deciding.56 Luke Nosek, an old friend of Thiel and Levchin’s, secretly commissioned yet another survey; its random sample, by blind chance, included Musk, who furiously hunted down its source and had it shut down.57 Hoffman said later that if the name had been the only issue, it might have been surmountable.58

The second fight was the machinery. PayPal ran on Unix-family code Levchin had written, so personally that its conventions were known in-house as “Max code.”59 Musk loved Windows NT and wanted the company rebuilt on Microsoft; to Levchin’s engineers, Microsoft was a dated evil empire, and the question had the temperature of a religious war.60 Musk proposed settling it by arm-wrestling Levchin, who (half Musk’s size, loopy from late nights) agreed, lost, and told him body weight was not a technical input. Musk laughed, and prevailed anyway: his engineers spent a year rewriting code that already worked: a wasted year, in Levchin’s accounting, not building features and not fighting fraud.61 Then the escalation: V2, a full rebuild of the entire live site on Microsoft, cut over with no rollback plan. “We have a really limited window and not a lot of money, so we need to do this fast,” Hoffman remembered him arguing. “We don’t have time to build a rollback plan.” Millions of dollars in payments moved through the site every day.62 The first build came back from quality assurance dead on arrival: “send money” did not work, and more than half the programmers had to learn the new system while writing for it.63 One engineer wrote two versions of his code, Windows in case Elon got his way, Unix in case PayPal won;64 another walked out to go sailing, telling a colleague the rewrite would never work.65 In August, Musk tried money: $5,000 a head if V2 went live by midnight, September 15, shrinking by $500 for each day of slippage. “Work like hell,” he signed off. The deadline came and went.66 When his flight left on September 19, his countdown had been docking the bonus for four days, and there was no V2. One more fact surfaced days later: the board had never been told. When the directors finally heard of the no-rollback rewrite, in the deliberations the petition forced, they were appalled, and Hurd reached for an image: a 747, two engines out, over the Himalayas in a storm, no mechanics aboard, and “you’re going to change the other two engines midflight.”67

All the while, the money bled. Finance that summer belonged to Roelof Botha, a young South African just out of Stanford’s business school, hired by Musk shortly before the merger to rebuild the financial model from a cubicle near his own.68 His model found the time bomb: credit-card customers can dispute a charge for up to 120 days, so May’s chargebacks were February’s frauds. The fraud rate was at least twice his guess and climbing, against reserves nowhere near big enough; by his own recollection, he concluded the company was headed for bankruptcy.69 Levchin got there too: one night that summer he paged Nosek after midnight to say he thought they were dead.70 The tally: $2.57 million lost in the second quarter, $5.13 million in the third (roughly 1.2 percent of everything PayPal moved, $2,300 in fraud every hour), while organized rings walked in the front door.71 The chief executive’s attention was elsewhere; a former executive put it flatly: “We needed to rally, and Elon wasn’t paying attention to this at all.”72 Botha sensed it too: the CEO did not share his fear of extinction; his mind was on expansion.73

Against that, the runway. In June, Moritz arrived at the board meeting with arithmetic of his own: seven months of cash, no prospect of raising more. The market was gone.74 By September: “We had about $65 million dollars left in the bank in September,” Thiel recalled, “and I believe the burn rate was $12 million in September of 2000.”75 Call it five months, in a market that had stopped writing checks. Employees browsed FuckedCompany.com, the site cataloguing dot-com deaths, to see whether they were next.76

Stop the clock, September 2000, and say it flat. The name was his call, against the users and his own staff. The stack was his call, against his own engineers and behind his own board’s back. The fraud ran while his attention was on empire. Every fight he picked that year was his own, on his own record, over his own people’s objections. This is what the judgment of Elon Musk produced when nobody rescued it. The honest beat: he bet his own money when he didn’t have to; Thiel himself granted him the biggest, most ambitious vision of any of them;77 in mid-1999 he even called the crash publicly, warning of Potemkin villages on flimsy foundations.78 Give him all of it. Then notice: the man who saw the storm coming bet the company on changing two engines midflight inside it.

One more rewind, because the flight was supposed to repair something. He had met Justine Wilson at Queen’s University in Ontario, an aspiring novelist from a small town northeast of Toronto; he was, by her account, not a man who took no for an answer.79 They married in January 2000. Two months before the ceremony, he had taken her to a lawyer over a “financial agreement” he said his new company’s board wanted them to sign. “It’s not a prenup,” he told her; she signed the postnuptial agreement two months after the wedding.80 Dancing at the reception, the groom offered a clarification: “I am the alpha in this relationship.”81 The honeymoon was canceled for what Musk termed “company drama”; the Sydney trip, eight months later, was the make-up.82 In the final days before departure, his people kept telling him they did not want to do the things he was ordering; he kept telling them they had to, reading mutiny as insubordination, and boarded the plane.83 Years later, his own verdict: “I probably should not have been away from the office during that time,” he said. “We’d made a bunch of risky moves. It just got too scary.”84

It had already gotten too scary for the people staying behind. In August, Thiel, Levchin, Nosek, and the early board member Scott Banister had attended the same technology conference and said it out loud: their CEO stood in the way of the company’s success and would have to be removed. The honeymoon trip was the perfect opportunity. One ringleader’s logic survives: Musk carried such charisma into a boardroom that persuasion could trump facts; a fair trial required his absence.85 In the weeks before the flight they collected signatures, keeping the old X.com loyalists in the dark.86 Eric Jackson, a marketing specialist who later wrote an insider history of the company, watched the final order: days before leaving for the Games, Musk instructed a website producer, bypassing Sacks and the marketing staff, to phase out every reference to PayPal. He sentenced the users’ favorite name to death.87 Then he went to the airport.88

Tuesday, September 19, 2000. The wheels came off the runway, and the cars rolled toward Sand Hill Road. Every man in them had taken part in deposing a chief executive once already (Harris, that spring), and what worked once, they reasoned, could work again.89 The folder rode with them.

Eighteen months, and not one unlucky break in any of it. Every signature in that folder was earned one decision at a time: the name, the stack, the unwatched fraud. Every decision was authentically his. The luck sits entirely on the other side of the ledger: a merger he opened at 92–8 and would have passed on, forced through by a colleague’s resignation threat; somebody else’s beloved product attached to his largest-shareholder stake; $100 million chased into the bank by another man, days before the bubble popped behind it. A lucky bastard, still, in the amused singular: holding the biggest stake in a company other people would shortly have to save. What happens next is what colleagues do when the luck is asked to take a vote. The vote was already rolling up Sand Hill Road, and the plane flew on toward Sydney, carrying a man who did not yet know that his next great stroke of luck would arrive looking exactly like betrayal.




Chapter Four — The Honeymoon Coup

The luck in this chapter arrives dressed as a catastrophe, which is why he has never once called it luck. While Elon Musk crossed the world on his belated honeymoon, the vote his luck had been asked to take was being counted in a venture capitalist’s office on Sand Hill Road, and it was not going his way. He would tell the story as betrayal for the rest of his life, and on the facts he is half right. But hold the outrage and watch the ledger. A lucky bastard is not a man to whom nothing bad ever happens. He is a man who gets paid either way, and what his colleagues assembled that September week, though nobody involved would have put it this way, was a quarter-billion-dollar favor.

Resume mid-air. It was the third week of September 2000. Musk, 29 years old, chief executive and largest shareholder of X.com, the Palo Alto company behind the PayPal payment service, was somewhere over the world with Justine, his wife of eight months, on the honeymoon that had already been canceled once for company drama.1 Behind him, the five men, Thiel, Levchin, Botha, Hoffman, Sacks, had arrived at Sequoia Capital with their folder of resignation letters and the employees’ no-confidence petition. They had come to convince Michael Moritz, the Sequoia partner on X.com’s board and Musk’s strongest ally there. The arithmetic was stark: if Moritz sided with Musk and brought board member Tim Hurd with him, the board would deadlock at three votes to three.2

The coup ran on a global clock. Board member John Malloy, Confinity’s lead investor, took Levchin’s call in the lobby of a big Chinese investment firm, heard that several leaders of the company had decided to move against Musk, and thought that he had to get his business done and get back.3 While one principal flew away from Palo Alto, the rest of his board was being assembled toward it, phone call by phone call.

At Sequoia, Moritz listened, unfazed, as the group laid out its case, and asked clarifying questions.4 The case was strong, and it was brutally simple. PayPal was burning cash, and on its current course it would go the way of Flooz and Beenz. And it had no chance at all if Max Levchin, the company’s cofounder and its most talented engineer, walked out the door with the top coders and half the business-development team, which was what the folder said would happen. A negotiation followed. Moritz would agree to a change of leadership, but he would install Thiel only on a temporary basis; the company would have to interview other candidates for the permanent job. That was enough for Thiel, who accepted. He would figure out how to make it permanent later. The group celebrated at Antonio’s Nut House, a local dive bar.5

What followed was not a knife in the dark but five days of meetings, which is, in its way, worse. With Musk abroad, Hurd in Chicago, and Malloy hustling back from Asia, the board’s deliberations ran by phone from the middle of the week through Sunday evening. The conspirators huddled in person, alternating between Levchin’s and Nosek’s apartments at 469 Grant Avenue in Palo Alto: Thiel and Levchin, the two board members among them, took the board calls in one apartment, then walked to the other to report back to the group.6

The case they presented turned mainly on the website rewrite of the last chapter: the migration of the company’s technology onto new architecture with no rollback plan. It was the board’s first time hearing about it, and the other members were shocked that a change that consequential had never been run past them.7 There were more surprises where that came from: early unsecured credit lines still sitting on the books as interest-generating assets, a characterization Musk’s defenders disputed, and Malloy’s broader discovery that nobody had briefed the board on the level of discord inside the company at all.8

Here is the detail that separates this from ordinary palace intrigue. The coup rested mainly on the threat of a mass resignation, and the participation of two men carried particular weight precisely because of who they were: David Sacks, whom Musk had promoted, and Roelof Botha, whom Musk had hired. Both felt an affinity for him. Neither could see a way out of the company’s dilemmas with him staying on as chief executive. For Botha, threatening to resign meant putting his job, and with it his immigration status, on the table if Musk prevailed. He did not make the choice lightly. He made it anyway.9 Years later he would say why, plainly. “I think it would have killed the company if Elon had stayed on as CEO for six more months,” he said. “The mistakes Elon was making at the time were amplifying the risk of the business.”10

Musk knew what was happening. Back in Palo Alto, some of the people loyal to him had sensed something was wrong, too late: one went to the office at ten thirty at night, found everyone there, and frantically tried to reach a man on a plane.11 The board heard from the loyalists too. One employee who had been shown the no-confidence letter and refused to sign wrote Hurd a long, impassioned defense, copying Musk and the colleagues he believed shared his misgivings: Elon was a very good CEO; he read every piece of email sent to him; he was a tough negotiator who had struck an excellent deal with Intuit and outstanding deals with vendors like First Data and MasterCard; the board should gather a range of opinions before it decided anything.12 Musk, still abroad, replied to the thread, first removing Hurd, the board member, from the recipient list. “Thanks folks. This whole thing is making me so sad that words fail me. I have given every last ounce of effort, almost all my cash from Zip2 and put my marriage on the rocks, and yet I stand accused of bad deeds to which I have not even been given an opportunity to respond—I’m not even sure what they are supposed to be.”13

He did not go quietly. “This activity is heinous,” he raged; the conspirators had not had the decency to confront him. They had waited until he was incommunicado, and they had done it on his honeymoon. He announced he was flying back to Palo Alto.14

It did not matter. From the middle of that week through Sunday evening, the board deliberated. The members weighed the optics, Musk would be the second X.com chief executive removed in a single year, and it would make waves in the press, against the risk to the company’s internal dynamic, and judged the inside risk greater. In the end, Musk simply did not have the votes.15 His own four words for it: “The board met—absent me.”16

On the evening of Sunday, September 24, Thiel sent a company-wide email. “As you know, Elon Musk agreed to reassume the position of Chief Executive Officer of X.com in May during a period of instability following the unexpected departure of the former CEO,” it began, crediting Musk’s “unbelievable work ethic and entrepreneurial leadership” before arriving at the operative sentences: “Elon and the Board have decided to form a search committee to recruit a veteran CEO to lead the company to the next level. Elon will remain active on the Board as a Director and major shareholder. I have agreed to function as Chairman with operational responsibility until the new CEO is named.”17

Five hours later, Musk sent his own, under the subject line “Taking X.com to the next level”: “So, having given this a lot of thought, I’ve decided that the time has come to bring in a seasoned CEO, with the large company experience to take X.com to the next level. As an entrepreneur, my interests lie much more in the foundation and creation of something new and less in the day to day management of a large (but great) company.… After that search is done, my plan is to take a sabbatical for about three to four months, think through a few ideas and then start a new company early next year.… Been great working with everyone (although I’m not gone yet). You are like my family. Elon”18

He landed, gathered his own group, and tried to plot a return to power. He urged the board to reconsider. Moritz was unmoved, and within days the board had voted; Thiel was the temporary chief executive of X.com.19 “It was a done deal by the time I got back,” Musk said later.20

Then, having lost, he behaved better than almost anyone expected. When Jeremy Stoppelman, an early Musk recruit, reached out to ask whether the loyalists should threaten to resign en masse, Musk stood him down. He sought no retribution at all, a moderation that threw off even his longest-serving allies; even his critics had to admit the farewell email was surprisingly gracious.21 The anger survived only as comedy. “Sneaky backstabbing bastards,” he joked, years afterward. “Too scared to stab me in the front.… Come at me from the front! There’s twelve of you.”22

What he had conceded, on paper, was nothing much. The petition could vote away his job; it could not vote away his stock. He remained the company’s largest shareholder, and that fact is about to do all the work in this chapter.

The winter that followed was the one the last chapter promised. The crash that had begun in March 2000 kept going: half of all dot-coms shut down, and the IPO market, which had minted 457 debuts in 1999, produced 76 in all of 2001. By October 2002 the Nasdaq had fallen 78 percent from its peak: roughly five trillion dollars erased.23 In that weather, the company Musk had been removed from did two impolite things. It survived. And it threw away his name: in June 2001, Thiel rebranded X.com as PayPal, the name Musk had overruled his own users to fight for, gone within a year of his leaving. Musk took the slight without retaliation, settled into the role of advisor, and kept buying stock through the dark stretch, adding to his position as the company’s largest shareholder; by the time it went public he owned more PayPal stock than institutional backers like Nokia Ventures and Sequoia Capital.24 “You would expect someone in Elon’s position to be bitter and vindictive, but he wasn’t,” Botha said. “He supported Peter. He was a prince.”25 Give him the grace; it is real, and it is the chapter’s one honest word for the other side. It also did not change a single vote, then or ever.

The survival, meanwhile, was other people’s work, and the record is specific about whose. The fraud that had been bleeding the company, the crisis he had left unfought, was beaten under Thiel by the men who had removed him. Levchin and a fellow engineer, David Gausebeck, built a test that made every new user retype a string of letters displayed over a crisscrossed background: nearly impossible for a computer to pass, easy for a human. PayPal called it the Gausebeck-Levchin Test; the world came to know it as the captcha.26 The fraud team built what amounted to an echocardiogram for the company’s money flows and went to war with, among others, a persistent Russian thief who signed himself Igor and had siphoned millions out of PayPal on his own.27 It worked. In the last quarter of 2001, PayPal booked its first operating profit: $2.8 million on revenue of $40.1 million; barely, but a profit, in a valley where the word had gone out of use.28

Then, on February 15, 2002, PayPal went public, the first major technology IPO since September 11, priced at $13 a share.29 It opened into a dead market and popped anyway: past $20 by mid-morning, a peak around $22, a close at $20.09, up 55 percent in a day. At the office, even the nocturnal engineers rolled in early; a few programmers danced on their desks, and Thiel ordered kegs for the parking lot and played ten simultaneous chess matches against his own executive staff, losing only to Sacks.30 The press declined to join the party: the Dow Jones news service mused that such a surge in a money-losing company’s stock could only be explained by small investors who liked the brand, and one editor titled a reporter’s largely positive piece “Don’t Bank on PayPal.”31 But the pop was real. The public markets had valued PayPal at just shy of a billion dollars, and far and away the biggest personal windfall in the company belonged to the man it had fired: Musk’s stake was now worth more than $100 million.32

The pop did something else: it put a public price on PayPal, and it concentrated minds at eBay, the giant auction site on whose rails PayPal’s business ran, an embrace eBay had long found intolerable and indispensable at once.33 The two companies had been trying and failing to agree on a sale since before the IPO; one earlier round of talks had ended with Meg Whitman, eBay’s chief executive, reportedly telling Thiel and the PayPal executives present: “If it’s war you want, it’s war you’ll get!”34 War meant the squeeze. Less than a week after the IPO, eBay bought out Wells Fargo’s stake in Billpoint, its own in-house payment service, and PayPal’s stock tumbled 15 percent in a day; a fresh offer of $1.33 billion in March was dead by April.35

In July they tried once more, the fifth negotiation between the two companies. The first four had each collapsed on price or terms, and eBay’s offers told the story: $300 million, then $500 million, then $800 million, then over $1 billion.36 This time the bad blood was handled structurally: Thiel and Hoffman recused themselves, and from July 3 to July 7, eBay’s executives worked through the terms with David Sacks, John Malloy, and Roelof Botha.37 On Saturday, July 6, PayPal’s board met to argue it out. Several members still believed the company’s best days were ahead of it. Musk argued that the $1.4 billion on the table still undervalued the company; Hurd and Malloy had their doubts too. What decided it for the holdouts was not a number. It was the executive team’s insistence that they and their direct reports were at the end of their tether. One executive recalled simply being tired, ready, unable to do it anymore. Malloy knew Levchin could endure inhuman levels of work; when Levchin told him it was time, he knew they had to sell.38 The company that had survived everything was selling because the people who had saved it could not stand to keep saving it. On the morning of Sunday, July 7, 2002, the directors were individually polled. Each director present voted in the affirmative.39

On Monday morning, July 8, 2002, the news broke: eBay would buy PayPal for $1.5 billion in stock, 0.39 eBay shares for each PayPal share, an 18 percent premium over the market price. The deal closed that October.40 At PayPal’s offices a podium appeared with “Meg Whitman” printed on it in the multicolored letters of the eBay logo, and Thiel took to it first, to some snickering from the crowd: “See what I have to put up with?” he joked. “This is why I’m selling the company.” Whitman herself arrived at noon in a PayPal baseball cap, and the employees were handed eBay T-shirts on their way out.41 Even the buyer had its dissenters: the acquisition produced the first non-unanimous board vote in eBay’s history, with Howard Schultz, the Starbucks chief executive who sat on eBay’s board, arguing that PayPal had only just turned barely profitable and the money could be better spent elsewhere.42

Musk’s cut of the check was about $250 million, roughly $180 million after taxes.43 He had been 29 when his own people carried the coup to Sequoia; he was 31 when the check came.44

Now give him, precisely, the one call he made in between. Musk, with Moritz, had urged the board to reject eBay’s earlier offers and hold out for more money, and holding out paid off and then some: the receipts run from $300 million to $1.5 billion.45 It was a good call. It was also a good call about a company he no longer ran, whose survival was other people’s work: the fraud was cured by Levchin’s team, the first profit was booked under Thiel, the IPO he watched as a shareholder, and the final deal was negotiated by Sacks, Malloy, and Botha. Even the timing was a gift he did not pick. The coup took the wheel out of his hands for the worst of the winter; the IPO he did not run popped 55 percent into a dead market; the price had been bid up through four negotiations whose endgame he sat out. The PayPal alumni themselves kept both halves of the ledger: nearly everyone Vance interviewed from those days would grant Musk the cofounder status he insisted on, and the same people reached a consensus that he had mishandled the branding, the technology, and the fraud. Two boards of directors, four years apart, had now studied the same man at close range and reached the same conclusion: not yet CEO material.46 Judged by his colleagues, removed; paid by a mania anyway, for the second time in four years, with a much bigger check.

He understood exactly what the check was for. “PayPal going public is what allowed me to have the capital to start SpaceX, because I could sell stock or borrow against the stock,” he said. “Before that, I didn’t really have meaningful cash.”47

Count it again, the way the myth never does. At Zip2, the board took the chief executive’s chair away from him and kept it, and Compaq’s panic paid him about $22 million.48 At X.com, his own people, one man he had promoted, one he had hired, carried a coup to Sequoia while he crossed the world, and the company they saved without him paid him about $250 million. Twice now: judged by colleagues, removed; paid anyway, the checks arriving on schedules he did not control. To fail upward once is ordinary. Twice in four years, with the checks getting bigger: that is not a résumé. That is a lucky bastard compounding. And he spent the pile on rockets and a stranger’s car company.






Chapter Five — He Did Not Found Tesla

Twice now the people around Elon Musk have judged him unfit to run his own company, and twice the judgment has ended with somebody handing him a fortune. This chapter is where the streak does something new. The man who kept getting removed becomes the man who removes, and the prize, this time, is not a check. It is a word. To get the world to misremember who started the most valuable car company on earth,1 you’d have to be a lucky bastard. Or you’d have to buy it. He did both.

Start with the sentence itself, at full sincerity. In 2015 a writer named Tim Urban published a profile series of Musk on his site Wait But Why (a series Musk cooperated with) and described what happened in 2004 this way: Musk “decided to multi-task by launching the second-most unthinkable and ill-advised venture of all time: an electric car company called Tesla,” and “funded this one personally as well, pouring in $70 million.”2 Musk has put it more simply, in his own feed: “We created Tesla to accelerate a sustainable future.”3 Launched, funded, created: the sentence has run in some form millions of times, and it is not a fact. It is, at bottom, a legal arrangement: the right to call Elon Musk a founder of Tesla was negotiated by lawyers and conferred in the settlement of a lawsuit, in September 2009.4 This chapter is the story of how the sentence got bought.

The true sentence was available the whole time. Three years before the profile series ran its version, Tom Junod printed the accurate one in Esquire, in a 2012 cover story otherwise admiring: Musk “is something of a takeover artist; he built Tesla after investing in it and ridding himself of its founders.”5 Built after investing; rid himself of its founders. The record was in a magazine on the newsstand before the myth was ever assembled.

It begins with the stranger whose car company he spent the eBay pile on.

As the new millennium began, Martin Eberhard was a 43-year-old engineer taking stock of a life that had come apart almost all at once. He had just sold the company he built; he was divorcing his wife of fourteen years, and she would receive much of the money. He kept the house in the hills above Silicon Valley, where on a good day he could see the Pacific, and a long commute to a tech incubator (a firm that helps startups get off the ground) through redwood hairpins that gave him time to think about what came next. Another company. Or else, maybe law school. Tall and bearded, charming on the surface with something smoldering underneath, he debated one urgent question at lunch each day with his longtime friend Marc Tarpenning, the laid-back, humorous software engineer who had been his partner in that previous company: which sports car to buy.6

The previous company explains both men. In 1997 they had founded NuvoMedia, maker of the Rocket eBook (a precursor of Amazon’s Kindle) and in January 2000 they sold it for $187 million, timing their exit, like Musk with Zip2, to perfection. But they had financed it with outside investors and kept very little ownership, so the sale made Eberhard comfortable rather than rich.7 Remember that detail; it is the hinge of everything that follows.

The debate kept snagging on the same complaint: the cars he wanted drank gasoline (a 2001 Porsche 911 got 15 miles per gallon in the city) and Eberhard believed the climate studies and blamed America’s troubles in the Middle East on its dependence on oil. Being an engineer, he attacked the question with spreadsheets, calculating “well-to-wheel” efficiency: a car’s total energy use, oil well to turning wheel. The spreadsheets said electric. The problem was that nobody sold an electric car he wanted to drive.8

A test ride in a colleague’s leased EV1 (General Motors’ electric car, of which more shortly) wasn’t it either. But the ride led him to a small Los Angeles shop called AC Propulsion, where Al Cocconi, one of the original engineers on the EV1, had concocted a crude, bright-yellow electric sports car called the tzero: no doors, 28 lead-acid batteries stacked where the doors should have been, and acceleration Eberhard found close to pure adrenaline. It also had the EV1’s problem: big, expensive batteries, little range. Eberhard raised an idea he knew from the eBook business: lithium-ion, the small, cheap, steadily improving cells that powered laptops. In his telling, the room went uncomfortably quiet; the shop, it turned out, had been circling the same idea. Swap the lead-acid stack for 6,800 laptop cells and you had a lighter car with more range and more performance.9 Eberhard paid the shop to build him a lithium-ion tzero; the car that resulted could, by one account, hit 60 miles an hour in 3.6 seconds and go 300 miles on a charge.10

He tried to get the shop to manufacture it. They wouldn’t. “They were smart people, but I soon realized that they were incapable of actually building cars,” Eberhard said later. “That’s when I decided I had to start a car company of my own.” He licensed AC Propulsion’s motor and drivetrain, enlisted Tarpenning, and wrote the plan that would define the company: a high-end two-seat roadster first, for people with money, then down-market toward the masses.11 The name came to him on a dinner date at Disneyland; the car would use an induction motor, Nikola Tesla’s invention, and the next day Tarpenning registered it online. In July 2003, Eberhard and Tarpenning incorporated Tesla Motors; with a third friend and neighbor, Ian Wright, it was three men, a small office, and a business plan in search of funding.12 They pitched the venture firms on Sand Hill Road (they even brought a tzero, to convince the money men) and got token support.13

Elon Musk appears nowhere in any of this. He was in Los Angeles, running a rocket company. He enters the story the way investors enter stories: later, through the door, holding a check.

Before the check arrives, pause on what, exactly, was being invented in that small office. Very little, and the little is the point.

The electric car was not a new idea in 2003; it was one of the oldest ideas the industry had. By 1900, electric cars accounted for around a third of all vehicles on American roads.14 The best-selling car in the United States that year was electric: the Columbia Electric Runabout, $850, top speed 15 miles an hour.15 The largest automaker in the country at its height was an electric-cab company working New York, Chicago, Boston, and Philadelphia; for a decade it looked like electricity would win the automobile outright.16 Thomas Edison believed electric was the superior technology and spent years hyping a battery he never delivered; Hamish McKenzie, who told Tesla’s story in Insane Mode, noted that Musk would make similar claims 113 years later.17 Henry Ford’s own wife, Clara, drove a Detroit Electric, one of some 13,000 built, in an era when electrics were marketed to ladies put off by the crank, the noise, and the smell of gasoline.18 Electric production and registrations peaked around 1912, and then gasoline won, for reasons that had nothing to do with vision: Kettering’s electric self-starter killed the hand-crank objection, a Model T cost $650 against about $1,750 for an electric roadster, and cheap Texas crude did the rest.19

Nor was the revival waiting on a genius. Norway (a country of four and a half million people) was building and selling a production electric city car, the TH!NK, starting in the 1990s; Ford bought a majority stake in 1999 to satisfy California’s zero-emission mandate and shut the line in 2002, after 1,005 cars, when the mandate was weakened.20 General Motors built one too: the EV1, 1,117 cars between 1996 and 1999, lease-only; and when the same regulatory retreat arrived, GM recalled them all as the leases ran out and crushed nearly every one. The car Eberhard test-rode on his way to founding Tesla was bound for the crusher.21

And the machine itself is not the hard version of the product. An electric car is mechanically simpler than the car it replaced: when a team of bank analysts later tore one down (a Chevrolet Bolt, set against a Volkswagen Golf) and counted 24 moving parts in the electric powertrain against 149 in the gas one, and bearings aside, the electric motor itself has three.22 So state the deflation flat: the thing the myth credits Elon Musk with inventing was a century old and easier to build than the thing it replaced. The only genuinely new ingredient in 2003 was a battery chemistry borrowed from laptops, and that insight belonged to the men in the shop and the man paying them, before Musk had heard the company’s name.23

Musk’s road into the company ran through neither founder. It ran through JB Straubel, a recent Stanford graduate who had converted a Porsche to run on batteries24 and pitched his pet project (an electric car that could cross the country on lithium-ion laptop cells) to anyone who would sit still. Most listeners thought it was nuts. Musk, who heard the pitch at a lunch arranged around an unrelated aerospace proposal, did not. He wrote afterward that he would put $10,000 toward Straubel’s demo vehicle and would call AC Propulsion: “This is really cool stuff and I think we are finally nearing the point where electric cars are a viable option.”25

In January 2004, AC Propulsion’s chief executive, Tom Gage, emailed Musk offering to bring the tzero by, and on February 4 he did. Musk was blown away by the doorless, roofless prototype and badgered the shop for weeks to build a fancy roadster out of it; Gage, who wanted a cheaper, boxier, slower car first, resisted.26 In March, Gage gave up and handed Musk over to the startup his shop was already supplying. “I’m giving up on Elon,” he told Eberhard. “You should give him a call.”27

Eberhard wrote the email (he had once buttonholed Musk after a Mars Society talk just to say hello, like a fanboy, by his own description) and Musk replied that evening with a one-word yes. A meeting scheduled for half an hour in Musk’s cubicle at SpaceX ran two, Musk peppering Eberhard and Ian Wright with questions and shouting to his assistant to cancel what came next; at the end he said he would invest, and outside the building the visitors exchanged high-fives.28 Musk had a couple of requests: close the paperwork within about a week (Justine was pregnant with twins, and a C-section was scheduled) and get in touch with Straubel.29 So in early 2004, in a round closed by April, Musk led Tesla’s roughly $6.5 million Series A (its first major funding round), putting in about $6.4 million himself, and becoming chairman and largest shareholder.30 Eberhard celebrated the arrival of Musk’s first check with champagne, drunk with two friends he had hand-picked for his own board.31

Give Musk the credit precisely, because it is real, and it is the only credit this chapter owes him. In early 2004, while General Motors was rounding up its own electric cars and crushing them, Elon Musk put his money behind a lithium-ion electric sports car. His enthusiasm was genuine: the $10,000 to Straubel’s demo came before there was anything to chair, and once in, he worked: pushing on product and publicity, pressing for carbon-fiber body panels, steering Straubel into the company.32 Even Eberhard, after everything, would say that taking the money was the right call, a bird in the hand; they needed it.33 That is the true sentence. Now the turn, because the myth converts that paragraph into “founder,” and the record will not. The company existed before Musk had heard of it: name, plan, incorporation papers, proof of concept. The strategy the myth credits to him (expensive roadster first, mass market later) was in Eberhard and Tarpenning’s business plan, written well before he joined; Musk had argued the same logic to Gage on his own, which is to his credit and beside the point.34 The battery insight was Eberhard’s and the shop’s. The product category was a hundred years old. So print the record’s sentence once, for the file: Martin Eberhard and Marc Tarpenning founded Tesla Motors in July 2003. Elon Musk arrived in early 2004, with the Series A and the chairman’s seat.

The lineup tells you what everyone understood at the time: Eberhard chief executive, Tarpenning president, Straubel chief technology officer, Wright chief operating officer, Musk chairman and primary funder.35 Musk’s own description of his job survives, in a post he published on Tesla’s website in August 2006: “My day job is running a space transportation company called SpaceX, but on the side I am the chairman of Tesla Motors and help formulate the business and product strategy with Martin and the rest of the team.”36 The post was titled “The Secret Tesla Motors Master Plan,” and Edward Niedermeyer, who charted the company’s history in Ludicrous, later documented that its digressions on well-to-wheel efficiency were largely a rehash of an earlier white paper by Eberhard and Tarpenning.37 On the side. The chairman. Helping Martin. That is the founder myth’s subject, describing himself in real time.

For a couple of years the partnership was warm: late-night engineering emails, dinners at each other’s homes.38 On July 19, 2006, in a hangar at Santa Monica Airport, Tesla unveiled the Roadster to 350 invited guests, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger among them, stuffed into the prototype’s tight cockpit for a ride that left a dust cloud and a gasping crowd. The star of the night was Eberhard, who introduced the car and the company to the world.39 That, it turned out, was the problem. The day before the event, Musk had emailed Tesla’s PR man that “the portrayal of my role to date has been incredibly insulting” and that the company needed a serious effort to correct the perception.40 The coverage made everything worse: reporters who mentioned Musk at all described him as the firm’s financier, and the New York Times failed to mention him in its first two stories, and mistakenly called Eberhard “chairman.” Musk was furious.41

Then 2007 arrived, and with it the discovery of what making a car actually costs. The crisis was real, and Eberhard does not get sainted here: a transmission from a supplier didn’t work; a battery factory in Thailand proved unsuitable; paint wouldn’t stick to the carbon-fiber panels (the panels Musk had insisted on, a $5 million retooling) and after an investor’s audit, the board concluded the Roadster was, in one chronicler’s phrase, “massively over budget” and could not launch on time.42 Some of the fire was the chairman’s own: Musk’s fiddling had helped make the design too complex, and the chassis grew 40 percent heavier. “It was just a flat-out burning dumpster fire of stupidity,” he admitted years later.43

Eberhard could see it himself. He asked Musk to dinner in Palo Alto and proposed a search for his own replacement: a chief executive who knew manufacturing. Musk, that evening, was supportive, and said a sentence worth saving: “Nobody will be able to take from you the importance of what you’ve done by being a founder of this company.” The board approved the plan the next day. The search went slowly; Musk liked none of the candidates.44

What Eberhard had proposed as a transition arrived as an ambush, in stages. In June 2007 the search leaked to the press as the board is firing him; Eberhard, wounded, told Musk a little sympathy would have gone a long way.45 In July a troubleshooter named Tim Watkins arrived at the San Carlos headquarters, sent by Antonio Gracias, the Valor Equity investor on Tesla’s board, and discovered that Tesla had no bill of materials: no master list of every part in the car and its negotiated price. Nobody knew what a Roadster cost to build.46 The internal estimate that followed put the materials in each of the first fifty cars at about $110,000 (against a $65,000 sticker) and the company out of cash by September, save $35 million in customer deposits that would be gone by year’s end.47 Watkins’s findings for the board were bleaker: roughly $140,000 to $150,000 a car with overhead, and no production that fall. The board was shocked; Eberhard fought the numbers; and, as Tim Higgins put it in Power Play, his reconstruction of Tesla’s founding wars, “his fate had been sealed.”48 At a board meeting in early August, Musk grilled him on the cost of the car; Eberhard had trouble giving a precise answer, and Musk became convinced he was lying (a word, his biographer notes, that Musk “uses a lot, often rather loosely.”)49

On August 7, 2007, Eberhard was in Los Angeles, on his way to address a group of journalists, when his phone rang. It was Musk. He was being replaced; Michael Marks, the retired chief of the electronics manufacturer Flextronics, would run the company in the interim. Eberhard called other board members and learned they had not been briefed in advance. Five days later the board ratified the change and handed him a new title, president of technology. “It was like getting hit by a brick on the side of the head,” he said, “something I never saw coming.”50

By then the rewrite had been running in print for months. A reporter later charted it through the “About Tesla Motors” boilerplate on the company’s press releases: in May 2006, Eberhard and Tarpenning are co-founders, in the first sentence; by January 2007 their names have moved to the bottom; in a February release they are gone, and the bio goes on about Elon Musk; days later they are reinstated, and in July they disappear again.51

The rest came by ultimatum. That fall, Marks told Eberhard his position had become untenable, given Musk’s persistent calls for his ousting, and offered him severance; Eberhard hung on. Weeks later, by Eberhard’s account, Musk was more direct: he already controlled four of the company’s eight board seats, and threatened to convert enough of his preferred stock options into common stock to entitle him to name three more: seven of eight, total control. Then, the same day, came an offer: six months’ salary, worth $100,000, plus an option on 250,000 shares; sign that day, or get nothing. He signed, and drove home in his Mazda 3, which still wore the “Mr. Tesla” vanity plate his wife had given him.52 A few days later he answered the rumors himself, on a chatroom popular with Tesla fans: “Yes it is true—I am no longer with Tesla Motors—neither on its Board of Directors nor an employee of any sort.” He added that he had signed a non-disparagement agreement, but that he was “not at all happy with the way I was treated.”53 Tarpenning soon followed him out. The incoming chief executive, Ze’ev Drori, fired about ten percent of the workforce, many of them Eberhard’s allies from the beginning.54

Eberhard vented for a while on a blog of his own, until Tesla’s lawyer informed him the company believed he had violated his non-disparagement agreement; in response, Tesla withdrew his ability to vest the 250,000 options.55 In July 2008 came a call: his Roadster had been wrecked in endurance testing, and No. 2 off the line, which he had been promised, went instead to Gracias, the board member whose audit had set the ouster in motion.56 The two men spent late 2008 trading insults: Eberhard telling magazines that his problem was with Elon and the way he treats people, and that Musk was a terrible CEO; Musk answering that Eberhard was the worst individual he’d ever had the displeasure of working with.57

In May 2009, Eberhard sued, in San Mateo County Superior Court: libel, slander, breach of contract. “Musk has set out to re-write history,” the complaint began; it challenged Musk’s claim to be called a founder of Tesla, and raised doubt about his often-told story of quitting a Stanford Ph.D. after two days.58 Musk did not wait for a courtroom. He answered on the company’s blog with his own history of Tesla, in which Eberhard, when they met, “had no technology of his own, he did not have a prototype car and he owned no intellectual property relating to electric cars.”59 The litigation cut both ways: in July a judge struck Eberhard’s claim to be one of only two founders, and Tesla declared victory.60 Privately, that summer, Michael Marks wrote to Musk and the board urging them to stop saying Eberhard had lied (“I also don’t believe it’s true”), while granting, in the same letter, that removing him had been right.61

In September 2009 the parties settled. The terms were confidential; the effect was public and permanent. Eberhard got his shares and, at last, a Roadster. Tesla issued a statement referring to Musk and Eberhard as “two of the co-founders of Tesla,” the others being Marc Tarpenning, Ian Wright, and JB Straubel. Five men, by agreement, entitled to the word. The principals exchanged statements of a sweetness perfectly calibrated to the vitriol of the months before: Eberhard calling Musk’s contributions to Tesla extraordinary, Musk declaring, “Without Martin’s indispensable efforts, Tesla Motors would not be here today.” These were statements, the authorized biography notes dryly, that they did not believe.62

That is the provenance of the sentence this chapter opened with: when the profile series wrote in 2015 that Musk “co-founded Tesla,” that was the settlement term in action, six years on.63 As history, the word is a purchase, and it did not even hold its buyer. The settlement carried a mutual promise not to disparage; Musk kept bursting through it for years. “Founding story of Tesla as portrayed by Eberhard is patently false,” he tweeted in 2021. “I wish I had never met him.”64 Eberhard, asked years later about the accusation that he had lied, still bristled. “What the fuck?” he said. “The company that Marc and I started turned him into the richest man in the world. Isn’t that enough already?”65

Now total the chapter, plainly. He did not found Tesla: the company existed before he had heard of it, the founding insight belonged to other men, and the title was acquired in a settlement. The product needed no inventing: it was a century old and mechanically simpler than the car it replaced. What he brought was money: the bubbles’ money, paid out by two companies whose boards had judged him and removed him. Eberhard sold his company for $187 million and kept too little to defend his own creation; Musk was removed from two companies and kept enough to buy another man’s. Each time Musk raised money for Tesla, his grip tightened. Tesla was a game of control, and Eberhard had lost it.66 At Zip2, his colleagues voted him down, and he was paid. At PayPal, they removed him, and he was paid more. At Tesla the luck graduated: this time he was the remover, and what he collected was not a check but a legend, notarized. Nobody is that good. Somebody can be that lucky, somebody holding bubble money in the years when control of a company was for sale. Lucky bastard doesn’t quite cover a man who notarizes his own legend.

One more date, and the chapter can close. In October 2008, the chairman took the chief executive’s job himself, the company’s fourth CEO in five years, by one chronicler’s count.67 By December, Tesla had sold just over one hundred Roadsters and was burning cash into a global economy collapsing into recession.68 And Musk’s other company, the rocket company, had just failed three launches in a row, with money for barely one more attempt to reach orbit before its dreams were finished.69 Both clocks were now running at once. The rocket’s story comes first.






Chapter Six — Flight Four

By the summer of 2008 the tally read like this: a car company he hadn’t founded, burning cash into a collapsing economy, and a rocket company that had flown three times and blown up three times, eating the PayPal money launch by launch. There was money for exactly one more rocket.1 Hold that sentence. Everything that follows in this book, the NASA contracts, the constellation, the trillion-dollar IPO, every bit of it passes through a door that was open for one launch, in one six-week window, on one Pacific atoll. Nobody’s judgment gets credit for a coin landing on its edge. You’d have to be a lucky bastard. Watch how close it came.

The atoll is Kwajalein: a broken chain of coral islands around the world’s largest lagoon, six square miles of land in all, about a quarter the size of Manhattan.2 SpaceX was there because the Air Force range in California it had first counted on had made it plain the company would never actually be allowed to fly, and two of its people had gone hunting along the equator on a map for somewhere that would have them.3 What had them was Omelek: seven acres of palm and scrub, a forty-five-minute boat ride from the main island, where they poured a pad, turned a double-wide trailer into offices and then into bedrooms, and spent three years in soul-sapping humidity under a sun that burned through a T-shirt.4

On the afternoon of August 3, 2008, island time, the third Falcon 1 stood on that pad, carrying an Air Force satellite, two small NASA satellites, and the company’s first commercial cargo: cremated human remains, among them those of James Doohan, Star Trek’s Scotty.5 The countdown fought them all day, and in the final minutes a thunderstorm moved directly over the island. Tim Buzza, the company’s vice president of launch and test and its launch director, talked the Army range into a ten-minute extension of the window. The storm passed. At 3:34 he gave the go.6

In Hawthorne, California, where SpaceX had its factory, employees and their families had gathered around the webcast expecting orbit and a party.7 Musk watched from the company’s Command Van beside Tom Mueller, the vice president of propulsion, who had designed both of the rocket’s engines: the Merlin that lifted it and the little Kestrel that would carry the second stage to orbit.8

For two minutes and forty seconds the Merlin performed beautifully. In the control room on Kwajalein, a young propulsion engineer named Zach Dunn had his head down in the data when he heard the gasp behind him.9 A camera on the second stage, looking down, told the story: the spent first stage separated, dropped a few feet, then snapped back upward into the bottom of the second stage. The rocket tumbled. The camera blinked out. Around Dunn, grown engineers were crying.10

Three for three.

That night Bulent Altan, an avionics engineer who had moved his wife from the Bay Area for this, rode his bike back to quarters with the questions circling (another attempt? any money left? a SpaceX, in a few days?) and the team got drunk on Coors and Bud Light.11 Anne Chinnery, the operations manager, put the odds the way the industry would have: three failures is a lot of failures, and hardly anyone in aerospace survives that.12 Hans Koenigsmann, the German chief engineer of launch, who carried some responsibility for the timing margin that had just failed, felt like hell. Eric Berger, the space journalist whose Liftoff, reported from inside the company, is the definitive account of these years, renders Koenigsmann’s thinking that night: bad luck, to be sure, but the company had burned through a lot of it, and an excuse stretches only so far. Maybe they simply were not that good.13

Hold that thought beside the toll. Flight 1, March 2006: kerosene leaking from an aluminum nut caught fire at ignition, and the burning engine quit half a minute up, a five-dollar part, corroded by months of hot salt air. Musk publicly blamed a processing error by one of his most experienced technicians; the data later pointed at the five-dollar part.14 Flight 2, March 2007: the rocket reached space but not orbit, because fuel sloshing in the second-stage tank killed the engine, a risk his own team had identified, ranked eleventh on its list, and dismissed. The decision to fly without anti-slosh baffles was Musk’s.15 Flight 3 took one night to solve: Steve Davis, a guidance engineer, went frame by frame through the launch video, then found in the flight data a wisp of acceleration in the first stage after separation. Mueller’s new version of the Merlin kept producing a trace of residual thrust after cutoff, enough, at the edge of space, to push the dead stage back up into the live one.16 The fix was to change a single number in the flight software: wait a few extra seconds before letting the stages part.17 The fix assumed something the books no longer guaranteed: that there would be a Flight 4.

The books were bad. Musk’s own money was gone, into the rocket company, the car company, and a solar company, in the same summer as a failed Tesla financing round, an arriving recession, and his divorce.18 He had budgeted for three attempts, and said later that his going-in proposition had been that if they couldn’t reach orbit in three, they deserved to die.19 The company itself was not quite at zero, development money NASA had put in back in 2006 had kept it short of the breaking point,20 and the day after Flight 3 failed, a $20 million investment was announced from Founders Fund. That is Peter Thiel’s fund: the money of the men who had removed Musk from PayPal’s helm, announced in time to let him declare that he would pay for a fourth launch.21 Mark the ledger: the lifeline, like most of his lifelines, was not one he generated.

The day after the failure, Musk called the Falcon 1 staff into the Von Braun conference room in Hawthorne, glass walls behind him, dozens crammed in, the Kwajalein team listening in from their control center. Davis went first with his overnight findings: an easy fix. Then it was Musk’s turn, and the room braced. His habit, when things broke, was to find a person to blame.22 He didn’t. He told them there were parts for one final Falcon 1 in the factory. Build it, he said, and fly it. Koenigsmann still sounded surprised years later: “He collected everyone in the room and said we have another rocket, get your shit together, and go back to the island and launch it in six weeks.”23 Give him the moment; it steadied a shattered company, and the people in it say so.24 But the call contained a calculation: the failure needed no redesign, and a deadline would energize the team. And no choice at all: at his burn rate he could not afford slow.25 He had already assured the public, within hours of the failure, that SpaceX would not skip a beat: a fifth launch planned, fabrication of flight six approved, Falcon 9 development continuing unabated26, bravado underwritten by funds for exactly one rocket.

August in the factory was desks slept at; Dunn and his friend Mike Sheehan barely went home.27 The first stage normally traveled to Kwajalein by sea, a twenty-eight-day barge run through Hawaii and Guam, and twenty-eight days no longer existed.28 An avionics engineer named Brian Bjelde worked his Air Force and DARPA contacts until somebody called back: a C-17 military cargo plane was available, for about half a million dollars. Officers kept shaking their heads and saying this never happens; Bjelde reckoned whoever approved it may have saved SpaceX.29 Even the freight was a favor from inside the government’s machine. Buzza told Musk a chartered C-17 was the only way to make his deadline, and Musk told him to do it.30 On September 3 the plane lifted out of Los Angeles with the first stage in its hold and about twenty SpaceX employees riding the jump seats.31

On the descent into Hickam, outside Honolulu, they heard a loud, terrible popping. Altan caught the words crumple and rocket in the pilots’ frantic radio traffic and bolted downstairs to bedlam: the first stage was caving in, one ping after another, engineers watching white-faced as the company’s last chance folded up in front of them.32 The physics were simple: as the plane descended, the air outside the rocket pressed in faster than the tank could vent, and the outside began to crush the inside, math SpaceX had done, against an Air Force manual that turned out to be out of date.33

The pilots now had a decision to make, and it is the purest piece of luck in this chapter. They had a $200 million aircraft and two dozen lives to think about, and the safer course was to open the rear cargo door and jettison the unstable rocket into the Pacific. Had no one from SpaceX been aboard, that is exactly what they would have done: the company’s future, dropped into the sea by checklist. Instead Altan told them to climb, and a pilot answered, OK, boss, and then mentioned that they had thirty minutes of fuel. Call it ten minutes to work.34 The engineers went at the rocket with pocket knives; the C-17’s entire tool chest was a flat-head screwdriver and a crescent wrench. Dunn turned to Sheehan and told him, in so many words, that if the rocket started to blow, pull me out, then crawled inside the imploding stage, reached the pressurization line, and twisted it open. Air whooshed back into the tank. On the second descent the metal popped partway back toward its proper shape. What the slosh baffles inside now looked like, nobody could know. They feared the worst.35



From Honolulu, Musk’s order, relayed through the team, was blunt: get it to Kwaj and fix it there. The engineers slept that night on the airport’s children’s playscape.36

On Omelek they fed a borescope, a camera on a cable, into the tank and found a slosh baffle torn out of its bracket. The rocket needed surgery. On Friday, September 5, Chinnery presented the honest repair plan: six weeks. Musk, by the telling of Chris Thompson, the company’s vice president of structures, went off the deep end. SpaceX did not have six weeks; realistically it did not have a month before the funding ran out.37 Over a speakerphone from California, Thompson, who with Buzza would be on the island by Monday, gave the order that settled it: “You’re not bringing that fucking rocket back. You’re going to strip that fucking thing like a Chevy.” There was dead silence in the trailer on Omelek. Then, as Dunn remembered it, a quick pivot to figuring it out, engineers solve problems, and they rallied.38 Chinnery’s six weeks had just become one.

The engine was up on wooden blocks within the hour. The stage was fully disassembled in a day and a half; broken baffles replaced, welds inspected, lines straightened; the whole thing buttoned back up in under a week.39 Replacement parts flew out on Musk’s private jet, a canister of rocket-ignition fluid (it bursts into flame on contact with air) riding in the cabin. The airport gate on Kwajalein happened to be standing open that night, and they trucked the parts through in the dark; even Berger’s account, no enemy of this company, marks that moment down to luck.40 The pressure test, which should have run on an inert gas, ran on live propellants because that was what the island had; if anything had failed, Thompson said afterward, it was game over.41 They had broken virtually every rule in aerospace, and by the last week of September they were as ready as they were ever going to be: fly or die.42 The payload carried no risk: the company’s one remaining customer, the Malaysian government, had declined to risk its satellite, so three engineers fashioned a 364-pound aluminum dummy and named it RatSat, after their initials.43

September 28, 2008, in California. Musk killed time at Disneyland with Kimbal and the children, riding Space Mountain (everyone in the launch business is superstitious, he said later, and maybe it was a lucky move).44 Then he sped up the 105 freeway to reach Hawthorne by 4 p.m., when the launch window opened on California clocks, and slid into his customary seat in the Command Van, to the right of Mueller, stressed, by his own account, out of his mind.45

Half a world away, in a hotel room in Scotland, Gwynne Shotwell was working in the bathroom. Shotwell was the company’s seller-in-chief, the executive whose job was to sell flights on a rocket that had never reached orbit, and the one who, with Koenigsmann, had originally found Kwajalein by hunting along the equator on a map.46 By the end of the year she would be running the company as its president and chief operating officer. Now she sat with her laptop balanced on her knees and the shower running to cover the noise while her husband slept, on the phone with a colleague named Lauren Dreyer, rewriting sections of SpaceX’s proposal for a NASA competition, a contract worth more than $1 billion to fly cargo to the International Space Station. None of it would matter unless the company could first prove it could reach orbit at all. As midnight approached she broke off, opened the webcast in a window on the laptop, and waited, the shower still running.47

On the island, the countdown ran clean for once, three dozen SpaceX people supporting it. In the final minutes Buzza looked around at a team mostly under thirty, like the Apollo flight controllers had been, and reflected that, at about forty, he was the grandfather.48 The white rocket with its black-banded interstage stood venting oxygen on the pad, palms moving in the wind beyond it. Then fire, and it rose.49 After a minute the calls coming back in the control room were all nominal, rocketry’s word for nothing-is-wrong. About two minutes and forty seconds in, the Merlin shut down, and the flight came to the exact moment that had killed its predecessor. The computer waited, the few extra seconds the new software demanded, and the stages came apart, clean, the first stage falling away with its job done.50 No recontact. In the Command Van, Davis stood behind Musk and sweated anyway, because the failure that killed Flight 2 had never been retired: the second stage hadn’t flown on Flight 3, so the slosh risk was still live, riding along behind the one fix everything was bet on.51 The Kestrel lit, and burned, and nine and a half minutes after liftoff it shut down on schedule. RatSat was in orbit. The control room on Kwaj came apart, jumping, hugging, screaming.52 The Falcon 1 was the first privately developed rocket to reach orbit from the ground.53

On the factory floor in Hawthorne, Musk told the crowd, in a halting cadence, that it was awesome; that a lot of people had thought they couldn’t do it, a lot, actually; that getting to orbit was normally a country thing, not a company thing.54 The truer record is what he said about the moment later: no jubilation at all, his stress hormones clinically high. It felt like being told the patient had survived. Not we are going to live. Just: we are not going to die now.55

He put the margin plainly himself, years later, to Jim Bridenstine, then NASA’s administrator. “I had no more money left,” he said. “We managed to put together enough spare parts to do a fourth launch.” Had that failed, “SpaceX would have died.”56

So run the counterfactual honestly, because the people closest to him already had. Adeo Ressi, a friend of Musk’s from his Penn years, was still drawing it four years afterward: everything hinged on that launch, the fortune gone, the credibility sold along with launches he’d have had to refund, three failures already on the board; epic success or epic failure, no in between, no partial credit; the business-school case study about the rich guy who went into rockets and lost it all.57 Now put three identical companies in three adjacent universes: same engineers, same one-number fix, same week of broken rules in a tropical hangar. In one, a five-dollar nut corrodes a little sooner; in another, a baffle weld holds a little less; in the third, the slosh that was never retired finally arrives. All three go to zero, and nobody ever learns their founders’ names. He got the universe where the last rocket flew. And the company itself filed the verdict in the correct column: the Flight 4 mission patch carried, for the first time, two four-leaf clovers, and every SpaceX mission patch since has carried at least one.58

One thing in this story must be credited, precisely, because it is the one genuinely contrarian engineering conviction of his career. From its very first flight, the Falcon 1 carried a parachute atop its first stage, payload mass deliberately traded away on the hope of recovering the booster, and in 2006 the company’s recovery fleet was one structures engineer and an eighty-foot Army boat, waiting to fish the stage from the sea.59 The industry’s settled judgment was that reuse could not pay, too few launches to justify the cost; as late as 2015 a United Launch Alliance vice president ran the numbers and concluded the answer was no. Musk disagreed from the get-go; having spent his own money on the engines, he was not inclined to throw them into the ocean.60 That conviction was his, and seven years after that atoll, on December 21, 2015, a first stage of the vehicle family that began on Omelek came back through the sky and landed standing up.61 Credit it once, and fence it once: the conviction only got its seven years because of who walks into the next chapter holding the checkbook.

Because orbit changed nothing on the books. The company had no revenue it could quickly tap; after three public failures, no new customers were calling Shotwell, and exactly one Falcon 1 customer remained; the payroll had passed five hundred people. Shotwell looked out six or eight weeks that fall and knew the money would not stretch to payday.62 Musk had about $30 million left, two companies spiraling toward bankruptcy, and friends telling him to save one and let the other go; it was like having two children, he said, he could not bring himself to let one die, and he split the money.63 The proposal Shotwell had rewritten from a hotel bathroom in Scotland was still moving through Washington, a decision the company did not control. It was October 2008. The financial system itself was coming down. Both companies had weeks.

Credit where it is due, and fenced where it belongs: the fix for Flight 3’s failure was real engineering done impossibly fast, and the names on it are Koenigsmann, Buzza, Mueller, and Davis, Dunn, Altan, Chinnery, a team that slept at its desks beside the rocket and rebuilt it in a week on an atoll. But betting the company on one last rocket, repaired in a tropical hangar with no time for quality control, was not a strategy; it was the absence of one, and the difference between this book and an obituary is that the bet came in. Lucky at twenty-seven, lucky at thirty-one, and now lucky at thirty-seven with the whole pot on the table. The streak should have ended on that atoll. Instead it was about to meet the most generous patron in the history of luck.






Chapter Seven — The Week of Two Deathbeds

In the third week of December 2008, both of the companies Elon Musk ran were dying at the same time. Not “dying” the way business writers use the word, but dying on schedules you could read off a calendar. Tesla, the electric-car company he had taken over that autumn, had to close a rescue financing by Christmas Eve or go bankrupt.1 SpaceX, his rocket company, had finally reached orbit in September and was waiting on a contract decision worth more than a billion dollars, moving through Washington offices it could not see into and did not control.2 The myth remembers this as the week the great man refused to die. The record shows a different week: two deathbeds, two rescues, and neither rescue signed by him. Nobody is that good. Somebody can be that lucky, if somebody has the right patron.

The man at the center of the week was coming apart, and the people closest to him wrote it down. That fall he had had about $30 million left; friends urged him to pour it into one company and let the other die, and he split it instead, saying it felt like choosing between his children.3 By December the money was gone, and he was borrowing to live: hundreds of thousands of dollars from his friend Jeff Skoll, the first president of eBay; a million from Antonio Gracias, the founder of the investment firm Valor Equity; $170,000 a month for divorce lawyers, his own and, as California law required of the wealthier spouse, Justine’s.4 He stopped flying his jet and took Southwest.5 His girlfriend, Talulah Riley, watched him scream and flail in his sleep and kept thinking he was about to have a heart attack. “He looked like death itself,” she said.6 Earlier that year he had told Gracias over dinner that he would spend his last dollar on the companies: “If we have to move into Justine’s parents’ basement, we’ll do it.” By December he had spent it, and the basement option had lapsed in June, when he filed for divorce.7 He would remember 2008 as the most painful year of his life.8

Two deathbeds, then: one in Silicon Valley, one in Hawthorne with its fate parked in Washington. The car company first, because its clock ticked in days of payroll.

Tesla’s sickness was older than the financial crisis. Its only product, the Roadster, an electric sports car meant to sell for around $100,000, was costing at least $140,000 a car to build, with little hope of falling much below $120,000 even at volume; the battery packs alone cost $15,000 each, paid up front, nine months before a finished car could bring the money back.9 Through the first half of 2008 Musk kept the company alive by spending customers’ Roadster deposits, money paid for cars that had not been built. Executives and board members wanted those deposits held in escrow; Musk insisted: “We either do this or we die.” Kimbal said later that his brother took risks with other people’s money that looked like they could have landed him in jail.10

Then the economy gave out. Lehman Brothers collapsed in early September, credit froze, and General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler began asking Washington for a bailout, and if GM was in trouble, who would bet on a startup that lost money on every car? When Goldman Sachs, whose $100 million raise had died with the market, finally offered its own money, the terms valued Tesla so low Musk couldn’t stomach accepting them.11 In October, in a conference room in San Carlos, the peninsula town where Tesla was headquartered, he told his senior executives he would have to put in more of his own money, and that he was ousting the chief executive, Ze’ev Drori, and taking the job himself: the fourth CEO in about a year at a company he had not founded. Then Tesla cut about a quarter of its workforce.12 When the company’s finances leaked to a blog, Musk called in a private detective to fingerprint his workers; the executive who confessed apologized to the whole company and was pushed out anyway.13

On November 3, Musk announced publicly that Tesla had received a “$40 million financing commitment” from almost all of its major investors, “significantly more than we need,” he said. In reality the round had not closed, he faced opposition behind the scenes, and the company was burning about $4 million a month.14 He made payroll week to week by leaning on friends, Bill Lee put in $2 million, Sergey Brin half a million, while Tesla employees wrote checks for twenty-five and fifty thousand dollars they did not expect to see again.15 He asked Kimbal for his last $375,000, held in Apple stock; Kimbal sold it and put it in, and weeks later his banker called with the news that the bank itself, Colorado Capital, had gone under. “That’s how bad 2008 was,” Kimbal said.16 One evening that autumn, at a Beverly Hills steakhouse, Jason Calacanis, a friend and early Tesla investor, asked Musk whether it was true, as he had read, that Tesla had four weeks of money left. No, Musk told him. Three weeks.17

So the round he had announced as done in November had to actually close by Christmas Eve, or Tesla was bankrupt. And it kept not closing.

Three time zones east, the other clock was running, in rooms Musk could not enter. NASA had a problem of its own: the space shuttle was headed for retirement, and the agency needed someone to haul cargo to the International Space Station once it was gone. A program that had been NASA’s backup plan turned urgent, a competition for resupply contracts worth more than a billion dollars each, to one or two providers.18 SpaceX had been earning NASA development payments, milestone by milestone, since 2006, and its fourth flight that September had changed the math: for the first time, the company looked like it could actually build rockets.19 But there was no award yet, and December in Hawthorne ran on fear: press reports said SpaceX, the onetime front-runner, had lost favor with the agency. NASA’s administrator, Mike Griffin, had turned on Musk, regarding his business tactics as borderline unethical. And the rival bidder, Orbital Sciences, had a former astronaut, Frank Culbertson, working its case, a man with deep NASA ties, seen all that fall in the offices of the officials making the decision.20 Musk worked back channels in Washington and heard a rumor that SpaceX might still be a front-runner.21 A rumor is not a wire transfer.

Back on the peninsula, the obstacle to the Tesla round had a name. VantagePoint Capital Partners was Tesla’s chief venture-capital investor, and its cofounder and managing partner, Alan Salzman, had been unhappy with Musk for months: furious that Musk had named himself CEO, worried that he was overcommitted across Tesla, SpaceX, and his cousins’ solar startup, and threatening to withhold further funding. It seemed to some Tesla executives that he wanted to run the company himself. His creed, offered years later in his own defense, was banker-plain: “The first rule of business is to stay in business.”22 VantagePoint’s man on Tesla’s board, Jim Marver, had been hurt in a bicycle crash, and the firm had since stepped back from the board in frustration; Salzman was now its face at the company.23 Underneath the personalities sat a real strategy war: Salzman’s side wanted Tesla to survive as a battery and drivetrain supplier to established carmakers. Tesla “was building a car, not a car company,” the VantagePoint team liked to say, while Musk wanted a global automaker or nothing.24 On one unofficial board call that fall, with Kimbal listening in, Salzman tried to lay the groundwork for removing Musk as CEO. Kimbal started yelling, Gracias declared that he had Elon’s back, and Musk blocked a board vote, the third time in his career a board had moved to take a company out of his hands.25

On December 3, as the round’s paperwork was being finalized, Musk noticed VantagePoint had signed every page except one crucial one. He phoned Salzman, who told him the firm had a problem with the round: it undervalued Tesla.26 Musk had scraped together about $20 million to anchor the deal, no new investors had materialized, so he was asking the existing ones to match him. The $20 million is worth itemizing, because every piece is a story about luck or the patron: a personal loan from SpaceX, which NASA approved; sales of his SolarCity shares; and roughly $15 million that fell out of the sky mid-crisis when Dell acquired Everdream, a startup founded by his cousins, in which he happened to hold a stake.27 By his own account, he told Salzman exactly where things stood: “Based on the cash we have in the bank right now, we will bounce payroll next week.” Salzman’s answer was to summon him to present to VantagePoint’s partners, the following week, at 7 a.m. Musk asked to come the next day instead; Salzman refused. The meeting happened on Salzman’s schedule, and Salzman said no.28

Musk concluded that Salzman was trying to push Tesla into bankruptcy so the firm could oust him, recapitalize the company, and steer it into parts supply or a sale to Detroit. VantagePoint as a firm declined to discuss the period; Salzman, on the record, denies it all. “We did not have any scheme to take over the company or force it into bankruptcy,” he said; the firm’s job was to see capital spent wisely, and he had found the spending of customers’ deposits morally wrong.29 Either way, the company’s lead investor stood between Tesla and the money in the month the money ran out.

So Musk went around him. The round was restructured as debt rather than equity, a loan to the company instead of new shares in it, because VantagePoint’s power to block reached only equity. Venture funds are not built for debt deals, so to force the issue Musk bluffed: he told the investors he would take another loan from SpaceX and fund the entire $40 million himself. The tactic worked. The investors matched his money rather than be left out, and Salzman, who had no desire to ride an investment into bankruptcy, backed down.30 Give him this one precisely, because it is real: with no new investor willing to touch Tesla, he anchored the worst round in the company’s life with his own last liquid millions and out-bluffed the man trying to stop it, and even Salzman, years later, doffed his hat.31 But the anchor money ran through a NASA-approved loan from his other dying company, and the round it forced bought Tesla six months; the rest of the survival story belongs to two government checks and a German carmaker.

The close came down to the last hours. On Christmas Eve, Musk was at Kimbal’s house in Boulder, Colorado, on the make-or-break conference call, while Riley sat on the floor wrapping presents for the children, telling everyone, “It’s Christmas, there’ll be some sort of miracle.” At 6 p.m., hours before Tesla would have gone bankrupt, with Musk down to a few hundred thousand dollars and neither he nor the company able to make the next payroll, the round closed: $40 million, of which Musk’s final share was $12 million, and six months of life. VantagePoint supported the deal on the call. Musk broke down in tears.32

One company saved. But that is not the order in which the week happened, and the part the myth skips was already in the bank. Wind the clock back two days, to Monday morning.

On Monday, December 22, 2008, Musk’s cell phone rang, out of the blue, by his own telling, right before Christmas. On the line were two NASA officials: Bill Gerstenmaier, the agency’s chief of human spaceflight, and Michael Suffredini, who ran the International Space Station program. They were calling to say SpaceX had won one of the two resupply contracts, Commercial Resupply Services, $1.6 billion, for twelve cargo flights to the station.33 A billion six, delivered by telephone, to a company weeks from insolvency. Musk told them: “I love NASA. You guys rock.” Then he asked Gwynne Shotwell to sign whatever NASA put in front of her, immediately, fearing the agency might take the contract back, and changed his computer password to “ilovenasa.”34 The other contract, $1.9 billion for eight flights, went to Orbital.35

By his own account, it was a rescue: NASA was by far the company’s largest source of revenue, and the customer list after the next launch amounted to the Malaysians. “Without the CRS contract,” Musk said, “we would have gone down as that company that made it to orbit, and then died.”36 And the deciding had happened where he could not reach it, in NASA’s selection rooms, on the strength of the bids Shotwell had delivered: the 2006 development award, and now this. Berger’s verdict on her, in his history of those years, runs three words: “She saved SpaceX.”37

Count the forty-eight hours. On Monday morning, a phone call from the United States government saved the rocket company. On Wednesday at 6 p.m., the wires closed on the round that saved the car company, a round anchored by a NASA-approved loan. Both transactions processed while he sat in his brother’s house in Boulder. He wept, then ran down the street to the only shop still open, a trinket store, and bought Talulah the best thing he could find: plastic see-no-evil monkeys with coconuts.38 His own summary of the week was not a victory speech. “It felt like I had been taken out to the firing squad, and been blindfolded,” he said. “Then they fired the guns, which went click. No bullets came out. And then they let you free.”39

The week saved both companies; it cured neither. And it helps to remember what else Washington was signing that month: on December 19, the Friday before the NASA call, President Bush announced $13.4 billion in emergency loans for General Motors and Chrysler, and Congress had already eyed, as Detroit’s bridge loan, the very same advanced-technology fund that was about to rescue Tesla. Every American carmaker alive that Christmas was alive on public money.40

Tesla’s turn came in installments. In May 2009, Daimler, the German parent of Mercedes-Benz, took a roughly 10 percent stake in Tesla for $50 million. Musk’s own scorekeeping leaves no room for myth: “If Daimler had not invested in Tesla at that time we would have died.”41 Daimler’s money and the government’s were tangled, each side wary of going in alone, and politics broke the deadlock: with GM and Chrysler collapsing, the Obama administration pressed the Department of Energy’s loan office to announce projects before the deals were final. For once, timing was on Musk’s side.42 In June 2009 the department announced that Tesla would get $465 million from the Advanced Technology Vehicles Manufacturing program, a $25 billion fund Congress had created in the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 to lend carmakers money to build electric and fuel-efficient cars. Ford, Nissan, and Fisker took loans from the same program.43 Tesla had applied back when Martin Eberhard still ran the company, and the loan was not Musk’s idea any more than the company was.44 The announcement ran ahead of the deal: the agreement was struck in January 2010, and because the money was tied to invoices, spend first, bill the government after, the first check came in early 2010.45

State it plainly: this was the third rescue in fourteen months, and the decisive one. The Christmas Eve round, the Daimler stake, and the federal loan are, together, what financed the Model S, the mass-produced sedan that turned Tesla into a real automaker. There is no Model S without the $465 million. The rescuer’s name is the Department of Energy, and behind it the taxpayer.46

The comeback is always the same: he paid it back. He did, in May 2013, early and with $12 million in interest, while Nissan took until 2017, Fisker went bankrupt, and Ford, as of 2023, still owed.47 Say two things precisely. First, this was not TARP, the bailout that carried GM and Chrysler through bankruptcy; Tesla never applied for that money. It was a loan from an energy program built to carry exactly the risk that private capital was refusing, in a December when no new investor had materialized.48 Second, repayment does not unmake a rescue, and the early exit cost the rescuer its reward. The loan came with warrants, rights to buy Tesla stock, 3,090,111 of them at $7.50 to $9 a share, and early repayment extinguished them; the public’s forgone upside could have exceeded a billion dollars. The taxpayer took startup risk on Tesla and was denied startup upside.49

The myth remembers December 2008 as the month Elon Musk saved his companies. Read the ledger. The December record is of a man whose management had both of his companies on deathbeds at once, customer deposits spent over his executives’ objections, a private detective fingerprinting employees, a board faction moving to remove him, and the record of who signed the rescues is just as clear. NASA: $1.6 billion, decided in rooms he couldn’t enter. The Department of Energy: $465 million, no Model S without it. Daimler: $50 million, with the government’s loan office clearing the way. Even the celebrated self-rescue, the $20 million anchor, ran on a windfall from his cousins’ company and a loan his patron had to approve. Twice in forty-eight hours, a company of his was pulled off a deathbed: one rescue made by the United States government, the other made possible by it. Two companies, two deathbeds, one rescuer: the public, which never got a founder’s title and never asked for one. Lucky again, twice in one week this time, the kind of luck you only get with the right patron. And the money, it turns out, was the smallest part of what the government was about to give him.




Chapter Eight — The Organ Transplant

In the last week of December 2008, both of his companies came back from the dead. Lucky twice in one week, as the last chapter counted it, and the rocket company’s resurrection carried a signature: NASA’s, on the $1.6 billion that had arrived two days before Christmas.1 A lucky bastard, again. But the check is not why this chapter exists. The money, it turns out, was the smallest part of what the government was about to give him. Over the decade that followed, the United States took a capability the public had spent fifty years building (the power to launch things, and then people, into space) and moved it, piece by piece, into one private company.2 The government performed an organ transplant of space capacity from the public sector to the private sector, and he was the recipient. Nobody is that good at winning contracts. Somebody can, however, be handed that much. What follows is the anatomy.

Start at the pad. Launch Complex 39A is a sprawling 200-acre site on Florida’s Atlantic coast, surrounded by swampland and rising just a few feet above the ocean, at the Kennedy Space Center.3 It is the most historic launch pad in the Western Hemisphere: Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins left Earth from it in 1969; the first space shuttle rose from it in 1981; the last shuttle departed from it in July 2011.4 Then it sat. Christian Davenport, the journalist whose 2018 book The Space Barons chronicled the billionaires’ push into space, described the pad as it stood by 2013: rusting in the salt air, weeds growing in the flame trench, and up in the scaffolding the astronauts’ phone sitting forgotten, its gold buttons faded to brown.5 NASA’s own inspector general had found a bureaucrat’s phrase for the place where human beings left for the Moon: “unneeded infrastructure.”6

On April 14, 2014, NASA signed it over. SpaceX took the pad on a 20-year lease, agreeing to operate and maintain the facility at its own expense; the announcement was made at the pad by NASA’s administrator, Charles Bolden, a former Marine Corps pilot and astronaut, alongside SpaceX’s president, Gwynne Shotwell, and it mentioned no rent.78 There had been a competition of sorts. Jeff Bezos’s rocket company, Blue Origin, had bid for the pad in 2013, arguing that no single company should operate it exclusively.9 Musk fired off an email to a trade publication deriding the move as a “phony blocking tactic” and adding: “Frankly, I think we are more likely to discover unicorns dancing in the flame duct.”10 Federal auditors threw out the protest that December.11 The decision wasn’t close: Musk and NASA already had a long-running relationship, NASA was investing billions in SpaceX, and Blue Origin didn’t yet have a rocket capable of launching from 39A.12 The earlier gifts had won him the next one. Soon a giant SpaceX logo spread across the side of a massive warehouse on some of the most sacrosanct soil of the Space Coast, and a SpaceX launch site director photographed about one hundred blow-up unicorns he had arranged in the flame duct.13

Hold that image: the nation’s spaceport with a corporation’s name on it. The question the myth never asks is how a country comes to hand a thing like that to one man, and who decided to. The answer begins eleven years earlier, with a catastrophe that was visible from SpaceX’s own headquarters.



On the morning of February 1, 2003, the space shuttle Columbia was lost during reentry. To observers at SpaceX’s headquarters in Los Angeles it appeared as a white streak across the sky, then, on the cable news feeds, multiple streaks.14 Tim Fernholz, a journalist who interviewed the architects of what came next for his 2018 book Rocket Billionaires, judged that Columbia was more than an engineering failure; it was a blinking red warning light on the whole institution. “NASA itself was failing.”15 President George W. Bush decided the shuttle would retire, leaving a gaping hole in NASA’s pipeline for supplying the International Space Station.16 And when the last shuttle flew in 2011, the United States, the country that had won the Moon, was for the first time in decades incapable of launching an astronaut into space. American crews would ride to orbit in Russian capsules, seat by purchased seat.17

Musk got his foot in the door by filing a protest. In February 2004, NASA announced a $227 million contract with Kistler Aerospace, a company one year removed from bankruptcy. Told by many people not to challenge it, he had a 90 percent chance of losing, but Musk challenged it anyway, reasoning that a potential customer the size of NASA could not be allowed to lock SpaceX out.18 NASA canceled the contract rather than fight a challenge it was likely to lose, and reopened the process.19 Twenty-one companies bid; by March 2006, six finalists remained, SpaceX among them.20

The program they were bidding for had been invented inside the agency. Mike Griffin, the NASA administrator, carved $500 million out of his budget for something called Commercial Orbital Transportation Services, COTS, a fund, modeled loosely on the CIA’s venture-capital arm, that would pay private companies to develop spacecraft to carry cargo to the station. Asked later how he had arrived at half a billion dollars, Griffin said: “Truthfully, I just made it up.”21

The instrument mattered as much as the money. The traditional aerospace giants worked on cost-plus contracts, under which the government covered their expenses and kept paying even when they ran over budget and over schedule. COTS used something different, the funded Space Act Agreement: a company got paid only as it hit milestones, and NASA’s money was, by design, not enough on its own; the companies had to attract private investment too, or fail.22 Musk praised the instrument in those terms himself, in 2006: “if we don’t do what we say we’re going to do, we don’t get paid. So it’s a no-lose proposition for the taxpayer.” And he named the real worry: “I think the fear on the part of some people out there is not that we will fail, but that we will succeed.”23 Skeptics inside NASA thought the whole thing was nuts, a waste of time and money on companies that had never launched a rocket.24 The believers were a small crew Musk himself later described as “the weird rebels within NASA,” people handed a project everyone expected to fail, who, in his words, “really worked their asses off to help us succeed.”25 Hold on to that sentence. It is the recipient, in an unguarded moment, crediting the donor.



The call came in August 2006. NASA announced the awards on Friday, August 18. Shotwell was upstairs with Musk at the company’s El Segundo headquarters when the phone rang; afterward they called an impromptu staff meeting on the factory floor, and Musk, standing in the kitchen as the employees gathered, gave a speech of four words: “Well. We fucking won.”26 SpaceX’s share was $278 million, and it did three things at once: it let Musk accelerate his plans for the big orbital rocket, it funded the move into the company’s now-iconic Hawthorne headquarters, and, most significant, it was NASA’s endorsement of a little company that had blown up a rocket that March.27 The money came through, in other words, after the first Falcon 1 failed, and it carried the company through the failures that followed.28 The transplant began before the patient was viable.

Now read the agreement itself, because it is this chapter’s best document and it is public. NASA keeps the signed PDF on its own website. Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A, Appendix 2, lists SpaceX’s milestones and what each one paid. Milestone 1: SpaceX shall host a kickoff meeting describing its plan for carrying out the program, and provide a briefing along with a hard copy of the presentation materials. Amount: $23,133,333. Date: September 2006.29 Twenty-three million dollars for hosting a meeting and handing over the slides. Milestone 2, two months later: a systems requirements review. Five million dollars.30 And Milestone 4, March 2007, is the one to read twice. It is titled “Financing Round 1,” and its success criteria read, in full: “All necessary documentation is completed and the funds are deposited as evidenced by bank statement.” Amount: $10,000,000.31 The United States government paid SpaceX ten million dollars for closing its own private financing round, for persuading other people to invest in the company, and showing NASA the bank statement. And it was not a one-time arrangement. The same milestone, same wording, same ten million dollars, recurs twice more in the table: “Financing Round 2” in March 2008, and “Financing Round 3” in March 2009.32 Three financing rounds, thirty million dollars, for showing NASA the bank statements. For scale: the first demonstration flight of the new spacecraft, the milestone where a rocket actually had to leave the ground, carried $5,633,333, less than a quarter of what the kickoff meeting paid.33

This is the difference between buying and building, and it deserves one slow sentence. Ordinary procurement buys a finished thing at a price: the government orders the truck and pays on delivery. COTS paid out as the rocket was being designed and built; the milestones were the design reviews, the financing rounds, the test flights themselves. NASA was not yet SpaceX’s customer. It was SpaceX’s development budget.34 And the milestones were not handed down from on high: the agreement’s own schedule notes that it follows “The SpaceX proposal.” He was being paid for hitting marks his own company had written.35

Then he missed them. The agreement scheduled the first Dragon demonstration flight for September 2008 and the climactic one, berthing with the space station, for the third quarter of 2009. The first demo flew on December 8, 2010; the berthing came in May 2012. Two to three years late on every flight milestone, against a schedule he had proposed himself.36 In a market, missing your own deadlines by years carries a price. In this program it carried a payment: in December 2010, NASA amended the agreement to add new paid “risk reduction milestones,” and the $278 million grew to $396 million by the time all 40 milestones were complete in August 2012.37 NASA’s own lessons-learned review records that the late money “enabled additional risk reduction testing not initially affordable” and directly contributed to Dragon’s successful first-attempt berthing.38 Read that again with the myth in mind. When the recipient fell behind, the patron added money until he could succeed, and then both of them pointed to the success as proof the model worked.

The money was only the visible half of the transplant. NASA assigned a named project executive, Mike Horkachuck, to shepherd this one company through the program.39 When SpaceX tore Dragon apart and redesigned it under deadline pressure in 2011, one of the company’s own engineers, David Giger, put the arrangement in seven words: “NASA was in the trenches with us.”40 Joint SpaceX–NASA teams ran dozens of simulations together, the agency’s flight controllers in Houston teaching the company how to operate a spacecraft around a $100 billion station with astronauts aboard.41 The facilities came on government terms too. SpaceX’s first Cape Canaveral pad, Space Launch Complex 40, was an Air Force site that had launched Titan rockets since 1965, and it came with a sturdy concrete deck, a flame trench, and four large lighting towers already in place, about $100 million of infrastructure SpaceX did not have to build.42 And then, in 2014, the monument itself: 39A.

Finally, the government was the customer, very nearly the only one. When the Falcon 1 became operational, the commercial market for it simply failed to materialize; almost nobody wanted to buy the thing. Shotwell put it plainly afterward: “You can’t have a market if you have the desire and no money.”43 What existed instead of a market was NASA: the $1.6 billion, twelve-flight resupply contract of December 2008, awarded alongside a $1.9 billion, eight-flight contract for Orbital Sciences, awarded, NASA’s head of human spaceflight, Bill Gerstenmaier, admitted to Fernholz years later, to companies the agency itself was reluctant to trust with sums of that magnitude, because the shuttle clock left it no alternative: “We had no choice.”44 That contract was by far the largest and most important source of revenue SpaceX had.45 And NASA’s own program review states the deeper mechanism as a bullet point: the agency’s commitment to purchase services “greatly improves the ability for companies to raise funds.”46 Being the government’s chosen company was itself a fundraising instrument. The state was not one customer among many. It was the customer of first resort, and its order book was the collateral.

So say the verdict plainly, here at the end of the anatomy. The government did not bet on SpaceX the way a market bets. It grew the organ, transplanted it, and paid the recipient to accept it, and the recipient told the world he was self-made.



Cargo was the first organ. The second, carrying astronauts, a task only government space agencies were thought capable of performing, had been penciled into the donor’s paperwork from the first day: the 2006 agreement already contained a priced option for crewed flights.47 But cashing that option took a fight, and the fight was not his. Even Griffin, the man who invented COTS, considered crew flights a bridge too far, like trying to sell 747s to Pan Am before Lindbergh had crossed the Atlantic, he said.48

The person who carried it was Lori Garver. A NASA veteran serving as Barack Obama’s campaign advisor on space issues, she was asked by the candidate in September 2008 whether he should promise to extend the shuttle program, as he had been advised; no, she told him, the private sector should do this. It was a brave thing to say out loud: at that moment SpaceX had failed in all three of its attempts to reach orbit and was about to make what might be its final try. Obama later made her NASA’s deputy administrator.49 Almost nobody senior in Washington agreed with her. Her own boss, Bolden, did not share her enthusiasm for partnering with the commercial sector;50 members of Congress with Boeing facilities in their states fought her; senior industry and government officials, she recalled, took pleasure in deriding SpaceX and Musk.51 So she went around them all. Knowing Congress would never fund the idea in the open, not with Griffin opposed and the traditional contractors lobbying, she asked the Obama White House to tuck $50 million into the must-pass $800 billion stimulus bill of 2009, where Congress would have no opportunity to nitpick it. “Maybe it was a little bit sneaky,” Garver said, “but otherwise it probably was not going to happen.”52 That smuggled $50 million is the seed of the program that put SpaceX’s name on a crewed spacecraft.

One more obstacle had to die first: Constellation, NASA’s own next-generation astronaut program, whose projected development costs had swollen from about $18 billion to $34 billion. In November 2009, the White House budget office pronounced it “over budget, behind schedule, off course” and, borrowing the verdict of an independent commission led by Lockheed Martin’s former chief executive, “unexecutable.”53 In early 2010 Obama canceled it outright, over an intense fight in Washington and a scathing public letter co-signed by Neil Armstrong.54 Garver won the argument,55 and the cancellation cleared the budgetary lane in which a commercial crew program could live. Congressional money began to flow once Boeing, the most trusted name in American spaceflight, agreed to bid, and by the time of the final selection the competing companies had split more than $1.1 billion in development funding before any winner was named.56 Notice who is missing from this paragraph. He did not design the program that made him, did not fight it through Congress, did not write its milestones. The people who did are named on this page, and not one of them worked for him.

Even at the end, the second organ nearly went to somebody else. On August 6, 2014, Gerstenmaier convened his senior human-spaceflight advisors at NASA headquarters, in a conference room built after the Columbia accident, to settle the crew competition. Going around the table, each advisor gave the same one-word answer: “Boeing.” Five people, then ten, then fifteen. Phil McAlister, the headquarters official overseeing the commercial crew program, watched the consensus sweep the table with mounting horror; it was not groupthink, he said later, everyone was simply comfortable with Boeing, and SpaceX had only been flying cargo to the station for two years.57 Boeing had asked for $4.2 billion to SpaceX’s $2.6 billion, 60 percent more, and had told NASA it needed the entire program budget to succeed; the gambit very nearly worked.58 NASA officials had already written the justification for selecting Boeing alone. It was ready to go. McAlister kept pushing Gerstenmaier on the necessity of competition until Gerstenmaier agreed, and the Boeing-only document had to be hastily rewritten to include SpaceX, delaying the announcement to September 16.59 On that day, NASA awarded $6.8 billion to the two companies to carry astronauts to the station, with certification targeted by 2017.60 Public money funding the vehicle’s development, again; milestones, again; and, deciding whether his company would receive the most exalted function the agency had, a near-coin-flip in a conference room he never sat in. The myth calls this winning. The record calls it being chosen.

He missed these schedules too. The 2017 goal slipped and kept slipping. Government auditors projected in 2018 that certification would slide toward 2020,61 and NASA’s inspector general found the program “several years behind its planned operational date” in late 2019,62 by which point NASA’s administrator, Jim Bridenstine, a former congressman, was dunning his contractor in public on the day before a glittering Starship unveiling: “Commercial Crew is years behind schedule… It’s time to deliver.”63 Delivery came on May 30, 2020, when two NASA astronauts rode a SpaceX capsule to orbit, the first crew launched from American soil since 2011, three years late against the goal, six years after the award.64 One of the men aboard was Bob Behnken, an astronaut the government had seconded to the company years earlier, part of a detail of veterans who spent mornings at SpaceX and afternoons at Boeing, lending the contractors more than sixty years of collective spaceflight experience while their capsules were still designs.65 The flight left from Pad 39A.66 The pad that sent Apollo 11 to the Moon, handed over in 2014, launched the government’s own astronauts, on the government’s own program, partly trained and shepherded by the government’s own people, with the company’s name on the side, and the world applauding the company’s founder.



Concede the true thing once, because it is true and it matters. SpaceX delivered. All 40 cargo milestones, completed.67 Delivered cheap, too, astonishingly so: NASA’s own analysts estimated that developing a Falcon 9-class rocket the agency’s traditional way would have cost about $4 billion; SpaceX developed the Falcon 1 and Falcon 9 together for roughly $390 million.68 Its resupply flights came in more than $100 million per flight below Orbital’s.69 Boeing wanted 60 percent more for the crew job. And the company put real private skin in the game. By NASA’s own accounting, the commercial partners funded over half of the COTS development costs.70 He ran the thing cheap, hungry, and fast, and that is worth exactly one paragraph. Because delivering against a contract designed for you to deliver, milestones written to your own proposal, repriced when you missed them, with the customer’s own engineers helping you deliver, is what a good franchise operator does. It is not founding an industry. This industry was founded in a budget office, a stimulus bill, and a conference room full of people who mostly wanted Boeing.

And the franchise paid. By early 2025, a Washington Post analysis found that Musk’s companies had collected about $38 billion in government contracts, loans, subsidies, and tax credits over two decades.71 Hold that number against everything this chapter has inventoried, the funded development, the moving milestones, the engineers in the trenches, the seconded astronauts, the $100 million of inherited concrete, the monument pad, the guaranteed order book, and say the load-bearing sentence of this book out loud: the same federal apparatus he later swore to destroy built his flagship company around him. The wood chipper comes later in this story. The transplant came first.

So total the ledger. The silent co-founder of the Musk empire is the United States government. It conceived the program, wrote the instrument, embedded the engineers, lent the astronauts, leased the pads, guaranteed the customer, and chose him, twice, over the doubts of its own people. Griffin made up the budget. Garver smuggled in the seed money. McAlister talked the room out of Boeing. Gerstenmaier’s shop signed the checks. The recipient’s contribution was real: appetite, speed, a ferocious tolerance for risk that is easier to afford when the milestones underneath you are paid in advance of the product, and the recipient is the only name the world remembers. Lucky again? The word is starting to strain. Luck is something that happens to you. This was something built for him, by public servants whose names he rarely says, with money the public never got credit for. At some point “lucky” stops being a personality and starts being a subscription, and the next installment had already been arranged. The patron’s next gift was stranger than contracts, stranger than pads: a profit column, written into law. That is the next chapter.




Chapter Nine — Profit by Mandate, Profit by Lottery

To book luck as earnings, quarter after quarter, audited and filed, you’d have to be a lucky bastard with a subscription.

On February 8, 2021, Tesla filed its annual report with the Securities and Exchange Commission: a Form 10-K, the long financial document every public company is required to file once a year, the one place where a company has to tell the government the truth under penalty of law. Buried inside this one was a sentence no car company had ever written before. Tesla had taken an aggregate of $1.50 billion of its corporate cash and bought bitcoin.1

The disclosure made headlines. A maker of automobiles had moved a billion and a half dollars of its treasury (the cash a company keeps on hand to make payroll and buy parts) into a cryptocurrency that had not existed thirteen years earlier and whose price swung double digits in a day. Eleven days later, the chief executive who had approved it offered the world his reasoning. “Tesla’s action is not directly reflective of my opinion,” he wrote on Twitter. “Having some Bitcoin, which is simply a less dumb form of liquidity than cash, is adventurous enough for an S&P500 company.” Ten minutes after that: “Bitcoin is almost as bs as fiat money. The key word is ‘almost’.” The next day, to a gold investor who had needled him, he added: “That said, BTC & ETH do seem high lol.”2

The man holding the asset thought the asset seemed high. Lol.

The obvious question is how a car company ends up running its treasury like a casino, and why nobody stopped it. The answer is the subject of this chapter, and it is not flattering: by 2021, the gambling instinct was sound corporate strategy, because Tesla’s profit column had never once come from selling cars. It came from somewhere else. To see where, rewind a few years, and audit the company line by line.


The indulgence trade

Start with the rule that built the profit column.


In 1990, the California Air Resources Board (the state agency known as CARB, historically the most aggressive regulator of car exhaust in the United States) adopted a Zero Emission Vehicle mandate. The mechanism is simple. Every automaker selling cars in California must make a rising share of those sales emissions-free. Clean-car sales earn the automaker credits; dirty-car sales create debits the credits have to cover. A company that sells too few clean cars falls short and must buy credits to make up the difference, and the company it buys them from is whichever automaker has a surplus. Eight other states adopted the same system.3 In its own filing, Tesla described what this meant for a company that sold nothing but electric cars: “We earn tradable credits in the operation of our automotive business. … We sell these credits to other regulated entities who can use the credits to comply with emission standards.”4

That is the entire business in one sentence. Tesla manufactured a thing the law required its competitors to possess and did not let them make for themselves: permission to keep selling gasoline cars. The credits cost Tesla almost nothing to produce, they were a byproduct of selling the cars it was selling anyway, and every dollar a rival paid for them dropped nearly whole to Tesla’s bottom line. It was the modern version of the medieval indulgence: pay the company with the clean conscience, keep sinning.

The trade was working as designed, and the people who designed it knew it. When the Los Angeles Times ran a “now it can be told” piece in 2013 hinting that Tesla was running some sort of scam at the taxpayer’s expense, what the facts actually showed was a credit system functioning precisely as intended, and the chair of CARB, Mary Nichols, put the matter to rest: “We are in the air pollution business, not the car business. There is some jealousy of Tesla going on here.”5 She was right, and it is worth saying plainly: there is nothing scandalous about the policy. It did exactly what a carbon-credit scheme is supposed to do. The scandal is only in the telling, in a myth that took a profit manufactured by environmental law and reported it as the genius of one man.

By the spring of 2019 the genius needed the money badly. Tesla had just posted one of its largest quarterly losses, deliveries down 31 percent; the federal tax credit that knocked $7,500 off the price of every Tesla had begun phasing out, and Musk was raising prices and shutting stores in the same week to stop the bleeding.6 It was into exactly this weather that a rival arrived to pay Tesla for the privilege of existing. Fiat Chrysler, a company that sold more than a million cars a year and was facing crushing European Union fines for the emissions of all of them, agreed to pool its fleet with Tesla’s, so that Tesla’s zero-emission cars would count as Fiat Chrysler’s own and drag the conglomerate’s average under the legal limit. The price for this arrangement was reported at €1.8 billion, spread across several years.7 One automaker had paid another roughly two billion dollars, not for cars, not for technology, not for a factory, but for the right to count someone else’s clean cars as its own. Pure profit, a contemporaneous account noted, “sprinkling pure profit onto Tesla’s books when it would be needed most.”8


The first profitable year was a loss

Here is the audit’s first finding, and it is in Tesla’s own filings.


In 2020, Tesla recorded its first full profitable calendar year. Net income attributable to common stockholders: $721 million, a swing of $1.58 billion from the prior year’s loss. The number was the headline. Tesla had turned the corner; in the myth’s telling, the company had crossed the finish line, with both a car that consumers wanted and the means to build it at scale, all while turning a profit.9

Now read the next line down. Tesla’s revenue from selling regulatory credits to other automakers in 2020 was also $1.58 billion.10 Set the two figures side by side. The company earned $721 million; it sold $1.58 billion in credits, a product that cost almost nothing to make and was nearly pure margin. Strip the credits out and the first profitable year is a loss. The corner-turning company was still losing money on the thing it actually manufactured, the cars.

This was the same audit, run seven years earlier and reaching the same place. In the first quarter of 2013, the market valued Tesla above Fiat, and Fiat, that quarter, sold a million cars and made a $40 million profit, while Tesla sold 4,900 cars and, not counting its revenue from California’s emissions credits, lost $53 million. The numbers were smaller and the company younger, but the shape was already fixed: take out the credits and the car business was underwater.

This was not a one-year accident. Run the credit revenue back through the filings and it tracks the profit column like a shadow: $169 million in 2015, $302 million in 2016, $360 million in 2017, $419 million in 2018, $594 million in 2019, $1.58 billion in 2020.11 Tesla’s own chronicler put the early version flatly: none of Tesla’s recorded profits would have been possible without the credit program. Every quarterly profit the company had ever posted before 2020 had been a credit quarter; without the credits, each would have been a loss, with the single exception of one quarter in 2019 when the core business managed to barely break even.12

So the profit was real, in the sense that the cash was real and the auditors signed off. But it was not earned the way the myth says it was. It was a transfer, from competitors to Tesla, under legal compulsion, created and enforced by the regulatory state. After the contracts and the loan that had saved his companies a decade earlier came the patron’s third organ: a profit column written into law, the carbon-credit scheme Tesla could bank, and the consumer tax credit that moved its cars off the lot.13 Tesla did not invent that profit column. It was handed one, the way a franchise is handed a territory.


Rescue by ruling

The second layer of the audit is not about a rule. It is about a courtroom.


Back up to 2016. SolarCity was a residential-solar company, it put panels on roofs and financed the installations, and it was failing. In the first three quarters of 2016 it lost more than $758 million, its cash reserves draining toward a wall. It had been founded a decade earlier by Peter and Lyndon Rive, the two cousins of a man named Elon Musk, who had been its chairman and largest shareholder from the day it was formed.14

In June 2016, Tesla announced it would buy SolarCity in a stock deal worth about $2.6 billion. Look at who stood on each side of the table. The buyer was Tesla, where Musk was chairman and owned about 22 percent of the stock. The seller was SolarCity, where Musk was chairman and owned about 21.9 percent of the stock, and which was run by his cousins. It was the same man’s money on both sides of a $2.6 billion transaction, and the Tesla board declined to do the one thing the law expects in such a case: appoint a committee of independent directors to negotiate against him.15

When the shareholders voted in November 2016, about 85 percent of the disinterested shares (Musk’s own excluded) approved the deal.16 The two firms that advise big investors how to vote split on it: one called it a necessary step, the other called it a “thinly veiled bail-out plan” that was “significantly value destructive.”17 The deal closed. A group of Tesla shareholders sued, alleging Musk had used his control of one company to rescue another that he and his family owned. The case went to trial in the Delaware Court of Chancery, the specialized business court where America’s biggest corporate disputes are decided.

The judge was Vice Chancellor Joseph R. Slights III, and his opinion is a public record, so it can be quoted directly. He sat through an eleven-day trial and delivered the verdict on April 27, 2022. He found for Musk. But read how he did it.

“The persuasive evidence reveals that the Acquisition was entirely fair,” Slights wrote. Then, in the same breath: “The process employed by the Tesla Board to negotiate and ultimately recommend the Acquisition was far from perfect. Elon was more involved in the process than a conflicted fiduciary should be.” The deal stood; Tesla, the court concluded, had paid a fair price, but the court would not pretend the conduct had been clean. At the end, the winning party asked the court to make the losers pay his costs, the usual reward for a defendant who prevails. Slights refused. Musk, he wrote, “likely could have avoided the need for judicial review of his conduct as a Tesla fiduciary had he simply followed the ground rules of good corporate governance in conflict transactions. He declined to do so. For that reason, I decline to award him prevailing party costs.”18

The plaintiffs had called it a bailout; so had the short-seller Jim Chanos, who named “the brazen Tesla bail-out of SolarCity” a “shameful example of corporate governance at its worst,” and so had Musk’s own authorized biographer.19 The court did not adopt the word. What the court did adopt was the picture: a controlling shareholder too involved in a deal that enriched his family, judged fair anyway, with the referee noting on the record that the process had not been. A second man’s company saved a third man’s company, and both men were the same man, and a state court let it stand.

It was the first time a referee had been asked to bless one of Musk’s rescues. It would not be the last.


The casino quarter

Now return to the bitcoin.


By early 2021 the audit’s logic was complete: the profits were mandate and rescue, not cars. What happened next was simply the third kind of luck, taken on purpose. Tesla bought $1.50 billion of bitcoin in the first quarter of 2021. It then sold $272 million of those holdings before the quarter closed and booked a $101 million gain on the sale.20

Musk announced the sale on earnings day, April 26, 2021, and explained its purpose: “I have not sold any of my Bitcoin. Tesla sold 10% of its holdings essentially to prove liquidity of Bitcoin as an alternative to holding cash on balance sheet.”21 A proof of liquidity. A demonstration that the chips could be cashed.

Hold the timeline next to the trades. On March 24, Musk announced you could now buy a Tesla with bitcoin, and pledged that “Bitcoin paid to Tesla will be retained as Bitcoin, not converted to fiat currency.”22 One month later he had sold a tenth of Tesla’s own holdings and was calling it a virtue. On May 12, seven weeks after the “retained as Bitcoin” pledge, Tesla suspended bitcoin payments, the reversal announced inside an image attached to a tweet captioned only “Tesla & Bitcoin.”23 The next day he was warning that crypto “can’t drive a massive increase in fossil fuel use, especially coal.” Five days after that, he was reassuring everyone that “Tesla has not sold any Bitcoin,” referring now to what remained.24 The asset that was “a less dumb form of liquidity than cash” in February was a climate emergency by May. The treasury that would hold bitcoin and never convert it had cashed a tenth of itself by late April.

This is the quarter the myth files under operational mastery, the moment Tesla’s profits arrived in earnest. So total it honestly. Q1 2021 net income was $438 million. The bitcoin gain inside it was $101 million, nearly a quarter of the reported profit, conjured from a coin the chief executive was personally tweeting up and then suspending. And the regulatory credits that quarter ran to $518 million, more than the entire quarter’s net income, by themselves.25 The bitcoin gain was larger than the bottom line. The credits were larger than the bottom line. Neither dollar of either was earned by selling a car.

A car company’s treasury, run as a trading account by tweet; a profit column written by regulators; a family’s failing solar business absorbed and blessed by a state court. These are the quarters the world would shortly decide were proof of genius.

That’s not a business model finding its footing. That’s a lucky bastard finding a rhythm.26 The myth calls these years “Tesla turned the corner”; the ledger calls them mandate, lottery, bailout, and the ledger is the one filed under oath. A company whose every profitable quarter was someone else’s compulsion, someone else’s rescue, or a coin he was tweeting up and down, that company was about to be priced as the most valuable automaker in the history of the world. The weather was turning again.






Chapter Ten — The Melt-Up

To get rich on weather once is luck. To get rich on weather twice: by now you know the word.

In January 2021, Elon Musk passed Jeff Bezos to become the richest person alive. Bloomberg’s Billionaire Index, which tracks the world’s largest fortunes day by day, put his net worth at roughly $200 billion, up from an estimated $30 billion at the start of 2020, a fortune that had nearly multiplied by seven in a single year.1 Almost all of it was Tesla stock he already held; he had not bought a share or built a factory to make the number move. The company simply became worth more, and so did he.

He marked the moment online, the way he marked most moments. On the morning of January 7, 2021, he replied to a Tesla fan account: “How strange.” Thirty-five seconds later, to the same account: “Well, back to work.”2 What he was replying to is not in the record, and neither account named the milestone; the two-word shrugs may or may not have been about the news.3 But the news was real, and so was the question it raised. Between the start of 2020 and the day he passed Bezos, the cars did not get ten times better, and the factories did not multiply by ten. What changed was the weather.

This had happened to him before. A reader who walked through the dot-com mania earlier in this book, the city-listings website that fetched $307 million, the market that stopped being able to tell a real company from a story, already knows how this kind of weather forms, and what it pays out to whoever happens to be standing outside when it rains. In 2020 it formed again. Watch it form, and watch where he was standing.


The weather of 2020

Start with the company at the start of the year, because the myth needs you to believe it had become something new. It had not. Tesla entered 2020 having strung together two profitable quarters at the end of 2019, its first sustained run of black ink, enough to give Musk what one chronicler called renewed credibility, and to push the stock to record highs.4 But the profits had not come from selling cars. Through 2019 and into the first half of 2020, the sale of regulatory emissions credits, payments from rival automakers who needed Tesla’s clean-air paperwork to satisfy the law, was responsible for essentially all of Tesla’s profit, with one quarter’s core business barely breaking even.5 In the second quarter of 2020, the company posted a $104 million profit, its fourth straight quarter in the black, on the strength of $428 million in emissions-credit sales.6 The business that the price was about to celebrate was a car company whose earnings came from a government mandate, not from its product.

That product began to decouple from its price. By the start of 2020, the short sellers who had bet for years that Tesla was overvalued had mostly given up; the stock’s trajectory, as one industry critic put it, had become uncoupled from the kinds of fundamentals that might once have convinced them.7 Into that vacuum came a new kind of buyer. Locked down at home in the spring of 2020, a generation of first-time investors discovered free, frictionless mobile trading apps, Robinhood above all, which rained digital confetti down the screen to celebrate a user’s first trades, and Tesla, with its always-online chief executive, was among the names they reached for.8 By that year Tesla was the fifteenth most-held stock on Robinhood, with more than a hundred fifty thousand individual shareholders on the app alone.9 The price now answered to sentiment, not to earnings. On May 1, 2020, Musk tweeted that “Tesla stock price is too high imo”; the stock dropped more than 12 percent in half an hour, then recovered within days and climbed to new highs anyway, carried by a fandom no single tweet could puncture.10 The Bloomberg columnist Matt Levine, who writes about markets for a living, named the mechanism plainly: “for a long time, the stock price was way ahead of the business, it would not make money year after year, and the typical reason that people give for that is there’s an army of Elon Musk fans who will buy the stock and push up the price of the stock.”11

Underneath the fandom was a machine, and the machine is the part of this story that gets waved away as a mood. It was not a mood. It was a set of rules about who has to buy stock, and when, and the rules ran in Tesla’s favor. Critics looking for why the price kept climbing landed on two explanations: the aggressive monetary policies of the Federal Reserve, which had pushed money toward the stock market for years, and an unprecedented boom in amateur day traders playing the options markets on Robinhood.12 The second was the engine. On the Reddit forum Wall Street Bets, tagline, “Like 4chan found a Bloomberg Terminal,” inexperienced traders bought deep out-of-the-money call options on Tesla en masse, cheap bets that the stock would rise to extreme levels. To cover those bets, the market makers who sold them were forced to buy the underlying Tesla shares to hedge their own exposure, which pushed the stock higher, which made the options more valuable, which drew in more buyers. The forum’s denizens called it a cheat code: a self-perpetuating profit machine that could meme the stock to incomprehensible levels as long as everyone kept making the same bet.13 This is what “forced to buy” means, and it is worth naming exactly, because it is the chapter: amateurs placed a wager, and the rules of the options market compelled professionals to buy real shares to cover it. The price went up because of the plumbing, not because of the cars.

What the cars were doing, meanwhile, was getting people sick. The pandemic closed Tesla’s Fremont plant in the spring of 2020, and Musk, who that April had told an earnings call that the shelter-in-place orders amounted to “forcibly imprisoning people in their homes” and tweeted “FREE AMERICA NOW,” sued the county and forced the plant back open in May, in defiance of health orders his factory’s home county had refused to lift.14 From that reopening through December, the factory recorded about 450 COVID-19 cases, including 125 in December alone, by data later obtained from the legal-transparency group PlainSite. The reporter who pieced that together was Faiz Siddiqui, a Washington Post technology journalist who covered Musk through these years and wrote the 2025 account Hubris Maximus; he described a shop floor where, despite temperature checks and offered masks, workers piled into cars next to one another to install steering wheels and gathered at the time clock and at lunch with their masks down.15 Siddiqui set the two facts side by side, and the juxtaposition is the chapter in miniature: as the cases surged inside the plant, Tesla’s stock value exploded. By July, Tesla passed Toyota and Volkswagen to become the most valuable carmaker on earth.16 By the end of the year it was worth eight times what it had been that fateful week in March 2020.17

The mania did not stop at Tesla, which is how you know it was weather and not Tesla. The same speculative day-trader culture lifted companies with far less than Tesla had. Nikola, a startup selling reservations for a hydrogen semitruck it had not built, memed its way to a market value that for a time exceeded Ford’s, despite having no products, no revenue, and no factories.18 Truckmakers and EV startups went public through blank-check shell companies on the strength of tiny sales and a few sketchy plans, a parade of new stocks that, as the same chronicler dryly noted, made Tesla look like a mature and unrisky institution by comparison.19 One observer of the Tesla rise called the broader phenomenon, plainly, a mania.20 Pennies from heaven, again: only this time the heavens rained on a whole sector, and this time the man at the center of it had a subscription.

For him, the rain fell as money on a schedule he did not set. That summer, a decade after Tesla went public, its stock went into what one biographer called Ludicrous mode: fueled in part by young buyers stuck at home, it climbed past $1,000 a share, overtook Toyota, and within weeks was worth as much as Toyota and Volkswagen combined.21 And as the price floated up, it tripped, one after another, the payout targets Musk had set himself years earlier as moonshots, thresholds so high that when he named them many thought the company would not reach them anytime soon. He hit his $100 billion market-value target, then cleared the bars for three more payouts, then two more by the spring of 2021; the stock sailed past the $700 billion milestone he had once thrown down like Babe Ruth calling his shot.22 He had set those numbers as proof of what he would have to do to earn the prize. The mood reached up and handed it to him instead.



The summit

By the start of 2021, the stock that had been worth $100 billion was worth more than $800 billion, a climb of 244 days, accomplishing something it had taken Apple almost a decade to do.23 And the man who owned more of it than anyone else was, on Bloomberg’s tally, the richest person alive, ahead of Bezos.24


Here is what that fortune was made of, stated flatly. Between January 2020 and that summit, the cars did not get ten times better, and the factories did not multiply by ten. The business did not change; the weather did. Nothing he did made the fortune. Everything the mood did, he kept. The credits still carried the earnings, the factory was still a COVID outbreak, the product was still a battery and an electric motor and a brand. What moved was the price, and the price moved because central-bank money had nowhere to go and locked-down amateurs had found a cheat code. None of it was his doing. All of it was his gain.

He celebrated, in March 2021, by giving himself a title. A securities filing made it official: Elon Musk would henceforth be known as “Technoking of Tesla,” and his finance chief as “Master of Coin,” effective as of March 15, crowned (the joke wrote itself) on the Ides of March.25 The most serious fortune ever assembled by January of that year had been minted by a market mood, and the man it minted responded by naming himself king of a kingdom he had not built.

The weather held longer than anyone outside expected. By November 2021, Tesla’s market value crossed $1.2 trillion. The same company had been worth a little more than $60 billion when Musk proposed taking it private three years earlier, twenty times less, for a business making the same cars in the same plants. Apple, founded in 1976, took forty-two years to become the first American public company worth a trillion dollars. Tesla did it in eighteen.26 The number that takes a great company four decades to earn, this one reached in a year of pandemic trading, on a product a century old.

The fortune did not stop at the summit. Within a year, at a net worth of $219 billion, he would top the Forbes list outright for the first time; by that April it was nearing $270 billion.27 That is the pile that would, the following year, buy a social-media platform, and through it the ear of a president, and through that the keys to the government itself. It is worth being precise about where it came from, because the myth never is: the fortune that would buy Twitter, and then the government, was minted by a market mood.

He had now gotten rich on weather twice, first the dot-com flood that paid him for a dying website, now the pandemic melt-up that paid him for a company other people kept alive. To do it once is luck. To do it twice, at this scale, with the rules of the options market and the policy of the Federal Reserve doing the lifting, is past luck. It is statistically impossible, the kind of streak that stops looking like a streak and starts looking like a subscription. And a man this rich learns something the rest of us never get to learn: past a certain number, you no longer have to wait for the weather. The next chapter is about what he does when he no longer needs the odds at all, when the things he wants stop being matters of luck and start being matters of price. The first thing he buys is the verdicts.




Chapter Eleven — The Parking Ticket

By now you know the word for him. You have watched the breaks arrive one after another for two hundred pages: the rigged country, the family money, the two bubbles that paid him for companies his own colleagues had taken away, the rockets the government built and let him take credit for, the market mood that minted the fortune itself. Lucky. You can say it before the chapter does.

This chapter is about the day the word stopped mattering. There comes a point in a fortune past which luck is no longer the mechanism, because the mechanism is no longer needed. The outcome you would otherwise have to be lucky to get, you can simply buy. Watch a man cross that line. He is still a lucky bastard. He just doesn’t need the luck anymore.



It was the summer of 2018, and Tesla looked like it might not survive it.

That June, the journalist Tim Higgins had visited Musk deep inside the cavernous Tesla assembly plant half an hour outside Silicon Valley.1 Musk looked weary, hunched over an iPhone in a cubicle on the factory floor, apologizing for hair he hadn’t combed and a shirt he hadn’t changed in three days, a pillow from a few hours’ sleep on the chair beside him. His Twitter feed streamed taunts from short sellers (investors who profit when a stock falls, and who were betting at record levels that this one would). The company, Higgins wrote, teetered on the verge of bankruptcy.2

The people closest to him spent that summer begging him to put the phone down. For the love of God, don’t tweet, the refrain ran among his friends.3 In July, the Tesla investor Ron Baron wrote him a private email: if something really upsets you, go for a walk around the factory. Get an ice cream cone. Just don’t use Twitter.4

On August 7, around the middle of the day, Musk was being driven to the Van Nuys airport in Los Angeles, where his Gulfstream jet was parked. He had been in loose talks with the head of Saudi Arabia’s sovereign-wealth fund about a possible investment, but there was no firm number and no guarantee. Now the Financial Times was about to report on it. He didn’t consult his board. He didn’t consult anyone at Tesla. From the car, he opened his Twitter app, and at 12:48 p.m. he sent sixty-one characters into the world:5


Am considering taking Tesla private at $420. Funding secured.



Then he boarded his plane.

The stock jumped. At 2:08 that afternoon, NASDAQ halted trading in Tesla and kept it halted for over an hour while the exchange tried to understand what had happened.6 By the close, the stock had risen nearly 11 percent over the previous day.7 The take-private went nowhere (within about two weeks Musk had abandoned it, after the Saudi fund told Bloomberg the two sides had merely been “in talks”), but the words were already on the record, and they were, as a matter of fact, false.8 He had not secured the funding. He had picked the price, $420, by rounding up from a real calculation of $419 because, he later said, four-twenty was slang for marijuana and he thought his girlfriend would find it funny.9

This is where the referee enters the story. A public company in the United States operates under federal securities law, a body of rules built to keep the playing field level, chief among them the rule that you cannot say something about your company that you know to be false.10 The body that enforces those rules is the Securities and Exchange Commission, the SEC. The day after the tweet, it opened an investigation.11

For the rest of this chapter, watch the referees. Three times the American system winds up and blows the whistle on the richest defendant alive. Three times the whistle converts into a price, and the price into a punchline. The gap between the size of the offense and the size of the consequence is the whole chapter.



The SEC’s complaint, when it came, was not subtle. Musk, it charged, “had not even discussed, much less confirmed, key deal terms, including price, with any potential funding source”; when he sent the tweet, “Musk knew that he had never discussed a going-private transaction at $420 per share with any potential funding source.”12 The charge was securities fraud. The remedy the agency asked the court for was severe: that Musk “be prohibited from acting as an officer or director of any issuer,” a lifetime ban from running any public company, which would have meant the end of him at Tesla.13

It very nearly didn’t get settled at all, because Musk first agreed to a deal and then blew it up. The two sides believed they had terms late on September 26, and the SEC planned to announce them. Early the next morning, Musk’s lawyer called: the deal was off. He had changed his mind, worried about how a settlement might affect his ability to raise debt for SpaceX. Stunned, the SEC rushed to the courthouse and, after the markets closed, filed suit, asking a judge to banish him from the leadership of a public company for life.14 Tesla’s shares fell hard.15 Sitting at Tesla’s Fremont headquarters the next day, Musk clutched a bottle of water and stared at a monitor tuned to CNBC, where the chyron read: SEC charges Tesla Founder & CEO Elon Musk with Fraud.16 His lawyers spent that night trying to change his mind back, at one point asking the investor Mark Cuban to help. They were joined by his brother Kimbal, his board ally Antonio Gracias, and his chief financial officer. Reluctantly, he agreed.17

Two days later, on September 29, the settlement was announced, and it was approved by a federal judge that October.18 Here are its terms. Musk would pay a $20 million fine; Tesla would pay another $20 million. Musk would step down as Tesla’s chairman for three years, and a longtime board loyalist, Robyn Denholm, would replace him. He would keep his job as chief executive. He did not have to admit he had done anything wrong, though he was barred from denying it. And the company would appoint a lawyer to review his market-moving tweets before he posted them, a provision the press promptly nicknamed the “Twitter sitter.”19

The fine was the headline. The fine was also, as the New York Times reporters who covered him later put it, “less than a tenth of a percent of his net worth at the time.”20

He did not behave like a man who had lost. A week after the suit was filed and twelve days before the judge signed off on the deal, Musk tweeted his verdict on the agency that had just caught him:21


Just want to that the Shortseller Enrichment Commission is doing incredible work. And the name change is so on point!



A few weeks later, a follower asked him about the tweet that had cost him $20 million. His reply was two words: “Worth it.”22 In December, on 60 Minutes, Lesley Stahl asked him directly about the consent decree, and he gave her the line that says it all: “I do not respect the SEC.”23 When she pressed on the Twitter sitter (the lawyer put in to watch over him), Stahl offered a word: “like a babysitter.” Musk’s face contorted in something like disgust. The idea was unrealistic, he told her, “in the sense I am the largest shareholder in the company and I can just call for a shareholder vote and get anything done that I want.”24 On national television, he was explaining that the supervision was decorative, and he was right.

The proof is in the seven years that followed. In February 2019 he tweeted a production forecast he had to walk back hours later; the SEC moved to hold him in contempt, telling the court he “has never sought pre-approval for a single tweet” since the decree took effect.25 The judge declined to rule, instead ordering both sides to “take a deep breath, put your reasonableness pants on,” and confer.26 What they produced was a reworded decree, narrowing the requirement to a list of specific topics; no contempt was ever found.27 When the SEC’s own files later came out, they showed the agency writing to Tesla in 2019 and 2020 to complain that the tweets kept going out without any pre-approval at all, and never filing a motion to make him comply.28 When he sued in 2022 to throw off the decree as a “muzzle,” a federal appeals court refused, noting that across the whole life of the deal the SEC had opened “just three inquiries into Musk’s tweets since 2018.”29 The record of the decree, in sum: letters complaining no tweet was ever submitted for review, no contempt finding, no enforcement action, and one defendant who said on camera that he did not respect the agency.30

The whistle, blown as loud as the agency could blow it, was fully absorbed. And then, four and a half years after the tweet, in February 2023, a federal jury in San Francisco delivered the final word. A separate group of investors had sued Musk privately, claiming the “funding secured” tweet had cost them money. The judge had already ruled, before trial, that the claim was untrue; the only question left for the jury was whether investors had relied on it.31 Their lawyer kept it simple: “This is about rules,” he told them. “This is about applying rules to billionaires like Elon Musk.”32 Musk took the stand and offered the jury a theory of his own influence that doubled as a confession of how little he thought his words were worth: “Just because I tweet something does not mean people believe it or will act accordingly.”33 The jury deliberated for about two hours and found him not liable. The plaintiffs’ attorneys embraced one another in something close to silence.34 To the buyers of that stock, the damages came to zero.35

Tally the referee’s maximum effort, then. A $20 million fine that cost him less than a tenth of a percent of his fortune. A chairmanship he traded away and then mocked as meaningless on national television. A tweet-review provision the record shows was never once used. A jury verdict of not liable. And an agency he ridiculed by name, the joke still running two years later, when he offered to send some of a windfall “to the Shortseller Enrichment Commission to comfort them through these difficult times.”36 This was the system working at full extension. This is what it produced.



The second receipt is shorter, because there is less to it: a number, and the fact that it was paid.

On May 19, 2022, Business Insider reported that SpaceX had paid a flight attendant on Musk’s corporate-jet crew $250,000 to settle a claim. The attendant, the outlet reported, had said that in 2016 Musk exposed himself to her on a flight, rubbed her leg without consent, and offered to buy her a horse in exchange for an erotic massage. The settlement, signed in November 2018, included a nondisclosure agreement.37 Musk denied the accusations and called the story politically motivated.38 What is not in dispute, because it is the entire point, is the settlement itself: the company paid $250,000, and the reporting of that payment went unrebutted.39

The record sets a price on the alternative without any help from the narrator. When more than four hundred SpaceX employees signed an open letter calling their chief executive’s public behavior “a frequent source of distraction and embarrassment,” the company’s president, Gwynne Shotwell, had five of the letter’s organizers fired the next day, for what she called “overreaching activism.”40 One employee, in a meeting about the firings, asked whether Musk had the right to sexually harass workers without repercussions. A vice president didn’t answer. “SpaceX is Elon and Elon is SpaceX,” he said instead.41 Criticizing him cost five people their jobs. The claim against him cost a quarter of a million dollars of the company’s money, and surfaced four years late. A line item, not a trial.



The third referee is the one that actually had the leverage (a court, ruling on the question of who controls Tesla), and it is where the chapter’s logic finishes assembling itself. Watch closely, because this is the part where the board stops being a check on the man and becomes a notary for him.

In 2018, Tesla’s board granted Musk a pay package of staggering size: up to twelve tranches of stock options, each unlocking when the company hit a pair of targets, a market-capitalization milestone and an operational one.42 If he hit all twelve, it would be worth, by the court’s later reckoning, $55.8 billion at its maximum: “the largest potential compensation opportunity ever observed in public markets by multiple orders of magnitude,” 250 times the size of the median plan at comparable companies.43 Musk had pitched it to the board himself, telling them it should come across “as an ultra bullish view of the future, given that this comp package is worth nothing if ‘all’ I do is almost double Tesla’s market cap.”44 The shareholders approved it. Then he won every tranche, and became the richest person on earth.45

That same year, a Tesla shareholder named Richard Tornetta sued, alleging that the directors who handed Musk the package had breached their duty to the company.46 The case landed in Delaware’s Court of Chancery, the country’s premier business court, before Chancellor Kathaleen McCormick, the chief judge of that court, and, as it happened, the same judge who had presided over the litigation when Musk tried to back out of buying Twitter.47 After a trial, on January 30, 2024, she issued her opinion. It ran past two hundred pages, and it began with a question:48


Was the richest person in the world overpaid?



Her answer was yes, and the reason was the board. The directors who approved the largest pay package in the history of public companies, she found, had never seriously negotiated it. “Swept up by the rhetoric of ‘all upside,’ or perhaps starry eyed by Musk’s superstar appeal, the board never asked the $55.8 billion question,” she wrote: “Was the plan even necessary for Tesla to retain Musk and achieve its goals?”49 The chair of the committee that was supposed to bargain on the company’s behalf, Ira Ehrenpreis, testified that he had not viewed the negotiation as adversarial at all: “We were not on different sides of things.” A second committee member, Antonio Gracias, conceded there had been no “positional negotiation.” That testimony, McCormick wrote, “came as close to admitting a controlled mindset as it gets.”50

The people who were supposed to check Musk, she found, could not be expected to. Ehrenpreis had a fifteen-year relationship with him. Gracias had business ties going back two decades and vacationed with Musk’s family. The general counsel running messages between Musk and the committee, Todd Maron, was Musk’s former divorce attorney, whose admiration for his client “moved him to tears during his deposition,” and it was, McCormick wrote, “unclear on whose side Maron viewed himself.”51 As for the broader claim that the board could meaningfully stand up to the man, she set out the evidence in a stretch of blunt bullet points, noting that the volume of it was “so overwhelming that it is burdensome to set out in prose”: employees calling him a tyrant who fires people on a whim; no one permitted to look at his email; and a moment in 2021 when, without consulting the board, Musk simply appointed himself “Technoking” of Tesla, a title, she observed, he compared to being a monarch.52

Her conclusion was the cleanest statement of the chapter’s whole subject. “Musk launched a self-driving process, recalibrating the speed and direction along the way as he saw fit,” she wrote. “The process arrived at an unfair price. And through this litigation, the plaintiff requests a recall.”53 She granted it. The $55.8 billion package was rescinded.

The response was the reveal. Musk did not appeal and wait. He went on Twitter. “Never incorporate your company in the state of Delaware,” he posted the day of the ruling. Within two days he had run a poll, declared the public “unequivocally in favor of Texas,” and announced that Tesla would hold a shareholder vote to move the company’s legal home to a friendlier state. He called McCormick a judge who “has done more to damage Delaware than any judge in modern history,” and noted that she “literally earns more than I do.”54 Then he did exactly what he had promised. In June 2024, at Tesla’s annual meeting, he put the rescinded package back to the shareholders and asked them to approve it a second time, and they did, with about three-quarters of the votes cast, while also voting to reincorporate the company in Texas.55

McCormick was unmoved. In December 2024 she ruled that the re-vote changed nothing: the defendants “have no procedural ground for flipping the outcome of an adverse post-trial decision based on evidence they created after trial.”56 But the case went up on appeal, and on December 19, 2025, the Delaware Supreme Court reversed her, not on the findings, but on the remedy. The justices left her facts standing; “We rely on the facts as found by the Court of Chancery after trial,” they wrote, and noted among themselves only “varying views on the liability determination.” What they reversed was the cure. Rescission, they held, was the wrong tool. They reinstated the 2018 package and awarded the shareholder who had spent seven years fighting it his damages in full: one dollar.57

The plain verdict is this. The referees did their jobs. The fine was paid like a parking ticket, the settlement like a tip, the board vote like an invoice. At this altitude, the consequences a system can impose are simply a thing you purchase, and he never once missed a payment.

The checks only got bigger as the conduct got worse. While the appeal was still pending, in August 2025, a two-person committee of the same board granted Musk another roughly $29 billion in restricted stock, explicitly as a hedge, in case he lost.58 And then, in November 2025, six weeks before the Supreme Court even ruled, Tesla’s shareholders approved a new package: more than 423 million shares, around 12 percent of the company, vesting against milestones that run all the way up to an $8.5 trillion market value, a package worth, if fully earned, up to a trillion dollars, and described across the financial press as the largest in corporate history.59 A court had found the board captured. The shareholders’ answer was a bigger check.

And it was not only the board’s money. The same pattern ran through the outside investors, the ones with no fiduciary tie to Musk at all. After he told advertisers fleeing his platform to “go fuck yourself” at a 2023 conference, his artificial-intelligence company, xAI, raised six billion dollars, and then another six billion. After the year he spent running the government’s cost-cutting office while his chatbot was generating antisemitic posts, xAI closed a twenty-billion-dollar round at a valuation near $230 billion, the largest in the history of artificial-intelligence financing, with Tesla itself putting in roughly two billion of it.60 The worse the behavior got, the more money arrived to back it.



It helps to do the arithmetic. The original fine, $40 million, counting both halves, landed against a fortune that by 2021 had passed $190 billion.61 That is on the order of two-hundredths of one percent of his net worth. For a typical American household, the proportional equivalent would be a fine of around fifteen dollars, less than the cost of the parking ticket the chapter is named for.62

The pattern was still running as this was written. In January 2025, the SEC sued Musk again, this time over the original Twitter purchase, alleging he had disclosed his stake in the company eleven days late while quietly buying more than $500 million of additional shares “from the unsuspecting public at artificially low prices,” and that “in total, Musk underpaid Twitter investors by more than $150 million.”63 In May 2026, the two sides reached a proposed settlement: a civil penalty of $1.5 million, to be paid by a Musk trust, with no return of the $150 million.64 Accused of pocketing $150 million off the public, he had offered to pay back one percent of it. The federal judge assigned to approve the deal balked. “I am not going to rubber stamp this settlement and I cannot rubber stamp this settlement,” she said from the bench; its irregularities “raise red flags for me.” She had one question in particular: “Is Mr. Musk getting some kind of special treatment in this case?” As this chapter was written, she had not yet ruled.65

The question answers itself, and it is the question of the whole chapter. Past a certain number, the outcomes are for sale. The luck that carried him this far has hardened into a purchased certainty, the consequences priced, and paid like tolls. He no longer needs the luck. He would spend the rest of this story buying.

Which leaves only the question his defenders have been waiting to ask. Forget the luck and the money for a moment: what was the man actually good at? It deserves an honest hearing. So does the question that comes with it, good at it in which world?






Chapter Twelve — Survival of the Luckiest

Suppose a text arrives, out of nowhere, from a number you don’t recognize. It tells you who will win Sunday’s football game. No pitch, no catch, just the pick, free. You ignore it. Sunday, the team it named wins. The next week another text comes, another pick, and it wins too. Then a third, a fourth, a fifth. Five Sundays, five winners, not one miss. By the time the sixth text comes and the sender finally asks you for a little money for the next pick, the question is no longer whether he can see the future. The only question is how much.

Here is what you cannot see from inside your own phone. In week one the sender did not send one text. He sent ten thousand, to ten thousand strangers, and half of them named one team and half named the other. Five thousand people got the wrong pick and deleted the thread. To the five thousand who got the right one he sent a second text, and split them again, half this way and half that. Twenty-five hundred saw two in a row. Then twelve hundred and fifty saw three, and a few hundred saw four, and by the fifth week a small handful of people, you among them, had watched this stranger call five straight games without a single miss. To every one of you he looks like a prophet. He has in fact done nothing but flip coins in your name and let the losers fall away. The wins were real. The genius was an illusion manufactured by the size of the crowd and the silent disappearance of everyone who lost.

This book has spent eleven chapters on Elon Musk, and the moment has come to say the thing all of them have been circling. He is the man who got the five texts. He is also, and this is the part that makes the whole machine run, a man who sincerely believes he is the prophet, because from inside a winning streak luck is indistinguishable from genius, and no one has ever shown him the size of the crowd.



So here is what the record will let us grant him, and it is the only thing: he is tenacious. Bull-headed past the point of reason, unable to stop, unwilling to fold, willing to put everything he owns on a square the whole room has walked away from. That trait is real. It is also the single most common trait among people who attempt difficult things. Every founder who ever chased something hard had it; it is the price of the ticket, not the prize at the end. And here is the part the myth cannot survive: tenacity toward a brilliant idea and tenacity toward an idiotic one look identical from the inside, and identical from the outside, right up until the luck arrives, or doesn’t.

Because his bets were not the calculations of a man reading the future. Read honestly, with the ending covered up, they were reckless. He poured his fortune into a rocket startup in a decade when rocket startups were where fortunes went to die,1 and into a car company in the one stretch of years when every serious automaker on earth had concluded the electric car was a dead end and was busy killing its own.2 Those were not shrewd plays. They were wild lunges that happened to be standing in the right spot when the United States government decided to rain money on exactly those two industries. The bets read as vision now only because we are reading them backward, from the single timeline where they paid.

To see that the tenacity was never the thing, look at the people who had every bit as much of it and are not the richest men alive. Elizabeth Holmes was as tenacious as anyone Silicon Valley ever produced, and as certain, and as gifted at bending a room to her belief; but the physics of running two hundred tests on a drop of blood from a finger were not on her side, and no government was writing billion-dollar checks for the thing she swore she could build, and so the same qualities that made Musk a prophet made her a convicted felon.3 Jonathan Abrams built the first real social network, Friendster, two years before Mark Zuckerberg built his, and for a moment it was a phenomenon, three million people in a matter of months. Then it died of its own success. This was 2003, before cheap cloud computing existed, when every surge of users meant another rack of staggeringly expensive servers, and Friendster’s architecture could not keep up; the site slowed to a crawl, and the crowd drifted off to the faster networks coming up behind it. Money was not the problem. Abrams raised about thirteen million dollars from the Valley’s best venture firms and turned down a thirty-million-dollar buyout from Google, and it changed nothing, because by the time his engineers finally got the thing running smoothly, years later, everyone had already gone. Zuckerberg, who launched in 2004 and at first raised almost exactly the same kind of money, simply never hit that wall, having arrived a little later, after someone else had shown where it was.4 Abrams is a trivia question today and Zuckerberg is a god, and the difference between them was not the idea, which Abrams had first, and not the money, which was much the same. It was which one of them the timing happened to spare. For every tenacious founder whose lunge paid off, there are thousands whose identical drive, aimed at a goal the luck never reached, ended in a bankruptcy no one wrote a book about.

This is not a metaphor. It is the actual mechanism, and nature runs it in the open. Consider the octopus. A female lays eggs by the tens or hundreds of thousands, drapes them across the roof of her den, guards them without eating until they hatch, and dies. Of those hundreds of thousands of young, on the order of one or two will live to grow up.5 The survivors are not the ones who wanted it more. Nearly every one of them could swim and hide and hunt; so could the uncountable host that drifted into the baleen of a passing whale, or the mouth of a fish, or a current that set them down somewhere with nothing to eat. Being able to swim was required. It was not the reason you lived. You lived because the whale went left.

We have a phrase for this and we hold it upside down. “Survival of the fittest” is heard as a promise that the best rise, that the fish you are looking at is the fastest fish and the founder you are reading about is the smartest founder. What the idea actually says is narrower and colder: you have to be fit enough to stay in the game, and then, among all the fit-enough, who survives is mostly the whale’s affair. Fitness is the threshold. Luck is the selector. The ocean is full of capable animals no one will ever count, because they were eaten before anyone thought to look for them, and the history of capitalism is written the same way, by the survivors, about the survivors, as if the water held no one else.



If that still sounds like a philosopher’s abstraction, take the one achievement Musk is credited with above all others, and simply count how many other people pulled it off.

In the American telling, founding an electric-car company is a kind of miracle, a feat so improbable that the man who managed it must be touched by something the rest of us lack. Then you look up from the telling and start counting. In China, by 2018, more than five hundred companies had registered to build electric vehicles. Roughly four hundred have since died, an entire continent of founders most of whom you will never hear of, because they got the wrong letter. But the dead are the easy half of the story. The hard half, the half the myth cannot absorb, is that scores of them did not die. Something like a hundred and thirty Chinese carmakers are still building electric vehicles today, and dozens are thriving, and they are not a row of lone visionaries. Some are startups, BYD and NIO and XPeng. Many more are the opposite: lumbering state-owned enterprises, the kind of sclerotic government car companies the genius theory swears could never innovate their way out of a parking lot. SAIC’s joint venture builds the cheap little Wuling that for a stretch outsold every other electric car in the country; GAC, BAIC, Changan, Dongfeng, and FAW, every one of them an arm of the Chinese state, now turn out electric vehicles by the millions. If founding an electric-car company takes a singular, irreplaceable genius, then China has produced a hundred of them, and several of them are government bureaus.6 In Vietnam, a man named Pham Nhat Vuong, who had made his first fortune selling instant noodles in Ukraine, decided in 2017 that he would build cars, and now sells electric vehicles on three continents.7 The government of Mexico is building one, a small electric car meant to sell for around eighty-six hundred dollars, designed by Mexican public universities.8 India has Tata and Mahindra and a crowd of others; Malaysia’s national carmaker builds an electric car with the Chinese; the list runs on well past the point of interest.9 It turns out that founding an electric-car company is a thing that noodle salesmen and education ministries do. It is hard. It is not a miracle, and it is not rare.

What is rare, and this is the entire game, is being the one the weather chooses. So run the cleanest comparison in the business. Take Tesla, and take BYD, the Chinese company that in 2025 passed it to become the largest seller of electric cars on earth.10 Both were raised on heavy state support: the Chinese government had poured decades of subsidy and mandate into its electric-vehicle industry exactly as the American government poured contracts and credits into Tesla.11 Comparable patrons, comparable backing. And when engineers take the two companies’ cars apart on the bench, the verdict is not close. BYD builds its sedan, in China, for about fifteen percent less than it costs Tesla to build the Model 3 in China, a durable cost advantage of roughly a quarter, the work of a company that makes three-quarters of its own parts.12 Same backing; better car, cheaper. The asymmetry between the two is not that one had a patron and the other did not. Both did. The only asymmetry is that one of them got turned into a myth. And watch what the myth is now doing with its lead. The United States has thrown up a 100 percent tariff to keep BYD’s cars off American roads entirely, the steepest wall it could build around its champion, and from behind that wall Tesla is quietly backing out of the car business. It has announced the end of the Model S and the Model X; it sells a bare two models against BYD’s full ladder; and in its own annual report it has stopped calling itself a carmaker at all, describing instead a “transition from a hardware-centric business to a physical AI company.” The most valuable car company on earth, handed the most protected market it could ask for, is rebranding its way out of making cars.13



Now turn the same logic onto his flaws, because they are as real as his tenacity and they run the other way.

Pull the luck out and set the man down somewhere ordinary. Imagine Elon Musk managing a McDonald’s. The same Elon, brilliant in flashes and tireless and also abusive, erratic, absolutely certain, given to firing people on a whim and ripping out systems that worked and dressing down the crew in front of each other. In almost any franchise in the country that manager is gone inside a year; the regional office has opened a file on him by the second quarter. He survives in exactly one set of circumstances: if he has happened to draw the busiest intersection in town, and a steady assistant manager who quietly runs the store while he rages, and a regional boss who finds it easier to look the other way as long as the numbers come in. Give him those three pieces of luck and the store makes its quarter in spite of him, and a few people may even begin to call him a great manager, a genius, the man who can’t be questioned, the one whose tantrums must somehow be the secret of it all.

That is the whole account of Elon Musk, drawn small. The busy intersection was the government of the United States and a financial mania. The steady assistant managers were the Gwynne Shotwells and the thousands of nameless engineers who actually flew the rockets and built the cars. The regional boss who looked away was a culture that had decided in advance, as a matter of principle, that a founder’s cruelty is the toll you pay for his vision and must not be examined too closely. The same personality that “disrupts” gloriously when there is a trillion dollars of public money and public goodwill under it is, once you take the money away, just a man who is hard to work for. And we do not have to imagine the version with the money taken away, because the record ran that experiment several times before any patron arrived. His own board fired him out of the top job at his first company.14 His own people fired him as chief executive of his second while he was on a plane to his honeymoon.15 His rocket company failed three times in a row and came within a payroll of death.16 Fired, fired, three-for-three. Same man each time, the same drive and certainty and bottomless refusal to quit; the qualities never once wavered. The only thing that ever changed, when it finally changed, was that the luck arrived.



None of this is a brief for contempt, and it matters to be clear about that, because the easy misreading of this book is that it takes Elon Musk for a fool. It does not. The surviving octopus is not a fool. It is, very often, a genuinely remarkable animal, and so are these men. They tend to be abnormally driven, abnormally willing to be hated, abnormally good at bending a room to their own certainty. We are not saying they are ordinary. We are saying that being extraordinary is itself common, that the world is thick with people every bit as gifted and a great deal less destructive, and that the line between the few we crown and the millions we never name is drawn, overwhelmingly, by luck. The reason to look squarely at this is not to pull the survivors down. It is to stop mistaking them for proof of a thing they do not prove.

And the mistake is not free. It is the most expensive mistake we make. Because we believe the genius is real and rare and irreplaceable, we handed a private rocket company the inheritance of fifty years of public spaceflight instead of spending the same money to strengthen the agency that already knew how, the organ transplant of an earlier chapter, performed because we could no longer imagine the public doing for itself what a lone visionary might consent to do for us.17 Because we believe it, our venture capitalists shovel fortunes into one mythologized founder and his losses while the institutions that could have done the same work as well or better are told they lack the magic. General Motors built a real electric car in the 1990s, the EV1, and then recalled its own fleet and crushed it in the Arizona desert.18 Ford reached across the Atlantic, bought Norway’s homegrown electric carmaker, Think, and a few years later lost its nerve and shut it down.19 Both companies had the whole capability in hand a decade before Tesla sold a single car, and both threw it away, and then one lucky outsider was canonized for inventing the thing they had killed. Norway, which built that car and watched an American company bury it, now leads the world in electric driving and fills its roads with everyone’s cars but its own.20 Because we believe it, governments hand men like Elon Musk billions and then trillions of dollars, and then look up, startled, as the men use the money to buy the government’s own megaphone, capture its agencies, and set about taking apart the society that paid for them.

That is why the survivorship matters, and why it is worth a whole book to see it without the myth in the way. The danger was never that we had too few geniuses. It is that we believed in them so completely that we gave away our own money, our own power, and our own institutions to whoever the weather happened to spare, and a few of the people the weather spares turn out to be precisely the people you would least want holding the keys. One of them is the subject of this book. We have spent eleven chapters watching him get lucky. We will spend the rest watching what he did with more luck than any person in history has ever been handed, once he discovered there was no longer anyone with the standing to tell him no.




Chapter Thirteen — Where It Hurts

The last chapter granted Elon Musk one thing without an asterisk: he does not stop. He will not fold, will not take a no, will put everything he has on a square the whole room has walked away from. Pointed at a rocket, that refusal can look like greatness. But it has a second face (the one his luck was always quietly covering for), and that face does not turn on machines. It turns on people: on someone who has crossed him and cannot fight back, who never worked for him and so cannot be fired, who has no leverage, no recourse, and often no clear idea what they did. This chapter is three of those people. They have nothing in common but him. One was his wife. One was the most loyal employee he ever had. One was a stranger on the far side of the planet who had just helped pull twelve children out of a flooded cave. Watch what he does to each of them, and watch what it costs him, which is nothing, because the cost of his cruelty has never once been his to pay. Someone else always pays it.



Start at home, because that is where the cruelty started, and it started before the money, which is the first thing worth knowing about it. The fortune did not make him this way. It only gave the way he already was a longer reach.

He married Justine Wilson, a Canadian writer he had courted since college, in 2000. The marriage had tender stretches (they would read over coffee at a bookstore near Palo Alto, she remembered, and there were moments of being “just totally content”), and in the rest of it, by her account and his brother’s, it was brutal.1 At the wedding, dancing the first dance, he leaned in and gave her something between a sweet nothing and a notice: “I am the alpha in this relationship.”2 During their worst fights, when Justine told him how much she hated him, he had a line ready. “If you were my employee,” he would say, “I would fire you.” He called her “a moron” and “an idiot,” and Justine, who had met the source, knew where the words came from. “When I spent some time with Errol” (Elon’s father), “I realized that’s where he’d gotten the vocabulary.”3 Kimbal, who as a boy had fought his brother with fists, could not stand to watch him fight his wife with words. “Holy moly, this is brutal,” he said. “I ended up distancing myself from him for years.”4

When the marriage finally broke, the cruelty turned administrative. He gave her an ultimatum: “Either we fix [the marriage] today, or I will divorce you tomorrow,” and when she asked for a week to think, he nodded, touched the top of her head, and left. Later that morning she went to buy something and found that her credit card had been cut off; that was how she learned he had already filed for divorce. He had not told her himself. He had had another person do it.5 She wrote about the marriage afterward, in an essay for Marie Claire she titled “I Was a Starter Wife.”6 And to the man whose business this book has spent a dozen chapters auditing, her writing was not a wife’s account of a marriage. It was, in one chronicler’s phrase, “another public relations crisis” for his companies, a line worth keeping, because it is the first appearance of the only cost any of this ever carried for him. Not guilt. Exposure.7



If the cruelty toward Justine can be filed, however cheaply, under the wreckage of a marriage, the case of Mary Beth Brown cannot be filed under anything but what it is. Brown was Musk’s executive assistant for more than a decade, though “assistant” undersells it past the point of usefulness. She was, in Ashlee Vance’s description, practically “an extension of Musk”: the one person who crossed into all of his worlds, shuttling weekly between Los Angeles and Silicon Valley, working nights and weekends, running his schedule across two companies, handling press, often making decisions in his name. For more than ten years she gave up her own life for his.8

In early 2014 she asked to be paid on a par with SpaceX’s top executives, which, given what she was actually doing, was a reasonable thing to ask. Musk’s answer was a kind of management koan. He told her to take a couple of weeks off; he would cover her duties himself and see how hard they really were. When she came back, he told her he did not need her anymore, and had Gwynne Shotwell’s assistant start booking his meetings.9 His later explanation was that Brown had grown too comfortable speaking on his behalf and, frankly, “needed a life.”10

Inside SpaceX and Tesla, people who had watched a great deal of Musk found this one hard to swallow. Vance, no enemy of his, called it the “granddaddy example” of the boss’s “callous interoffice style,” and the people around it read it as “the ultimate confirmation of his cruel stoicism.”11 The comparison that went around the offices was to a comic-book hero, because Musk had spent years happily being likened to Tony Stark, the billionaire inventor of the Iron Man films. Tony Stark does not fire Pepper Potts. He adores her, trusts her, takes care of her for life; she is the one person he can count on. Musk had cast himself in the part for years, and then he showed everyone the difference between the character and the man. Loyalty, total, decade-long, self-erasing, bought exactly nothing. The lesson the rank and file took from it was the right one: the closer you got to him, the more disposable you were.



And then, in the summer of 2018, that second face turned on a man who had never met him, never worked for him, never said a private word to him, and had just helped pull twelve boys and their soccer coach out of a flooded cave in Thailand.

When the Wild Boars and their coach were trapped underground by rising water and the world held its breath, Musk had his engineers build a small rescue submarine, a child-sized sealed pod tested over a weekend in a Los Angeles school swimming pool, and flew it to Thailand on his private jet.12 He was not a fool to try. He checked first, by email, with a leader of the rescue effort: “If it isn’t needed or won’t help, that would be great to know.” The reply was that it was “absolutely worth continuing.”13 But by the time the pod reached the cave, divers were already bringing the boys out the slow, human way, and the submarine was never used. The boys lived. Musk flew on to Shanghai to sign a deal for a Tesla factory.14 There the story should have ended.

It did not end, because a sixty-three-year-old British caver named Vernon Unsworth, who had spent days at the cave advising the actual rescuers and knew its passages intimately, was asked about the submarine on CNN and answered honestly. It was “just a PR stunt,” he said, one that “had absolutely no chance of working”: Musk had “no conception of what the cave passage was like.” And then, with a giggle, he offered that Musk could “stick his submarine where it hurts.”15

Most people absorb an insult like that and go on with their lives. Musk answered it, four days later, by calling a stranger a child molester in front of the world. “Sorry pedo guy,” he wrote on Twitter, “you really did ask for it.” When another user asked whether he was actually accusing Unsworth of pedophilia, he raised the bet: “Bet ya a signed dollar it’s true.” He had, in the flat words of his own authorized biographer, “no evidence for his allegations.”16 Tesla’s stock fell three and a half percent, roughly two billion dollars of the company’s value, on the strength of its chief executive calling a rescue worker a pedophile for sport.17

This is where the private cruelty became a public liability, and where you can watch, in slow motion, the only feature of any of it that ever cost him a thing. His own investors started calling. Joe Fath of T. Rowe Price phoned to tell him, “This stuff has got to stop… You’re doing major damage to the brand.”18 His chief of staff and his general counsel scrambled to walk him back; he fought them off first, “I’m not happy about the suggested approach,” he wrote, “we need to stop panicking,” and then, hours later, put out an apology, pleading that the submarine “had been built as an act of kindness” and that, whatever Unsworth had said, “his actions against me do not justify my actions against him, and for that I apologize to Mr. Unsworth.”19

He could have stopped there. Instead he kept going, in the dark, with money. He had already had Jared Birchall, the head of his family office, hire a private investigator to dig up dirt on Unsworth, to “reverse engineer the truth” of the accusation he had invented out of nothing. The investigator, paid about fifty thousand dollars, turned out to be a former convict who had faked his credentials and who fed Birchall and Musk false information.20 Armed with that garbage, Musk wrote to a BuzzFeed reporter, headed the message “off the record” (an arrangement the reporter had never agreed to), and called Unsworth “a child rapist,” asserting that he had moved to Thailand “for a child bride who was about 12 years old.” None of it was true; Isaacson notes plainly that the claim about Unsworth’s wife “was untrue,” and the email signed off: “I fucking hope he sues me.”21 BuzzFeed published it under the headline that wrote itself.22

The instant it was public, he knew what he had done. “Yes, this is extremely bad,” he wrote to his outside public-relations adviser. “Still, I’m a fucking idiot.” It was, he admitted, “one of the dumbest things I’ve ever done,” landing as it did in the middle of the worst stretch of his year.23 And his board was left to sit with a genuinely vertiginous question: whether the most expensive tantrum in corporate history was survivable at all. A Reuters columnist set the dilemma down in black and white. Firing him over the “pedo guy” tweet “could precipitate a crisis of confidence among investors… for a capital-hungry public company that might prove terminal.”24 They were boxed in. The same outburst that was “doing major damage to the brand” had also made the man too dangerous to remove, because by then the brand was him. So they kept him. The stock recovered, the moment passed, and he paid nothing, the way he never did.

Unsworth sued for defamation. The trial, four days in a Los Angeles federal court in December 2019, was its own compact lesson in what enough money and the right lawyer can buy. Musk’s attorney, Alex Spiro, told the jury that the tweets were not accusations at all: “These tweets are not allegations of crimes. They are joking, taunting tweets in a fight between men.”25 Unsworth testified that the label had left him “humiliated, ashamed, dirty,” that he now had “good days and… bad days.”26 The jury deliberated for less than an hour and found Musk not liable.27 He walked out of the courthouse to a waiting Tesla and a wall of cameras and delivered his verdict on the verdict: “My faith in humanity is restored.”28

Add up that ledger. Unsworth got the humiliation and the bad days. Musk got the acquittal, a stock that recovered, and the last word. He had manufactured a child-molestation charge against a man who had helped save children, paid a fraud to back it up, broadcast it to the planet, watched it knock two billion dollars off his own company and put his own job in front of his board, and walked away without losing a dollar or an hour. That is the whole pattern in one man’s ordeal: the cruelty is free to him, because he is never the one who pays for it; the only person who ever pays is the one on the other end of it.



Three people, then: a wife, an assistant, a stranger. The reach widens at every step, from the woman in his house to the woman who ran his life to a man he had never met on the far side of the earth, and the cost to him holds steady the entire way, which is to say at zero. Each time, someone else carried it: Justine into a courtroom, Brown into an unemployment line, Unsworth through a year of being branded a pedophile by the most-followed man on Twitter. Each time, the cost settled onto someone who was not him.

There was an obvious next question, and in 2022 he set out to answer it himself. What happens when he turns that same face not on a person who can only sue him, but on an institution, a public company with a signed contract and the entire apparatus of Delaware law ranged on the other side, and bets, recklessly, that he will walk away clean from that too? He wagered forty-four billion dollars on the answer. It is the next chapter.




Chapter Fourteen — Ferocity Without Luck

Every claim in this book rests on a counterfactual: that without the breaks, the same man and the same methods produce a smoking crater. Counterfactuals are cheap, and a fair reader should distrust ours. So it matters that in 2022 he ran the experiment himself: forty-four billion dollars, in public, on the record (literally on the record, because Delaware subpoenaed his phone). For once, no mania inflated his asset. No agency called three days before Christmas. No court, this time, could save him from his own signature. The court’s job was to enforce it. Watch what the ferocity does on its own.

On September 29, 2022, the Delaware Court of Chancery published its discovery file in Twitter v. Musk, and among the documents were forty pages of the richest man alive’s private text messages, to his bankers, his friends, his ex-wife. They had been collected for a trial Twitter was about to win, and they were entered as exhibits.1 Nearly everything in this chapter is in them. That is the unusual thing about the story: it does not need to be reconstructed. It was subpoenaed. The texts run as two exhibits, Exhibit H and Exhibit J, and where they are quoted below, the sender marked “Self” is Musk.2 A columnist at The Atlantic, Charlie Warzel, read the dump and wrote the line everyone remembered: “What is so illuminating about the Musk messages is just how unimpressive, unimaginative, and sycophantic the powerful men in Musk’s contacts appear to be. … Whoever said there are no bad ideas in brainstorming never had access to Elon Musk’s phone.”3

Here is how a forty-four-billion-dollar decision got made.

It started, in the texts, as a complaint about the company itself. On March 26, Jack Dorsey, who had cofounded Twitter, run it twice, and would be off its board within weeks, wrote to Musk: “Yes, a new platform is needed. It can’t be a company. This is why I left.”4 Twitter’s own founder telling its would-be buyer that the thing should not exist as a business at all. Musk agreed, and kept agreeing, and then set out to buy the business.

Two weeks later the temperature changed. Twitter’s chief executive, Parag Agrawal, a sixteen-year company engineer who had been given the top job only that November, sent Musk a careful, conciliatory message on April 9 about “the level of internal distraction” Musk’s tweeting was causing.5 Forty-nine seconds later, Musk replied: “What did you get done this week?” Then, in the same minute: “I’m not joining the board. This is a waste of time.” One minute and forty-four seconds after Agrawal’s note, Musk had typed the sentence that would cost him forty-four billion dollars: “Will make an offer to take Twitter private.”6 To Bret Taylor, Twitter’s chairman, a quarter hour later: “Please expect a take private offer.” And, in the same exchange, the line his future court adversaries would frame and hang on the wall: purging fake users, he wrote, “will make the numbers look terrible.”7 He knew. He would spend the summer pretending he had just found out.

What followed in the texts was not diligence. It was a court forming around a king. On April 20, Musk asked Larry Ellison, the cofounder of the software giant Oracle, an old friend who would later take a seat on Tesla’s board, whether he wanted in. “Yes…of course 👍,” Ellison wrote. Musk asked how much. “A billion…or whatever you recommend,” Ellison answered. Musk recommended “maybe $2B or more.” Four days later: “I’m in for $2B 👍.”8 A two-billion-dollar commitment, sized and closed across a handful of texts, with no document changing hands. Jason Calacanis, an angel investor and podcaster, host of the tech show All-In, and the most enthusiastic of them all, offered himself for any role going: “Board member, advisor, whatever … you have my sword.” He volunteered layoff math (“2 day a week Office requirement = 20% voluntary departures”), declared “Day zero,” told the boys to “Sharpen your blades,” and confessed that running the company was “my dream job.”9 Others lined up to kiss the ring, in the phrase one set of chroniclers used: Gayle King called the takeover a “gangsta move” and told Musk he was “not like the other kids in the class”; Marc Merrill, a video-game cofounder, called him “the hero Gotham needs”; one of Musk’s lieutenants summed up the spirit as, “To the fucking mattresses.”10 Into this weather Musk typed the line the rest of the chapter answers. On April 23, in the thread with Calacanis: “I will be universally beloved, since it is so easy to please everyone on twitter.”11

He was not, in his own telling, doing this to make money. At a TED conference that April, on stage, he said it plainly: owning Twitter “is not a way to sort of make money,” and a maximally trusted, broadly inclusive platform was “extremely important to the future of civilization.” His interviewer reminded him that he had once called the prospect of owning Twitter “a recipe for misery.” He bought it anyway.12

On April 25, 2022, he signed. The price was $54.20 a share, about forty-four billion dollars, a 38 percent premium, in a merger agreement Twitter’s own lawyers would later call, accurately, “seller friendly.” There was no financing contingency and no diligence condition; Musk personally committed $33.5 billion.13 The billion-dollar reverse breakup fee people would later cite as his escape route did no such thing: it let him walk only “if there was an outside reason the deal could not close,” not because he changed his mind.14 He had signed a contract engineered to make backing out nearly impossible, and he had signed it at the worst possible moment. After the agreement was inked, the market fell. Within a day Tesla was down 12 percent; by the next week the slide had erased some $226 billion in Tesla value, and the paper fortune backing his bid was worth more than $100 billion less than it had been at its November 2021 peak.15 The deal that had looked merely expensive on April 25 looked, by May, like a noose. Now he wanted out.



There had never been a plan. The proof is in the texts, dated thirteen days after he signed away his right to inspect what he was buying.

On May 8, Musk wrote to his Morgan Stanley banker, a man named Michael Grimes, who is no relation to Musk’s then-partner, the Canadian musician Claire Boucher, who performs as Grimes.16 “Let’s slow down just a few days,” Musk wrote. “Putin’s speech tomorrow is extremely important. It won’t make sense to buy Twitter if we’re headed into WW3. Just sayin.” The banker absorbed the wobble and replied that he would pause and hope for the best, and Musk tapped a thumbs-up.17 Half an hour later, Musk produced the thought that would become the public basis for a forty-four-billion-dollar lawsuit: “An extremely fundamental due diligence item is understanding exactly how Twitter confirms that 95% of their daily active users are both real people and not double-counted. … They couldn’t answer that on Friday, which is insane. If that number is more like 50% or lower, which is what I would guess based on my feed, then they have been fundamentally misrepresenting the value.”18

Read that again with the contract in hand. Two weeks after signing an agreement with no diligence condition, the buyer announced that “an extremely fundamental due diligence item” had not been done, and his whole case for getting out rested on a number he had pulled, by his own words, from his Twitter feed. The homework came later, and backwards. In mid-June, seven weeks past the signature, he was finally running figures in a group thread: “the cash receipts number doesn’t seem realistic, given that they expect only $1.2B in Q2, which is just $4.8B annualized.”19 A man builds the spreadsheet after he buys the company, to justify not buying it.



The escape attempt was the spam thesis dressed as principle. He had cited “[c]rypto spam” as a reason to buy in March; once the market turned and the fixed price stopped looking like a bargain, he reversed the polarity and made spam the reason to flee, “suddenly demanding ‘verification’ … and claiming a burning need to conduct ‘diligence’ he had expressly forsworn,” as Twitter’s complaint put it.20 On May 13 he tweeted that the deal was “temporarily on hold” pending proof that fake accounts were under 5 percent of users; two hours later, evidently advised that “on hold” was not a thing a signed buyer gets to say, he tweeted again: “Still committed to acquisition.”21 On July 8 his lawyers sent a notice purporting to terminate. Twitter’s answer was a single sentence: “These claims are pretexts and lack any merit.” Then it sued, and its complaint reached back to that April 9 text, “will make the numbers look terrible,” to prove he had known the thing he now claimed to have just discovered.22 The exhibit and the complaint were two separate documents, filed by opposite sides, and they told the same story.

The court would not let the clock run. Twitter asked for a fast trial; Musk’s side asked to push it to February 2023; the Chancellor assigned to the case, Kathaleen McCormick, was unimpressed. The request, she wrote, “underestimates the ability of this court to quickly process litigation,” and any delay “threatens irreparable harm to the sellers and to Twitter.” She set the trial for October and ruled that even four weeks’ wait would risk harm “too great to justify.”23 One of his last exits closed in mid-September, when Twitter’s shareholders approved the merger with 98.6 percent of votes cast in favor. Had they voted it down, Musk could have walked away free. They did not. Everyone wanted their $54.20.24

Then it fell apart at speed. On September 29, the same day his texts hit the internet, Musk skipped his own deposition. Agrawal, by contrast, sailed through his. Musk told his lawyers that even if he won the suit he would lose in the end, because he still would not end up owning Twitter.25 On the evening of October 3, hours after Twitter’s legal chief was left waiting for a deposition he never gave, Musk reversed course and offered to close at the original price. The next day he supplied the new rationale, the one he had not had in April: “Buying Twitter is an accelerant to creating X, the everything app.”26 At 3:50 p.m. on October 27, that legal chief, Vijaya Gadde, Twitter’s head of legal, public policy, trust, and safety, signed the certificate completing the merger she had just lost her job to execute. Within about ten minutes, she, Agrawal, the chief financial officer, and the general counsel were each fired by email from a member of Musk’s family office.27 At 8:49 that night he posted three words: “the bird is freed.”28

He had also, the federal securities regulator would later allege, stolen a discount on the way in. In a 2025 complaint, the Securities and Exchange Commission charged that Musk filed the legally required disclosure of his Twitter stake eleven days late, and that in the window before the world knew he was buying, he kept purchasing shares “at artificially low prices,” spending more than $500 million and underpaying the people who sold to him “by at least $150 million.”29

He owns it. Now what?



What followed is the only experiment in this book the patron-state never touched, and it is worth stating what it produced before stating what it meant.

He took over a company of just under eight thousand people on October 27. By mid-December there were just over two thousand, about 75 percent of the workforce gone, in three scattershot rounds so chaotic the company could not at first tally the toll.30 Asked to his face, at the office, whether he had really planned to cut three-quarters of the staff, he said he hadn’t.31 He had told his investors exactly that before closing.32 The lawsuits arrived before the pink slips did: a class action under the federal WARN Act, which requires advance notice of mass layoffs, was filed late on the night of November 3, and as Twitter’s own counsel conceded in court, “the notice of people being let go was November 4th, which is less than 24 hours after this lawsuit was filed.”33

The advertisers, who supplied almost all of the revenue, left and mostly did not come back.34 The breach widened in November 2023, when Musk endorsed a post claiming Jewish communities “have been pushing … hatred against whites.” “You have said the actual truth,” he replied. Apple, IBM, Disney, and others paused their spending.35 Days later, at The New York Times DealBook Summit, Musk was offered a chance to make peace and instead detonated it. Disney’s chief executive, Bob Iger, was sitting in the audience. “Hey Bob,” Musk said. “You’re in the audience.” And then: “If somebody’s going to try and blackmail me with advertising, blackmail me with money — go fuck yourself.” “That’s how I feel,” he added.36 He had told the people who paid the bills to go to hell, by name, from a stage.

The bills did not care how he felt. Ad revenue, by his own July 2023 number, was down 50 percent; U.S. ad revenue was down 60 percent by September; the company was cash-flow negative and groaning under the debt he had borrowed to buy it.37 By the time he rebranded the site as X, in the summer of 2023, it was worth about twenty billion dollars, less than half the forty-four he had paid the previous fall.38 Outside trackers put the destruction deeper: Fidelity, which had helped finance the deal, marked its stake down about 72 percent, implying the whole company was worth roughly a quarter of the purchase price.39 Musk’s own epitaph for the asset: “Say what you want about me, but I acquired the world’s largest non-profit for $44B lol.”40

His response to the collapse was to sue the people who described it. He sued the Center for Countering Digital Hate, a nonprofit that had reported on hate speech under his ownership; a federal judge threw the case out at the motion-to-dismiss stage and entered judgment for the defendants.41 He sued Media Matters for America, alleging it had “knowingly and maliciously manufactured” images of brands’ ads beside extremist posts.42 And he sued the advertising industry’s own brand-safety body, the World Federation of Advertisers and its Global Alliance for Responsible Media, for an illegal boycott. The advertisers’ group suspended the alliance within days of the suit; a federal judge in Texas dismissed the case with prejudice, ruling that advertisers’ choosing not to buy space on X was not the kind of harm the antitrust laws exist to remedy.43 The exodus was real enough that he took the entire ad industry’s safety apparatus to court over it, and lost.

Then the wreck disappeared into a balance sheet. In March 2025, Musk’s artificial-intelligence company, xAI, “acquired” X in an all-stock deal that valued X at $33 billion in equity, folding the crater into a company he also controlled. In February 2026, xAI in turn merged into SpaceX, the combined entity valued at roughly $1.25 trillion.44 The losing bet was now a line item inside the winning one, and almost no one would ever do the subtraction. The next bubble paved over the last bad deal.



So as a business, Twitter failed. He bought it at the top, on a group chat, with no diligence, for a price his own advisers knew was too high; he halved its value inside a year; he cut three-quarters of its staff, drove off the advertisers who were its revenue, watched it go cash-flow negative under the debt, sued the critics who said so and lost, and finally dissolved the asset into another of his companies so the loss would stop being legible. No Compaq panicked for him. No NASA called. No appellate court handed anything back. For once the luck column was empty, and the experiment came back clean: turned loose on a company nothing was underwriting, the same ferocity that built rockets with the government’s money built a forty-four-billion-dollar hole.

And yet it worked, because what he had bought was never a company. Four months after the takeover he was the most-followed account on the platform; by the following spring he had more than 184 million followers, and his views, as one biographer noted, had become “indistinguishable from those at a Trump campaign rally.”45 In early 2023, when the metrics showed his engagement falling, he summoned the engineers, fired the one who told him the decline was organic, and demanded the rest explain why a man with a hundred million followers was getting only tens of thousands of impressions. No one answered. “Why is nobody else here speaking?” he said. They understood that the wrong answer meant termination. “After that,” the account reads, “no one else tried to challenge Musk’s reality.”46 The machine got rewired to flatter him, and then it got pointed outward. He had been handed, in the dry assessment of another chronicler, “the keys to arguably the most influential political messaging tool in existence.”47

The business failed and the megaphone worked, and those two facts are the same fact. The worst deal of his life became the best one, because the forty-four billion dollars did not buy a healthy advertising company. It bought a propaganda platform wired to one man’s moods, and a direct line into the next election. That is the trade the destruction concealed. He did not get lucky here; for once there was no luck to get. He spent a fortune and demolished a company, in full public view, on the record, and at the end of it he held the one thing the lucky years had never delivered to his hand directly: power. The platform that failed as a business succeeded as an instrument.

The luckiest bastard alive had finally found a way to stop needing luck. He bought the casino.




Chapter Fifteen — The Wood Chipper

Here is where the joke in this book’s title stops being funny. Every break he ever caught (the Compaq check, the NASA call, the federal loan, the friendly verdicts) came from institutions built and paid for by people with no luck at all: taxpayers, civil servants, the unphotographed poor of the richest country on earth. In 2025 he turned a wood chipper on the institutions the world’s actual poorest people depend on. The people on the other end of this chapter had no second rocket, no Christmas Eve financing, no appellate court. Keep the word “lucky” in your head while you count. It is the only word in this book that does not apply to them.



At 1:54 in the morning, Washington time, on Monday, February 3, 2025, the richest man alive posted three lines to two hundred million followers.1


We spent the weekend feeding USAID into the wood chipper.

Could gone to some great parties.

Did that instead.



The timestamp matters, because it tells you the weekend was over. The work was done. He was telling you what he had built.

The instrument was new, and it had a name. Trump had appointed Musk to run something called the Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), and Musk’s framing of the job was never reform. It was demolition. He talked about agencies the way a man talks about buildings he means to knock down, and he had a recurring image for the method: feed the thing into a wood chipper, or take a chainsaw to it.2 Three weeks after the weekend, at the Conservative Political Action Conference, the Argentine president Javier Milei would hand him an actual chainsaw on stage, engraved with Milei’s campaign slogan, Viva la libertad, carajo, and Musk would lift it over his head and call it “the chainsaw for bureaucracy.” Milei had used a chainsaw as a prop on his own campaign trail to symbolize cutting up the Argentine state.3 That was the public performance of the method. The weekend was the method itself, and it came first.

The thing he fed into it was the United States Agency for International Development. USAID had been, for sixty years, broadly understood as one of the crown jewels of American foreign policy: a cheap way to project American power and make friends, supported across the aisle from Bernie Sanders to Mitch McConnell. The year before Trump’s election the entire federal foreign-aid budget came to just under $72 billion, about 1.2 percent of all federal spending; roughly half of that went through USAID. It was a blip on the spending radar. What it bought, among many other things, was medicine and vaccines delivered to some of the poorest people on the planet.4

What the weekend actually was (the mechanics, as opposed to the boast) can be reconstructed from the contemporaneous record. On Saturday, two top USAID security officials were put on administrative leave after they refused to give Musk’s team access to the agency’s internal systems; DOGE personnel, by one account, threatened to call law enforcement. By Monday, headquarters staff in Washington had been told to work from home, and the building was closed.5 At midnight that Monday, minutes before the wood-chipper post, Musk hosted a live audio session on X to narrate the demolition in real time. “We’re in the process of,” he told listeners, “shutting down USAID.” His team had dug in, he said, and found something worse than expected: “not an apple with a worm in it, but we have actually just a ball of worms.” The agency was “beyond repair.” “You’ve just got to basically get rid of the whole thing.” Trump, he said, agreed.6

That is the texture of the weekend: a security lockout, a shuttered building, a midnight broadcast. Around it, across Sunday and Monday, ran the posts. They were not arguments. They were verdicts. On Sunday afternoon: “USAID was a viper’s nest of radical-left marxists who hate America.” Sixteen minutes later, two lines: “USAID is a criminal organization. Time for it to die.” Early Monday morning, before dawn, the same charge again, “USAID is a criminal organization,” the third time he had called it that in the space of fourteen hours.7 Nothing in any of these posts was evidence. They were the sound of a man working.

What the work produced, in the weeks that followed, was people without jobs. The agency stopped paying its overseas contractors. Roughly two thousand USAID staff were told they would be fired; some sixty thousand contract workers overseas, the people who actually delivered the medicines, injected the vaccines, ran the programs, lost their work and their income.8 These were the hands the agency worked through. The hands were the first thing cut.

The dismantling that followed had an official face, and a nominal one. Marco Rubio, the Secretary of State, was named acting administrator of the agency he was dismantling on the same Monday; in a letter to Congress he delegated the day-to-day work to Pete Marocco, a returning Trump appointee, authorizing him to begin “a review and potential reorganization” of USAID.9 Then the numbers came out, on a schedule. On March 10, Rubio announced that some 83 percent of USAID’s programs, about 5,200 contracts, had been cancelled. On March 28 he notified Congress of the agency’s dissolution. On July 1, USAID stopped implementing American foreign assistance, its surviving functions folded into the State Department under an “America First” banner; the agency itself is due to close its doors for good by September 2026. USAID had been established as an independent agency by an act of Congress in 1998, and abolishing it without an act of Congress remains, to this day, legally contested.10

Now hold the wood-chipper post against the rest of this book, because they belong to the same man.

The companies that made Elon Musk the richest person who has ever lived were not built by Elon Musk alone. They were saved, twice in one week, and then built, by the federal government: by the institutions he had just fed into the chipper, or ones exactly like them. Two days before Christmas in 2008, a NASA contract worth $1.6 billion arrived and kept his rocket company alive; a little over a year later, in January 2010, the Department of Energy struck a $465 million loan agreement that carried his car company through.11 Over the two decades that followed, his companies collected something on the order of $38 billion in government contracts, loans, subsidies, and tax credits.12 He is, by a wide margin, the largest single beneficiary of American public investment in the history of the country. And in February of 2025 he spent a weekend destroying the part of that same government that keeps the world’s poorest people alive, and did not check what it did.

He did not check. That is the whole of it, and the next chapter is about how completely it is true. For now, hold one fact: the man who posted “we spent the weekend feeding USAID into the wood chipper” had not asked, and would not ask, what was on the other end of the machinery he was so pleased with. The boast came at 1:54 in the morning. The accounting had not started yet. When it did, he would say it showed nothing.

So here is the first entry in the accounting. One name, before any of the numbers.

Peter Donde was ten years old. He lived in Kenya. He had been born HIV-positive, and he was alive because he took antiretroviral drugs, the medicines that turn HIV from a death sentence into a manageable condition, supplied to him through PEPFAR, the American program that for two decades had put those drugs into the bodies of millions of people who could not otherwise have gotten them.13 PEPFAR was one of the things the weekend’s wood chipper ran on.14

The program halted. He died in February 2025.

That is the entire record, and it is enough. His story is reported by Nicholas Kristof, the New York Times columnist who has spent four decades writing about the places where American policy meets the lives of people too poor to be on anyone’s radar.15 Kristof printed Peter Donde’s name because a name was the point: the man who ran the wood chipper would shortly tell the world that no one had died, that the data showed nothing, that there was no evidence whatsoever. Peter Donde was ten years old, and he is the evidence the model will never print.

This is what the luckiest bastard in the history of money did with the luck. Over a single weekend, between parties he was proud to have skipped, he fed into a wood chipper the institution that kept Peter Donde alive: an institution paid for by people who had caught no breaks at all, run by the kind of government that had caught every one of his. He bragged about it at 1:54 in the morning. He never asked what the weekend cost. The reader already knows one name. Keep it. The next chapter is the bill.




Chapter Sixteen — Check the Data

This is what the luckiest bastard in the history of money said when he was shown the bill: that there was no bill. He had looked into it. The dying he was accused of causing had not happened, and anyone who said otherwise should produce the evidence. He said this on a stage in Doha, and he said it on his own platform, and he said it in the Oval Office, and as of this writing he has not taken any of it back. So before we get to Doha, do what he said he had done. Check the data.

The data exists. It was published while he was still in government. It comes in four estimates, from four institutions, on four different bases, and they do not agree on a number, but they agree on the order of magnitude, and the order of magnitude is the part that matters.

Begin with the one that ticks. At Boston University’s School of Public Health, an infectious-disease modeler named Brooke Nichols built what she called an Impact Counter: a running model that takes the lives-saved-per-dollar figures for each kind of program the aid cuts touched (HIV treatment, tuberculosis, malaria, childhood malnutrition, maternal health) and applies them to the funding that was frozen or terminated, then lets the total climb in real time.1 In late June 2025 it read 332,553, of whom 224,575 were children.2 By early 2026 it had passed 762,000, more than 500,000 of them children.3 It is not a body count. No morgue confirmed those numbers and none can, at that scale, in those places; it is a widely cited model estimate, a projection counting up toward itself.4 What makes it worth dwelling on is the date it started. Nichols ran the first version in January 2025, before most of the cuts had bitten: a one-year freeze of the HIV program alone, she projected then, would kill more than 150,000 adults and about 17,000 children; the full program freeze, 262,000 adults and 518,000 children in a single year.5 The deaths were modeled in advance. The man who ordered the cuts could have read the projection the week he made them.

Not everyone accepts the counter. In June 2025 the chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Brian Mast, wrote to BU’s president calling the figures false and misleading: the malnutrition deaths, he argued, were derived by dividing appropriated dollars by per-child treatment cost as though every dollar reached a child, overlapping causes of death went unhandled, and the HIV projection rested on an opaque layered model annualized out to 2030.6 It is the strongest objection on offer, and it is worth stating plainly, because it is a methodological objection, a complaint that a model is a model. That is exactly why the count does not rest on Nichols alone.

The sober anchor underneath her is the Center for Global Development, a centrist development think tank in Washington. In December 2025 two of its economists, Charles Kenny and Justin Sandefur, updated their own tally: 500,000 to 1,000,000 lives lost in fiscal 2025 on the outlays basis, higher on the obligations basis, up from the 500,000-to-700,000-a-year they had estimated in June.7 Their method is the same family, lives saved per dollar, multiplied by dollars cut, but the striking thing is their footnotes. The authors caveat themselves at length: no systematic ground-truth data, incomplete tracking of which cancellations were later reversed, monitoring systems offline, responses by other governments unmeasured.8 A think tank arguing against the overstatement of its own number is not a think tank inflating a number.

Then the peer-reviewed literature. In late June 2025 The Lancet published a study led by an international team out of ISGlobal, the Barcelona Institute for Global Health, on the historical record of the program now being cut: US aid had prevented an estimated 91.8 million deaths between 2001 and 2021, more than 30 million of them children under five. The 2025 cuts, which eliminated 83 percent of the agency’s programs, the authors projected, would cause more than 14 million additional deaths by 2030, about 4.5 million of them children under five.9 That is the USAID-specific figure. Correspondents noted the model might both understate the toll (it does not capture the shock of an abrupt withdrawal) and overstate it, since it does not model mitigation; one development economist allowed that such projections vary and should be taken with caution, while adding that the overall conclusion was likely correct.10 Eight months later the same team published a one-year-on update in The Lancet Global Health, on a wider basis: counting all donor cuts at the recent pace, across 93 lower- and middle-income countries, 9.4 million additional deaths by 2030 on a continued-pace scenario, 22.6 million on a severe one in which aid falls to about half its 2025 level.11 This last figure is not the United States alone, and certainly not one man alone. Britain, France, and Germany cut too, with Washington the largest single driver but not the only one.12 It belongs in the count as what it is, and not as anything more.

That is the whole hierarchy: a real-time model in the hundreds of thousands, a sober anchor at half a million to a million, a peer-reviewed projection of fourteen million by 2030 specific to this agency, and a peer-reviewed projection of nine to twenty-three million by 2030 across all the world’s donors. They are four different measurements of four different things, and they cannot be added together, and adding them together is precisely the move that would let someone wave the whole exercise away. The defensible sentence is the one the models will all sign: models from Boston University, the Center for Global Development, and two peer-reviewed Lancet studies converge on hundreds of thousands dead in the first year and millions by 2030. None of these are counted bodies. That is not a softening. It is the point. The precision is the only thing standing between the dead and the man who says they do not exist.

Now Doha.

On May 20, 2025, at the Qatar Economic Forum, Bill Gates, who made his own fortune in a software bubble and has spent the back half of his life giving it away, put the matter the way the headlines would carry it: the picture of the world’s richest man killing the world’s poorest children, he said, is not a pretty one.13 The answer came back that the picture was false. Musk said he had checked the data. He challenged Gates to show, in his phrase, any evidence whatsoever.14

He had said it before, in his own hand. On March 3, 2025, the month after the program halted, he posted: “No one has died as result of a brief pause to do a sanity check on foreign aid funding. No one.”15 The reader is by now holding a name. Peter Donde was ten. He was the child the previous chapter introduced, the one with a face and a country and a date, and the demand at Doha, show me any evidence whatsoever, was made to a world that had already read his obituary. The model aggregates can be argued with, the way Mast argued with them. The named child cannot be modeled away. That is why the rebuttal is the name and not the number: Musk’s denial was specific, about children, and the answer to it is the specific child.

There was one defense in the record more concrete than denial. In the Oval Office on February 11, 2025, Musk said the Ebola-response funding for the Democratic Republic of the Congo had been “accidentally cancelled very briefly” and restored “immediately.” The agency’s then-top global health official says it was cancelled and not restored.16 That official is Nicholas Enrich, a career civil servant who had served USAID under four administrations, director of policy in its Bureau of Global Health, named the agency’s acting assistant administrator for global health in January 2025, the job he has called his lifelong dream, then a nightmare.17 He was placed on administrative leave on March 2, 2025, after internal memos projecting the deaths leaked, and later wrote a book about the agency’s end and titled it, after Musk’s own boast, Into the Wood Chipper.18 By his account he was stymied at every turn while an Ebola outbreak spread and the agency was dismantled around him; a political appointee, he says, told him Ebola was a scam.19 The same day Musk made the Ebola claim, he posted that USAID had been offering free circumcisions around the world at inflated cost, and that he had decided to compete for the business.20

As of June 2026, no retraction of the wood-chipper boast or the no-children-died position has been found, and no direct response from Musk to Enrich’s book has been located.21 He checked the data. He has not corrected the record.

The data did not stop accumulating when he left. It compounded, in two layers, and the people who track hunger for a living are careful to keep the layers apart.

The first layer is the one he built. Food for Peace, the food-aid program, was moved from USAID to the Agriculture Department and restructured so that it ships American commodities to non-emergency countries while bypassing Somalia, South Sudan, and Sudan, the three nearest famine. Sudan, in its third straight year of famine, received nothing from the restructured program. More than 40 percent of Sudan’s community kitchens closed within six months.22 That is response capacity removed: the staff, the supply chains, the kitchens that turn aid into meals, gone before the next shock arrived.

The second layer is the shock. In late February 2026 a US–Israeli air campaign opened against Iran; on March 4 Iran declared the Strait of Hormuz closed and began attacking ships transiting it, and through mid-2026 the strait remained substantially closed.23 What that did to the price of moving food is not in dispute. Brent crude surged past $120 a barrel, peaking near $126, a disruption the World Bank called the largest to energy supply since the 1970s; up to 30 percent of internationally traded fertilizer normally passes through the strait, arriving as it shut against the Northern Hemisphere’s planting season.24 Aid logistics broke with everything else: a $3,000-per-container emergency surcharge, UN humanitarian stocks rerouted at double the shipping cost to Sudan.25

The two layers meet at the World Food Programme, and the WFP, not this book, draws the line between them. In June 2026 its officials warned that the war’s ripple effects could push about 45 million more people into acute food insecurity across import-dependent Africa and South Asia if the war ran through June.26 American funding for the WFP had fallen from more than $4 billion in 2024 to about $731 million in 2026, the collapse of the largest donor, which is what USAID’s shuttering was.27 That is the join: the war raised the price of moving food at the exact moment the apparatus for buying and moving it had been hollowed out. Famine, the highest level of the UN-backed food-insecurity scale, what the classification system calls IPC Phase 5, was confirmed in El Fasher and Kadugli, in Sudan, with conditions carrying into 2026; at the September 2025 peak, 21.2 million Sudanese, 45 percent of the population, sat in crisis or worse, 375,000 of them in that highest phase.28 The infrastructure that would have met them was the infrastructure that went first.

He was not there to see it. Musk’s 130-day cap as a special government employee expired on May 30, 2025; he announced his departure two days earlier and said he would go back to running his companies.29 The instrument outlived him by less than half a year. In November 2025 the director of the Office of Personnel Management, Scott Kupor, told Reuters that DOGE “doesn’t exist” as a centralized entity, its functions absorbed by his office, eight months before its own charter was set to expire, though a DOGE spokesperson disputed this, telling Federal News Network that the service still existed, with a slate of modernization projects underway.30 The man left after 130 days. The tool was thrown away by November. The models kept counting the whole time, and after.

The agency he shredded is the one the public built, the same government that saved his companies and made them, before he turned on its lifeline to the world’s poorest people. The people who paid for his luck are the ones picking up the count. Peter Donde was ten. People who never heard Elon Musk’s name are dying of his weekend, and he says the data shows nothing happened at all. That is what the luckiest bastard in the history of money bought with the luck. The purchase has one more storey, and you live in it.






Chapter Seventeen — The Democracy Problem

Nobody voted for the lucky bastard. Nobody can vote him out. That is the sentence this chapter exists to prove, and the proof is mechanical: three scenes of one man exercising state-shaped power with no state-shaped accountability: a veto over a war, the purchase of a government, and a coronation the public paid for and got no vote in. Watch who decides, and watch who he answers to.


The Black Sea

It was a Friday evening in September 2022. The Ukrainian military was attempting a sneak attack on the Russian naval fleet at Sevastopol, in Crimea, sending six small drone submarines packed with explosives toward the harbor, and they were steering by Starlink, the satellite-internet service run by Musk’s rocket company. A few weeks earlier the Russian ambassador had warned that an attack on Crimea could trigger a nuclear response. Now Musk texted his biographer, who was shadowing him for the authorized book, that this could be a “giant disaster,” that there was, as he put it, “a non-trivial possibility” it ended in nuclear war, with Starlink partly responsible.1

The question that night was narrow and enormous. Ukraine’s drones were approaching the fleet and losing their connection. Whether the world’s only working battlefield uplink reached into the waters off Crimea was not a decision for a parliament, a general, or a treaty. It was a decision for one unelected man.

By his biographer’s account, he made it. Throughout the evening and into the night he personally took charge, and he reaffirmed a secret policy he had put in place (one the Ukrainians did not know about) to disable coverage within a hundred kilometers of the Crimean coast. When the drone subs neared the Russian ships, they lost connectivity and washed ashore harmlessly. The Ukrainian military, noticing mid-mission that Starlink had gone dark around Crimea, sent Musk frantic calls and texts begging him to turn the coverage back on.2

He did not. Instead he worked the phones. He discussed the situation with President Biden’s national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, and with the chairman of the joint chiefs, General Mark Milley. He also called the Russian ambassador to assure him that Starlink was being used for defensive purposes only. “I think if the Ukrainian attacks had succeeded in sinking the Russian fleet, it would have been like a mini Pearl Harbor and led to a major escalation,” he said afterward. “We did not want to be a part of that.”3

Notice the call sheet. The national security adviser, the chairman of the joint chiefs, the ambassador of a nuclear adversary, and the man briefing all three of them holds no office, swore no oath, stood for no election. The state was on his call sheet, not the reverse.

Here the record forks, and it matters, because this is the detail Musk’s defenders check first. His biographer’s published account says he “reaffirmed a secret policy… to disable coverage.” Musk says the opposite: the regions in question “were not activated. SpaceX did not deactivate anything,” and SpaceX had never promised Crimea in the first place.45 By 2024 he had a cleaner version still: Starlink was barred from lighting up Crimea, because doing so without U.S. permission would have violated American sanctions, “a felony violation of US law.” But that account confirms the part that matters most: in the middle of the night, mid-mission, Ukraine asked him to turn it on, and the switch was his to throw.6 So: disabled, or never enabled. Either way, the coverage a sovereign nation needed to press an attack existed only at the discretion of a private citizen, and that night it was not there.

A few weeks later it was somebody else’s discretion to manage.



The Call from Paris

A month after the Sevastopol night (October 2022), Colin Kahl sat in a hotel room in Paris and prepared to make a phone call to avert disaster in Ukraine. Kahl was then the Under-Secretary of Defense for Policy, the third-ranking civilian at the Pentagon, whose job was to keep allied war policy from coming apart. He had spent the day with counterparts from Britain, France, and Germany, and had come back to a room with heavy drapery and a distant view of the Eiffel Tower. A staffer handed him an iPhone, in part to spare Kahl’s own phone the late-night texts and colorful emojis that contact with Elon Musk tended to invite. A senior defense official remembered Kahl’s reaction to whom he was about to call: “He was, like, ‘Why am I calling Elon Musk?’”7

He was calling because Starlink had become the nervous system of Ukraine’s war, and SpaceX had given the Pentagon an ultimatum: unless the government assumed the cost of service (which the company put at roughly four hundred million dollars a year), it would cut off access. “We started to get a little panicked,” the senior defense official said. Musk “could turn it off at any given moment. And that would have real operational impact for the Ukrainians.”8

What the Pentagon discovered, when it went looking for a remedy, was that it had none. “We had a whole series of meetings internal to the department to try to figure out what we could do about this,” the senior defense official said. “It wasn’t like we could hold him in breach of contract or something.” There was no contract; that was the problem. The most powerful military on earth needed an arrangement with SpaceX for one reason above all: so that Musk “couldn’t wake up one morning and just decide, like, he didn’t want to do this anymore.” Kahl put it plainly: “It was kind of a way for us to lock in services across Ukraine. It could at least prevent Musk from turning off the switch altogether.”9 The government was not negotiating a price. It was trying to buy back a switch it had let a private man hold.

So Kahl was deferential. Working from unclassified talking points, he thanked Musk for his efforts, acknowledged the steep costs he had borne, and asked only for a few weeks to write a contract. “If you cut this off, it doesn’t end the war,” he recalled telling him.10 Then Musk volunteered that he had spoken with Vladimir Putin personally (a claim he would later deny) and that he was watching the war unfold on his laptop through a live map of Starlink activity. “This was, like, three minutes before he said, ‘Well, I had this great conversation with Putin,’” the senior defense official recounted. “And we were, like, ‘Oh, dear, this is not good.’”11

Around this time Musk turned diplomat in public. On October 3 he posted his own peace plan to Twitter: redo the elections in the annexed regions under UN supervision; recognize Crimea as part of Russia, “as it has been since 1783”; keep Ukraine neutral. He polled his followers on it; millions answered, about sixty per cent against.12 Ukraine’s ambassador to Germany answered too: “Fuck off is my very diplomatic reply to you.”13 Reid Hoffman, who helped start PayPal with him, recalled a conference in Aspen where Musk took the stage: “We should be negotiating. Putin wants peace — we should be negotiating peace with Putin.” Musk seemed, Hoffman said, to have “bought what Putin was selling, hook, line, and sinker.”14

The call from Paris worked, after a fashion. Musk agreed to give the Pentagon more time, and after public blowback he climbed down in his usual register: “The hell with it … even though Starlink is still losing money & other companies are getting billions of taxpayer $, we’ll just keep funding Ukraine govt for free.”15

Strip away the drama and what remains is a structure with no name in American government. The meddling of rich men in the fate of nations is old; during the First World War the House of Morgan lent vast sums to the Allies. But there is little precedent for a civilian becoming the arbiter of a war between nations at this granular a level, down to which front-line town keeps its connection tonight. Officials across NASA, the Defense Department, the Transportation Department, the FAA, and OSHA told Ronan Farrow, whose New Yorker investigation of Musk’s government entanglements traced this whole arrangement, that Musk’s influence had become inescapable in their work, and several said they now treat him like a sort of unelected official. A Pentagon spokesman, asked for comment, said he was keeping Musk apprised of Farrow’s questions: “We’ll talk to you if Elon wants us to.” Asked in an interview whether he had more influence than the American government, Musk answered at once: “In some ways.” Hoffman summed up the attitude as “like Louis XIV: ‘L’état, c’est moi.’”16

And here is the receipt: the verdict from inside the building, in the words of the people who had to live with it. “Living in the world we live in, in which Elon runs this company and it is a private business under his control, we are living off his good graces,” a Pentagon official told Farrow. “That sucks.”17 We are living off his good graces. That is not how the function was supposed to work. It was supposed to belong to a government that answers to voters; instead the people charged with it found themselves the supplicants, managing a man’s mood the way you manage weather.

Two years later, Musk co-signed a public letter warning the world about exactly this. “Should we risk loss of control of our civilization?” it asked. “Such decisions must not be delegated to unelected tech leaders.”18



The Purchase of the State

He wrote that line, and then he went and bought one.


In the 2024 election cycle, Musk spent more than $290 million in disclosed political money, the largest single check in the country. Roughly $238 million of it went to his own America PAC; more than $250 million was aimed at electing Donald Trump.19 The methods sometimes ran ahead of the law: in the campaign’s final weeks, America PAC ran a daily $1 million giveaway to registered voters in swing states who signed a petition, drawing a warning from the Justice Department that it might violate federal election law and a lawsuit from the Philadelphia district attorney before a judge declined to stop it.20 A quarter of a billion dollars to install a president, paid out partly as a lottery for votes.

In May 2025 he announced he was done, that he would do “a lot less” political spending going forward.21 By the middle of 2026 he had given roughly $85 million into the midterm elections, which made him the third-largest political donor in the country: $20 million to two leading Republican groups by the end of 2025, $10 million into a single Kentucky Senate race.22 That is the going price of a Senate seat, written by a man who had pledged to spend less. After a falling-out with Trump, he posted that the country lived “in a one-party system, not a democracy,” and announced the America Party “to give you back your freedom.”23 By December the America Party was effectively abandoned and he was funding Republican committees again: a man who declared the system undemocratic, then quietly bankrolled half of it.24

Now total the ledger, because this is the whole machine in one line. Election spending in; contracts out. His companies had collected roughly $38 billion in government contracts, loans, subsidies, and tax credits over two decades, and after the 2024 money bought him a seat inside the government as head of the Department of Government Efficiency, the spigot opened wider.25 During and just after that tenure, SpaceX won a $5.9 billion Space Force launch contract, took in more than half a billion dollars in new federal contracts in DOGE’s first months, and saw Starlink waved into eligibility for a $42 billion rural-broadband program; several Justice Department suits and investigations into his companies were reportedly dropped.26 The cleanest return on the 2024 investment was the appointment itself: the money did not just elect a president, it bought a desk inside the machine that pays his companies. The conflict was named on the record: House Oversight Democrats opened an investigation into his defense-contract conflicts, citing $9.5 billion in such contracts, and nothing stopped it.27

The reach did not end at the water’s edge. The same private control he held over the Starlink switch, he pointed at the ballot boxes of allied democracies. Weeks before Germany’s federal election in January 2025, he hosted the far-right AfD’s chancellor candidate, Alice Weidel, in a livestreamed conversation, told listeners he was “really strongly recommending that people vote for AfD,” and published an op-ed in a German Sunday paper calling the party the country’s “last spark of hope”; the paper’s opinion editor resigned over it; in February the AfD finished second, roughly doubling its vote share.2829 The same week he turned on Britain, posting that Prime Minister Keir Starmer had been “deeply complicit in the mass rapes in exchange for votes,” and running a poll asking whether America “should liberate the people of Britain from their tyrannical government”; fifty-eight per cent said yes. Starmer, a sitting prime minister, was reduced to answering a foreign billionaire’s posts; there was no evidence behind the central charge.3031

None of it was illegal speech. That is the point. A man no one elected, in any country on earth, weighing in with the loudest voice money can buy on who should govern them. The veto over the war and the meddling in the elections are the same structure pointed in two directions: private power, at sovereign scale, accountable to no one, even as the man floating peace plans for other nations’ territory remained, through the Shanghai factory that builds half of all Teslas, dependent on the good will of Beijing.32


The Coronation

On Friday, June 12, 2026, the structure got its monument.


SpaceX went public. The stock had been priced the night before at $135 a share; it opened at $150, an eleven per cent pop, ran to a high of just over $176, and closed the first day at $160.95, up nineteen per cent. At the close the company was worth roughly $2.1 trillion, the sixth-largest public company in the United States.33 The opening pop made Elon Musk a trillionaire, and the close certified it: Bloomberg’s index put his fortune above a trillion dollars at day’s end, the first such fortune in human history. At the $135 pricing he had not quite been one. He crossed the line when the market opened and stayed above it to the bell.34 To grasp the figure, one charity offered the arithmetic: if Musk spent a million dollars every day, it would take him 2,740 years to spend a trillion.35 Guido Alfani, a historian of wealth at Bocconi University, reached for the only comparison left: Musk, he said, “might be the wealthiest person who has ever lived — excluding emperors or other rulers whose wealth is not easily distinguishable from that of the state.”36 Note the company the comparison keeps. The only fortunes in human history that rival his belonged to men who were the state, and that is the subject of this chapter.

Look at what the public got for minting him. The offering raised $75 billion (the largest in history, about three times Saudi Aramco’s record) by selling roughly four per cent of the company at the fixed $135. Four per cent of the thing; essentially none of the say. Musk kept more than 82 per cent of the voting power through super-voting shares worth ten votes apiece, under a charter that lets him decide the election of every director and explicitly permits him to run businesses that compete with the one he just sold.37 He had pushed for retail investors to get about a third of the shares; the final book was cut to the low twenties.38 The public bought its sliver at $135 a share, votes not included.

The prospectus carried one more item, deadpan. It grants Musk up to a billion more shares, vesting against conditions that read like a child’s drawing of the future, among them establishing “a permanent human colony on Mars with at least one million inhabitants.”39 A Mars colony, sold separately. This in the prospectus of a company that lost $4.9 billion last year on $18.7 billion in revenue, with an accumulated deficit of $41.3 billion, by one account the only U.S. company worth more than a trillion dollars that loses money.40

He did not go to New York. Gwynne Shotwell rang the Nasdaq opening bell in Times Square, amid confetti and family; Musk watched from Starbase, in Texas, with some five thousand employees, joining remotely. “It is certainly hard to believe,” he said from there, “that a little company that started in a warehouse in El Segundo is now going public with the largest IPO ever.”41 He had skipped the roadshow video too, leaving his chief financial officer to present it. Present, in his way, and never in the room: the same pattern as the night off Crimea, when his location was nobody’s business but the switch was his.

Now read the punchline straight, because it needs no help. The first trillion-dollar fortune in history was certified by the very institutions his politics hold in contempt. Public markets minted it; the close did the work. Federal contracts built and still feed the company that carried it: the same $38 billion, the same government he had been hired to shred. The index committees will finish the job within weeks: once the stock clears the waiting period, the funds that track the major benchmarks are forced to buy it, tens of billions of dollars of passive money with no opinion and no choice.42 The taxpayers behind the contracts, and behind the foreign-aid programs his department had fed into the wood chipper a year earlier, paid into the fortune that crowned the man who shredded them. That is the loop, closed.

He never typed the word trillionaire. Hours after the close, when a commentator wrote that he “didn’t TAKE money from anyone” but “CREATED wealth,” Musk replied with the founder myth at full sincerity: “Only possible in America.”43 It is the cover story for an attack on self-government, and it was minted on coronation night. That same week his most-shared post was not about the largest IPO in history at all. It was about migrants.44

So say the whole title now. No one this lucky has ever been this powerful, and no one this powerful has ever owed this much to luck. The launchpad was a rigged country and a rich father; the survival was two bubbles and a government rescue in a single week; the rocket company was a national capability transplanted into private hands; the profits were written by emissions law and a market’s mood; the impunity was bought with the fortune the luck produced; and the fortune, in the end, bought the state itself. Nobody voted for the lucky bastard. Nobody can vote him out. He took the standard luck of a top-one-percent kid and ran it all the way to a switch over a war, a desk inside the government, and a trillion dollars the public paid to mint without a vote. He is the luckiest bastard in the history of money, and the receipts are in.




Coda — The Cover Story

On June 12, 2026, Elon Musk became the first trillionaire in human history.1 The number was certified the way all his numbers have been, by institutions other people built. Public markets minted it; federal contracts feed the company that carried it; the man it crowned had spent the prior year shredding the government those contracts ran through. The company at the center of it lost $4.9 billion the year before.2 That is the whole book in one balance sheet: the market did not price the rockets or the cars. It priced the myth.

The myth has a text, and people who admire him write it down at full sincerity. Here is one version, from a 2015 essay that took Musk as its hero: “When we look at Musk, we see someone with genius, with vision, with superhuman balls. All things, we assume, he was more or less born with.”3 Born with. That is the load-bearing word, and the record this book assembled refutes it line by line. He was not born with genius. He was born lucky.

This is not a small distinction, and it is not really about one man. The founder myth (that great fortunes accrue to unique foresight, and that the fortunate have therefore earned the right to rule) is the dominant economic ideology of the last half century. It is the cover story for everything the previous sixteen chapters documented: a public capability handed to a private owner, a profit column written by statute, a fortune the taxpayers paid to mint without a vote. The myth is not an error. It is an argument for who gets to be in charge, and it runs the story backwards: start from the trillion and reverse-engineer the foresight.

The myth’s first edit was his own. Asked about the family money, he said, in his own words, on his own platform: “I have inherited nothing.”4 And its first deletion was the country and the family that produced him: the apartheid head start, the rich father, the schools and the ski trips, the legal architecture that sorted the outcomes before anyone could measure the boy. That is the first fact of the Musk story, and the myth never mentions it.

So run the ledger one last time, plainly, because by now you can do the arithmetic yourself. The launchpad was a rigged country and a family stake. The first fortune was a Compaq panic: a board that had twice voted down his strategy sold the company over his judgment and the weather paid him anyway. The second was the same trick, larger: fired by his own people while he crossed the world, paid a quarter of a billion dollars by the company they saved without him. The car he is famous for founding he did not found, and the product needed no inventing; it was a century old and mechanically simpler than the thing it replaced. The rocket survived on one last launch with no fourth try behind it. Then the patron arrived: two companies saved in a single week of December 2008 by the United States government, which went on to perform an organ transplant of a fifty-year public capability into his rocket company and let the recipient take the credit. At some point “lucky” stops being a personality and starts being a subscription. The profitable years were written by emissions law and a bitcoin punt; the next fortune by a market mood. And past a certain number the luck stopped mattering at all, because fines paid like parking tickets, settlements paid like tips, and a board that re-votes until it gets the answer turned out to be things money buys. His instincts were bad in any world except the one he got. Then he used the pile to buy a propaganda platform, a presidency’s ear, and a wood-chipper for the agency that feeds the world’s poorest people.

Now hold the whole sequence in your head and ask what it changes. If the trillion was minted by an apartheid head start, a family stake, a Compaq panic, a NASA lifeline and an organ transplant, an emissions statute, a market mood, and a board that re-votes until it gets the answer, then the arguments the myth uses to protect it collapse. Taxing it back is not punishing genius; it is recovering a public stake the public was never credited for. Breaking up what it bought is not vandalizing greatness; the greatness was the franchise, and the franchise was ours. And “let the founders make the rules” is not efficiency. It is a coin flip wearing a crown, and the people who paid for the luck are the ones who would have to live under it.

That is the cover story, and that is what it covers. He didn’t see the future. He was handed a stake and cashed a streak, and the streak ran on money and institutions that belonged to everyone else.

Bill Gates got lucky and hoarded it. Elon Musk got lucky and declared war on the people who paid for his luck. Somewhere tonight a board is firing a founder who will die unknown, a rocket is failing with no fourth try behind it, a child is missing a dose nobody will model. Luck decided which of them you’d have to learn about. He didn’t see the future. He inherited a stake, cashed a streak (the longest streak ever recorded), and then he used it on us. That’s not a visionary. That’s the luckiest bastard in the history of money. The least the rest of us can do is stop calling it vision.




A Note on Method and Sources


This book makes a hard argument about a living, litigious man, so it was built to a simple rule: every factual claim rests on the public record, and the record is shown. The notes, more than eight hundred of them, point to court filings, Securities and Exchange Commission disclosures, company documents, contemporaneous reporting, and, wherever possible, the subject’s own words on his own platforms. Where two independent sources exist, both are cited. Where the record is genuinely contested (a disputed figure, a self-serving recollection, a claim that rests on a single source), the text flags it rather than smoothing it over.

What the book does not do is invent. There is no imagined dialogue, no reconstructed interior monologue, no scene that the sources do not support. The drama, where there is drama, comes from the sequence of real events. The opinions are the author’s; the facts belong to the record.

The notes that follow are grouped by chapter. In most e-readers you can also tap any reference number in the text to read its note without leaving the page.






Notes


Introduction — The Trillion-Dollar Pop


1. Deal terms: 555.6 million Class A shares at a fixed $135 offer price, raising $75 billion, priced after the close on Thursday, June 11, 2026, for an implied valuation at pricing of roughly $1.77 trillion. Bloomberg, “Elon Musk’s SpaceX Set to Make History With Record-Breaking IPO,” June 11, 2026, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2026-06-11/elon-musk-s-spacex-set-to-make-history-with-record-breaking-ipo; CNBC and NPR, June 12, 2026. The underwriters’ over-allotment option (“greenshoe”) had not been exercised as of this writing, so the raise is stated at $75 billion, before that option.





2. Largest IPO ever by money raised, and the largest U.S. IPO ever. Prior record: Saudi Aramco, December 2019, $25.6 billion at pricing ($29.4 billion after its greenshoe). NPR, June 12, 2026; CNBC, June 3, 2026.




3. First trade $150 (an 11% pop over the $135 offer) on the Nasdaq under ticker SPCX, crossing at about 11:46 a.m. ET. Intraday high “just over $176, up about 30%,” briefly valuing SpaceX above $2.25 trillion. NBC News, https://www.nbcnews.com/business/markets/spacex-ipo-stock-price-rcna349760, June 12, 2026; Fortune live blog, https://fortune.com/2026/06/12/spacex-ipo-trading-first-day-live-updates-elon-musk/, June 12, 2026; Deseret News, June 12, 2026. The stock closed the day at $160.95, up 19%, a market cap above $2 trillion (roughly $2.1 trillion), making SpaceX one of the six most valuable companies in America at day-one prices; market cap and rank are a June 12 snapshot. CNBC, https://www.cnbc.com/2026/06/12/spacex-stock-jumps-2-trillion.html, June 12, 2026.




4. He was not a trillionaire at the $135 pricing (Bloomberg’s pre-trade figure was roughly $971-988 billion); he crossed $1 trillion at the $150 open and stayed above it through the close. Bloomberg Billionaires Index, via Bloomberg News, “Elon Musk Becomes World’s First Trillionaire After SpaceX IPO,” June 12, 2026, https://news.bloomberglaw.com/banking-law/elon-musk-becomes-worlds-first-trillionaire-after-spacex-ipo (“His fortune now stands at the once-unimaginable figure of $1.1 trillion”); Forbes real-time via AOL, https://www.aol.com/finance/elon-musks-net-worth-soars-053058225.html, June 12, 2026. The $1.1 trillion figure is a June 12 close-of-day number and moves every session.




5. Forbes framing: Musk worth “more than the next five richest billionaires in the world combined”; the world’s number two, Larry Page, stood at roughly $304 billion. Forbes via AOL, June 12, 2026; Al Jazeera, https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2026/6/12/elon-musk-poised-to-make-history-as-worlds-first-trillionaire, June 12, 2026.




6. Oxfam: “If Musk spent $1m every day, it would still take him 2,740 years to spend $1 trillion.” Quoted in Al Jazeera, June 12, 2026.




7. Guido Alfani, economic historian of wealth at Bocconi University: “Elon Musk might be the wealthiest person who has ever lived – excluding emperors or other rulers whose wealth is not easily distinguishable from that of the state.” Quoted in Al Jazeera, June 12, 2026.




8. Gwynne Shotwell (SpaceX’s longtime president and chief operating officer, who runs the company’s day-to-day operations; her fuller part in the story comes later) rang the Nasdaq opening bell at MarketSite in Times Square. Verbatim: “Today, we make history again — and we have a history of making history. We’re about 22,000 strong, and thanks go to all of you for hanging in there, for keeping a straight spine as the doubters doubt, to achieve historic things every day.” Deseret News / AP, June 12, 2026; Yahoo Finance video, https://finance.yahoo.com/video/watch-spacex-ceo-musk-ring-nasdaq-opening-bell-for-historic-ipo-134312368.html, June 12, 2026.




9. Musk celebrated at Starbase, Texas, with roughly 5,000 employees, joining the bell moment remotely; CFO Bret Johnsen was with the New York party. Yahoo Finance, June 12, 2026; Deseret News, June 12, 2026. His own IPO-week output in his own words was minimal: across June 8-13 he never tweeted the word “trillionaire” and never posted the IPO numbers; his only substantive listing-day post was “I love the incredible people of SpaceX beyond words.”




10. Musk at Starbase, verbatim (this outlet’s rendering; a second variant exists): “It is certainly hard to believe that a little company that started in a warehouse in El Segundo is now going public with the largest IPO ever.” Variety, https://variety.com/2026/biz/news/spacex-stock-ipo-shares-elon-musk-trillionaire-1236778893/, June 12, 2026; Deseret News, June 12, 2026.




11. The investor roadshow was a 17-minute pre-recorded video in which CFO Bret Johnsen was the sole on-camera presenter; Musk did not appear. Yahoo Finance, https://finance.yahoo.com/markets/stocks/articles/watch-spacexs-17-minute-ipo-152120743.html, June 5, 2026; Bloomberg, “SpaceX IPO Sells Rocket-Business Hype in 17-Minute Video Pitch,” https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2026-06-04/spacex-ipo-sells-rocket-business-hype-in-17-minute-video-pitch, June 4, 2026.




12. Roadshow-video contents (reusable rockets, Starlink’s 10.3 million subscribers, a “>$28 trillion” total addressable market) and the prospectus mission statement, quoted exactly: build the systems “to make life multiplanetary, to understand the true nature of the universe, and to extend the light of consciousness to the stars.” The S-1 (the registration statement / prospectus a company must file with the SEC before going public) was filed publicly May 20, 2026. Yahoo Finance, June 5, 2026; Bloomberg, June 4, 2026; Fortune, May 20, 2026.




13. Tim Urban, “The Cook and the Chef: Musk’s Secret Sauce,” Wait But Why, 2015: “When we look at Musk, we see someone with genius, with vision, with superhuman balls. All things, we assume, he was more or less born with.”, lines 276-278. Urban produced the 2015 Wait But Why series with Musk’s cooperation; it is the canonical full-sincerity statement of the founder myth this book examines.




14. SpaceX 2025 net loss of $4.9 billion on $18.7 billion of revenue (up 33%); accumulated deficit of $41.3 billion; Q1 2026 net loss of $4.27 billion. Fortune, “SpaceX finally files IPO prospectus, reveals revenue is up but losses are too,” https://fortune.com/2026/05/20/spacex-finally-files-ipo-prospectus-reveals-revenue-is-up-but-losses-are-too/, May 20, 2026; Al Jazeera, June 4, 2026; Deseret News, June 12, 2026. (Starlink is the profitable segment; xAI, absorbed in February 2026, lost $6.36 billion in 2025.)




15. Jay Ritter, finance professor at the University of Florida and a leading scholar of IPOs: SpaceX “has trailing annual revenue of less than $20bn, and is not profitable.” Quoted in Al Jazeera, June 4, 2026.




16. The prospectus grants Musk up to 1 billion performance-based Class B shares on sci-fi vesting conditions; one tranche of 200 million shares vests only at a $7.5 trillion valuation plus establishing “a permanent human colony on Mars with at least one million inhabitants.” NBC News, https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/elon-musk/elon-musk-mars-spacex-prospectus-mars-city-rcna346371, May 2026; Fortune, https://fortune.com/2026/05/22/elon-musk-net-worth-trillionaire-spacex-ipo-employees-investors-billion-dollar-gains/, May 22, 2026. The Class B super-voting shares give Musk more than 82% of the voting power, and the charter lets him control the election of all directors and run competing businesses.




17. Musk’s reply, verbatim: “@JohnStossel Only possible in America 🇺🇸.” Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, tweet id 2065588174361956660, 2026-06-13T00:12:52 UTC (8:12 p.m. ET, June 12), replying to John Stossel’s congratulations tweet (id 2065540171341210104, June 12, 2026): “Congratulations @ElonMusk. Thanks to SpaceX’s IPO, he’s the first Trillionaire. He didn’t TAKE money from anyone. He CREATED wealth. … Our world needs more MAKERS like Musk; fewer TAKERS …”




18. Compaq paid $307 million in cash for Zip2, the city-listings company, on February 16, 1999. Yahoo paid roughly $5.7 billion in stock for Broadcast.com, the streaming-radio company (annual operating losses of about $16 million), in April 1999; Yahoo shut the service down within a few years. Both prices and the era are drawn from SEC filings and contemporaneous press. The Zip2 sale is the subject of Chapter 2; here it is only the weather reading.




Chapter One — The Inheritance


1. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on Christmas break 1994, the souped-up BMW, and Jennifer Gwynne’s account: “His mom had a number of these necklaces in a case in her bedroom, and Elon told me they were from his father’s emerald mine in South Africa — he pulled one from the case.” Isaacson’s adjudication, same passage: “In fact, the long-bankrupt mine had not been in South Africa and was not owned by his father, but at the time Musk didn’t mind giving that impression.”





2. The auction: Isaacson, Elon Musk: “Jennifer noted twenty-five years later, when she auctioned it online”; no further auction detail is in the record. The denial: tweet 1788938808144146833, 2024-05-10 (sprinklr archive), quoted in full below.




3. Birth date: Vance, Elon Musk (2015); Isaacson, Elon Musk.




4. Vance, Elon Musk, on Pretoria: “a large city in the northeastern part of South Africa, just an hour’s drive from Johannesburg”; the jacarandas: “Pretoria’s famous purple jacaranda trees.”




5. Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World: “A system of institutional segregation and discrimination for the sole benefit of white people. Codified into law in 1948.”




6. “White South Africans,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_South_Africans; O’Malley Archives demographic tables, https://omalley.nelsonmandela.org/index.php/site/q/03lv02424/04lv03370/05lv03389.htm.




7. The 1913 Natives Land Act and successor laws reserved roughly 87-93 percent of the land for white ownership. “Natives Land Act, 1913,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natives_Land_Act,_1913; “Native Land Act Passed,” South African History Archive, https://sahistory.org.za/dated-event/native-land-act-passed.




8. Edward B. Fiske and Helen F. Ladd, “Racial Equality in Education: How Far Has South Africa Come?”: “At the peak of apartheid, schools serving white students had more than ten times the funding per pupil than the schools serving African students.” https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED493386.pdf.




9. Vance, Elon Musk, writes that Musk “turned four years old just days after the Soweto Uprising”; the uprising began June 16, 1976, and Musk turned five on June 28, 1976 (corrected here against the double-sourced birth date).




10. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on anti-apartheid concerts, including a 1985 Johannesburg concert that drew 100,000 people. Parallel: Vance, Elon Musk, on Peter Rive’s account of the same register of street violence.




11. Vance, Elon Musk: “Musk enjoyed a level of privilege”; “Musk had the luxury of traveling abroad during his childhood.”




12. Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan (2019). In context, her following sentence (“When the laws changed, I had a place to go with my kids”) refers to South Africa’s divorce-law reform, not to apartheid’s repeal; the self-description stands on its own. Her dietician practice: Vance, Elon Musk; born in Canada: Vance, Elon Musk.




13. Vance, Elon Musk, on the engineering practice and its projects. Isaacson, Elon Musk: Errol “dabbled in politics, defeating an Afrikaner member of the pro-apartheid National Party to become one of the few English-speaking members of the Pretoria City Council”; the Pretoria News reported the election March 9, 1972. The record supports the fact of the seat and the defeated opponent’s party, not any further characterization of Errol’s own politics.




14. Vance, Elon Musk: “one of the biggest houses in Pretoria thanks to the success of Errol’s engineering business”; the porch portrait. Parallel: Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World: “a beautiful sprawling house, money.” Tosca named: Isaacson, Elon Musk.




15. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “a gold-colored convertible Rolls-Royce Corniche.”




16. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the Cessna Golden Eagle and the television crews; the lodge in the Timbavati Game Reserve, “about three hundred miles east of Pretoria”; the fire and the Browning rifles. Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk: Errol “built a wilderness lodge with his boys.”




17. Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan: “The lawyer pointed out that he had a home, a yacht, a plane, six cars. Everything was in his name.” Parallel: Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan: “five luxury cars and my truck.”




18. The father’s emerald money here is the childhood’s money, not the company’s: the trade was dead by the end of the 1980s, and no evidence has ever connected it to anything Musk built in North America. See note 59 (Isaacson, Elon Musk; Snopes, Nov. 17, 2022).




19. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on Errol and the unregistered mine: “If you registered it, you would wind up with nothing, because the Blacks would take everything from you,” immediately following the line that “there was no functioning bureaucracy, so the mine was not registered.” In the same passage Errol “criticizes Maye’s family for being racist, which he insists he is not,” then adds: “I don’t have anything against the Blacks, but they are just different from what I am.”




20. Isaacson, Elon Musk. Adjudication: Isaacson’s flat finding (in a book written with Elon’s cooperation) is that Errol “never had an ownership stake in the mine”; the arrangement was a share of output from three small mines owned by the Panamanian-Italian entrepreneur, unregistered. Errol’s grander versions told elsewhere (half-ownership of a mine and a safe too stuffed with cash to close: Business Insider South Africa, Feb. 2018, documented in Snopes, “What We Know About Elon Musk and the Emerald Mine Rumor,” Nov. 17, 2022; the teenage boys selling stones at Tiffany’s: Errol on Podcast and Chill with MacG, 2022) are claimed by Errol alone, uncorroborated, and contradicted by his own account to Isaacson. See A2.




21. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “After producing profits of roughly $210,000, his emerald business collapsed in the 1980s when the Russians created an artificial emerald in the lab. He lost all of his emerald earnings.” Figure variance: approximately $210,000 in profits (Isaacson, Elon Musk) vs. approximately $400,000 in lifetime revenues (Jeremy Arnold, savingjournalism.substack.com).




22. Vance, Elon Musk, on the portrait taken at about age eight: “not long after the photo was taken… His parents separated and divorced within the year”; the Durban holiday home: Vance, Elon Musk.




23. Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan: “So we lived in a small apartment, more than once. So my children and I ate a lot of peanut butter sandwiches”; the divorce court ordered Errol to pay 5 percent of his income plus schooling, medical, and dental expenses, “which he never did” (her account of the custody years). Durban texture: Isaacson, Elon Musk; Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan.




24. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “At age ten, Musk made a fateful decision… He took the dangerous overnight train from Durban to Johannesburg on his own”; the Rolls-Royce, “two sets of encyclopedias, lots of books, and a variety of engineering tools.”




25. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “Four years later, Kimbal followed.” Vance, Elon Musk: “Kimbal later opted to live with Errol as well.”




26. Named in Isaacson, Elon Musk (source notes, the report cards). Private prep, founded 1923: “Waterkloof House Preparatory School,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterkloof_House_Preparatory_School.




27. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the documented school sequence: Waterkloof House Preparatory School, Glenashley Senior Primary School, Bryanston High School, Pretoria Boys High School.




28. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on A’s in English and math at nine and ten: “He works extremely slowly, either because he dreams or is doing what he should not”; “His average grade before he got to high school was 83 out of 100.”




29. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the assembly, the recess attack, the concrete steps, the hospital, the week out of school; Kimbal: “When they got finished, I couldn’t even recognize his face.” Parallel: Vance, Elon Musk; Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World. Bryanston as a fee-charging state school: “Bryanston High School,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bryanston_High_School.




30. Vance, Elon Musk: “While a public school by definition, Pretoria Boys has functioned more like a private school for the last hundred years. It’s the place you send a young man to get him ready to attend Oxford or Cambridge”; the caning, compulsory chapel, and uniforms: Isaacson, Elon Musk (note: Isaacson loosely calls it “a private academy”; it is a fee-paying state school). Standing: founded 1901; alumni include two Nobel laureates and eighteen Rhodes scholars. “Pretoria Boys High School,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pretoria_Boys_High_School.




31. Vance, Elon Musk: Deon Prinsloo: “There were four or five boys that were considered the very brightest… Elon was not one of them”; Gideon Fourie: “there were just no signs that he was going to be a billionaire. He was never in a leadership position at school.”




32. Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan, on the court-ordered schooling obligation. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “his father moved him” to Pretoria Boys; the high-school years fell in the period Elon lived in Errol’s household.




33. Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World: “His father wasn’t funding this adventure; he’d only pay for schooling in South Africa.”




34. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the trip at nine, the Thunderbird and budget inns: “my father refused to take us to Disney World because it was too expensive… I think we went to some water park instead.” Errol disputes the refusal, insisting they visited both Disney World and Six Flags; Isaacson prints both versions. On the age, see also the move at ten: the record supports “about nine,” not a precise timeline.




35. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “He left us in the hotel, which was pretty grungy, and just gave us fifty bucks or something, and we didn’t see him for two days.” Parallel: Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan (Hong Kong and New York among the destinations).




36. Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan: “He took them skiing in Austria, or to Hong Kong and New York. I didn’t want to deprive the kids of these experiences.” Errol’s grander version (the children “learned to ski in Europe when they were still 10 or under 10 years of age,” “only rode in Rolls-Royce cars,” flew private to the lodge) is his own, secondhand on the web (VladTV interview via Benzinga/Yahoo Finance, Mar. 20, 2025, https://finance.yahoo.com/news/werent-other-kids-errol-musk-155354017.html): claimed by Errol, uncorroborated.




37. “Conscription in South Africa,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conscription_in_South_Africa; “End Conscription Campaign,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/End_Conscription_Campaign (two years’ compulsory SADF service for white men, plus camps; the army fighting in Angola/Namibia and deployed in the townships).




38. Michael Belfiore, Rocketeers (2007), the earliest print version, from Musk’s own mouth; repeated in Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World, with “army” for “military” in the first clause. Isaacson, Elon Musk’s account of the departure gives a different stated motive (America and technology) and does not mention conscription; both motives are sourced, and neither excludes the other.




39. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “He went to the Canadian consulate on his own, got application forms for a passport, and filled them out not only for himself but for his mother, brother, and sister (but not father)”; Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World: “Because his mother was born in Canada, her children were eligible for Canadian citizenship”; Vance, Elon Musk.




40. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on approvals late May 1989, the 14-day advance fares, his own recollection, the June 11, 1989 dinner at Cynthia’s (“Pretoria’s finest restaurant”), the drive to the Johannesburg airport: “‘You’ll be back in a few months,’ Elon says his father told him contemptuously. ‘You’ll never be successful.’”




41. Isaacson, Elon Musk.




42. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “A myth has grown that Musk… arrived in North America in 1989 with a lot of money, perhaps pockets filled with emeralds. Errol at times encouraged that perception. But in fact, what Errol got from the Zambian emerald mine had become worthless years earlier.” Snopes, “What We Know About Elon Musk and the Emerald Mine Rumor,” Nov. 17, 2022: unable to find any evidence that money from the father’s involvement in the mine helped Elon build his wealth in North America.




43. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the youth hostel shared with five others, the $100 Greyhound Discovery Pass, the suitcase (with traveler’s checks and clothes) taken off the bus, the grain work at cousin Mark Teulon’s Saskatchewan farm; the $18-an-hour lumber-mill boiler job.




44. Queen’s, fall 1990: Isaacson, Elon Musk. Penn, 1992, $14,000 scholarship plus a student loan package: Isaacson, Elon Musk; parallel: Vance, Elon Musk. His student debt afterward: approximately $100k in his own tweets (1211054942192120064, 2019-12-28; 1375212880790913024, 2021-03-25) vs. $110,000 (tweet 1005593651219582976, 2018-06-09; Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World).




45. Vance, Elon Musk: Kouri “had met the Musks in Toronto and bought into the early Zip2 brainstorming”; the brothers “intended to head to California to give the business a shot.”




46. Vance, Elon Musk: “the company officially changed its name from Global Link to Zip2” after the venture round. Parallel: Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World.




47. Vance, Elon Musk, on the office at 430 Sherman Avenue, the backed-up toilets, the Ethernet cable strung down the stairwell to the internet service provider downstairs.




48. Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World: “And they had one computer. One. During the day it was Zip2’s dedicated web server. At night, Elon used it to program.”




49. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on sleeping at the office, the YMCA showers, Jack in the Box. Parallel: Vance, Elon Musk. Duration varies (three months in Vance, six in Isaacson), so no number is stated here.




50. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, tweet 1211064937004589056, 2019-12-28 (archive): “We started Zip2 with ~$2k from me plus my overclocked home-built PC, ~$5k from my bro & ~$8k from Greg Kouri.”




51. Vance, Elon Musk: the red bathrobe; “came back with a wad of $6,000.” Stake variance: $6,000 (Vance, Elon Musk) vs. “~$8k” (Musk’s tweet, above).




52. Vance, Elon Musk, on the cofounder, the early 1996 period (“actual business experience and skills at reading people”; “the adult supervision at Zip2”), his death in 2012 at fifty-one, and Kimbal’s tribute (“We owe him a lot”).




53. Vance, Elon Musk: “Errol Musk gave his sons $28,000 to help them through this period.” Isaacson, Elon Musk, independently: “gave them $28,000 plus a beat-up car he bought for $500.” Musk’s own characterization of his father’s money as arriving “much later,” when “risk was reduced” (tweet 1211064937004589056), conflicts with both biographers’ early placement; existence is undisputed, timing is his frame alone.




54. Isaacson, Elon Musk.




55. Musk, A Woman Makes a Plan (“I bought them food, clothing, and furniture and covered their printing expenses”; “The house was $200,000, and I had $10,000 in the bank. This was the first time I had ever had savings”) and (“They couldn’t get a credit card in the US, so they were using my Canadian credit card… I still had $10,000 in the bank. I gave it to them”); parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“She gave them $10,000 and let them use her credit card because they had not been approved for one”).




56. Tweet 1211064937004589056, 2019-12-28: “My Dad provided 10% of a ~$200k angel funding round much later.” The round’s only itemization in the record is Musk’s own, an admission against interest. Whether that tenth was a second check or his own reframing of the $28,000 is unresolved: the two are competing characterizations of, probably, the same money.




57. Vance, Elon Musk, and Isaacson, Elon Musk (the immigration lawyer; the $30,000 car money; the 1967 Jaguar E-type); parallel: Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World.




58. Vance, Elon Musk (“The venture capitalists pushed Musk into the role of chief technology officer and hired Rich Sorkin as the company’s CEO”); Isaacson, Elon Musk. The installation came with the funding, early 1996.




59. Tweet 1211064937004589056, 2019-12-28 23:22 UTC (archive, verbatim).




60. Tweet 1375212880790913024, 2021-03-25 (archive, verbatim; a reply disputing an article: “This article is false. - I arrived by myself in Canada in ‘89 with ~CA$2500… - Started 1st company with no funding & just one computer I built - There’s no evidence whatsoever of an ’emerald mine’”).




61. Tweet 1279266659794969088, 2020-07-04 (archive, verbatim): “I don’t have an ‘emerald mine’, nor was I given free money from anyone, inheritance or otherwise. Ashlee Vance interviewed hundreds of people. Ask him.”




62. Vance, Elon Musk (2015): no occurrence of “emerald” anywhere in the book. The $28,000: Vance, Elon Musk.




63. Tweet 1788938808144146833, 2024-05-10 (sprinklr archive, verbatim).




64. The formula: tweet 1211054942192120064, 2019-12-28 (“He didn’t own an emerald mine & I worked my way through college”). Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the ownership finding; the confirmed trading and the ~$210,000. Musk has not, on the record, denied that Errol traded emeralds.




65. Jim Clash interview, Forbes.com, July 28, 2014.




66. Snopes, “What We Know About Elon Musk and the Emerald Mine Rumor,” Nov. 17, 2022 (Clash told Snopes he had “no idea” why the article was taken down); Futurism, “Elon Musk Now Denies That His Family’s Emerald Mine Existed,” Jan. 2023 (Clash: “I did interview Elon, he said what he said, and I don’t know why they’d take it down”).




67. Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World (“Errol was a talented and gifted engineer, an entrepreneur, and part owner of an emerald mine”), the book’s only emerald mention.




68. The first denial tweet in the archive is 1211054942192120064, 2019-12-28; the juvenile biography was published the same year.




69. Tweet 1386759755088211968, 2021-04-26 (archive, verbatim; reply to @PPathole). The archived text reads “taught a lot engineering”; “about” is absent in the original and is not supplied here ([sic]). The ampersand is rendered “&” in the archive and restored to “&”.




Chapter Two — Pennies from Heaven


1. Cassidy, Dot.con.





2. Cassidy, Dot.con. Web corroboration: CNN Money, Nov 13, 1998, https://money.cnn.com/1998/11/13/technology/theglobe/ (+606%).




3. The first-day record is date-bound: VA Linux gained 698 percent on December 9, 1999. Cassidy, Dot.con.




4. Cassidy, Dot.con (the Monday-to-one-week slide; the November 17, 1998 rate cut from 5.0 to 4.75 percent, third in six weeks, and investors’ reading of it).




5. Netscape’s unprofitability at the IPO: Mary Meeker quoted in Lyons, Disrupted (carried via, reported).




6. Cassidy, Dot.con (the delayed open and the Schwab recording).




7. Cassidy, Dot.con. The hedge is Cassidy’s own: “at least that is what he later claimed.”




8. Cassidy, Dot.con (Clark’s $663 million; the $2.2 billion close, “almost as much as General Dynamics”) and (Clark to Michael Lewis on “anarchy credibility,” and Cassidy’s gloss on what post-Netscape anarchy meant).




9. Cassidy, Dot.con: $11.2B/2,123 ventures in 1996 vs. $59.4B/3,957 in 1999; suspended rules; twelve-month horizons. Parallel: Mallaby, The Power Law (fundraising tripling to $56B by 1999).




10. 457 IPOs in 1999: Rao/Scaruffi, A History of Silicon Valley. 117 day-one doublings in 1999 vs. 39 in the previous 24 years (web primaries: Jay Ritter IPO statistics, https://site.warrington.ufl.edu/ritter/files/IPOs-doubling-on-the-first-day.pdf; WilmerHale 1999 IPO report, https://www.wilmerhale.com/en/insights/publications/internet-ipos-conclude-sensational-year-in-1999-january-2000).




11. Thiel, Zero to One (the September 1998 to March 2000 window; the dinner bills paid in startup stock; both quoted phrases). Thiel’s first-person account, memoir, attributed in text.




12. Thiel, Zero to One. Thiel’s account; the anecdote is March 2000, PayPal-era, and is dated as such in the text.




13. Vance, Elon Musk (the $3 million, the Sorkin hire and background, the CTO move, the resentment). Soni gives the round as $3.5 million, The Founders; $3 million is Vance’s figure. Isaacson, Elon Musk, parallel on the CTO move and Musk’s CEO lesson.




14. Vance, Elon Musk: the SGI hires, the wholesale rewrite, “hairballs,” the deadline translation (the engineering chief is Jim Ambras, named in the source).




15. Vance, Elon Musk (Musk’s own “I could code way better than them… I’d just go in and fix their fucking code” account, and Vance’s reporting that employees would return to find Musk had changed their work without telling them). Parallels: Isaacson, Elon Musk; Soni, The Founders.




16. Soni, The Founders (“never been a sports captain or a captain of anything or managed a single person”); fuller version in Vance, Elon Musk, context.




17. Soni, The Founders (140 newspaper websites; the investing publishers; “Newspaperdom’s new superhero”); Vance, Elon Musk (the trademarked “We Power the Press” slogan, trademark only, no source places it on a wall; the $50 million; the move to 444 Castro Street); Isaacson, Elon Musk (licensing fees of $1,000 to $10,000).




18. Vance, Elon Musk (city.com, the consumer push, the board’s conservative path); Soni, The Founders (the New York Times statement; “becoming the next Yahoo was a fantasy”); Isaacson, Elon Musk (third source on the strategy split).




19. Soni, The Founders (“It wasn’t a philosophical issue… We went where the money was,” said Rich Sorkin). The in-text description of the book: The Founders: The Story of PayPal and the Entrepreneurs Who Shaped Silicon Valley (Simon & Schuster, February 22, 2022), written from hundreds of interviews and internal materials, publisher’s page, https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Founders/Jimmy-Soni/9781501197246.




20. Vance, Elon Musk (the April 1998 announcement, ~$300M, CitySearch name, Sorkin to head it; the diligence questions, the factions, Sorkin demanding the deal, Musk the early advocate turning against it, the May cancellation and the press). Vance’s own hedge applies: “The opinions on what happened next vary greatly.” Isaacson, Elon Musk, gives Musk stronger agency, that he “led a rebellion that scuttled the merger,” which is Isaacson’s framing only; Vance’s hedged account is the controlling version.




21. Vance, Elon Musk (the CEO demand refused; the chairman title lost; Proudian installed); Isaacson, Elon Musk (second source on the refusal and the title; Proudian “tasked with selling the company”).




22. Vance, Elon Musk (Proudian: “This is your first company. Let’s find an acquirer and make some money, so you can do your second, third, and fourth company.”).




23. Isaacson, Elon Musk, quoting Inc. Magazine (“Great things will never happen with VCs or professional managers. They don’t have the creativity or the insight.”).




24. Soni, The Founders (the Charlotte Observer cancellation; the NYT, September 1998: “no city guide has consistently shown a profit”); Vance, Elon Musk (losing money; Microsoft’s charge; the multiplying startups; engineers “deflated and worried”); Isaacson, Elon Musk (by fall 1998 no city guide had shown a profit).




25. Vance, Elon Musk (“In January 1999, with Zip2’s board seeking a buyer, Musk began to formalize his banking plan”; the quiet recruiting of Zip2 engineers; the Canadian banking contacts). Consistent with Isaacson, Elon Musk (Proudian’s selling mandate).




26. Compaq acquisition of DEC, $9.6B, January 1998, then the largest acquisition in computer-industry history; AltaVista built by DEC researchers to show off a DEC supercomputer; DEC 8-K at sec.gov.




27. Cassidy, Dot.con (“One of the main reasons that America Online bought the company was because of its popular Web site”); $4.2B, November 1998.




28. Rao/Scaruffi, A History of Silicon Valley (@Home-Excite, $6.7B, January 1999, then the largest internet-related merger) and (Yahoo-GeoCities; Rao/Scaruffi round to $3.6B, $3.57B in stock). GeoCities as theGlobe’s home-page rival: Cassidy, Dot.con.




29. Soni, The Founders (“For Compaq, the acquisition united its AltaVista search engine with Zip2’s local listings and ad business”); Isaacson, Elon Musk (Compaq “seeking to juice up its AltaVista search engine”); AltaVista CEO Rod Schrock on announcement day (“We plan to partner with local media companies and extend the Zip2 platform for the local merchants to sell products locally”), The Register, Feb 16, 1999, https://www.theregister.com/1999/02/16/compaq_buys_zip2_for_over/.




30. Morris, Tesla (“hoping to buy AltaVista’s way to the top of the Web portal heap”), quoting a secondary account, not Compaq’s words; no contemporaneous Compaq statement names Yahoo as the target.




31. Isaacson, Elon Musk (Proudian calling the brothers into his office). Isaacson dates the office scene to January 1999; the offer was announced publicly on February 16, 1999 and closed in April.




32. $307 million in cash: Vance, Elon Musk; Soni, The Founders; Isaacson, Elon Musk. Compaq’s 10-Q puts the aggregate purchase price at $341 million, comprising $307 million cash plus AltaVista employee stock options and acquisition costs (SEC, https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/714154/000101540299001323/0001015402-99-001323-d2.pdf).




33. Vance, Elon Musk (“‘It was like pennies from heaven,’ said Ed Ho, a former Zip2 executive”). Ho’s background (Berkeley EE/CS, Oracle, Silicon Graphics, recruited to Zip2): Soni, The Founders.




34. Morris, Tesla (the failed CitySearch merger was “probably a good thing in light of what happened next”).




35. Vance, Elon Musk (the board’s acceptance, the rented Palo Alto restaurant, the Mohr Davidow 20x).




36. Isaacson, Elon Musk (the brothers’ 12 percent stake, split 60-40).




37. “About $22 million”: Vance, Elon Musk ($22M/$15M); Isaacson, Elon Musk ($22M/$15M); Morris, Tesla (“reported to be $22 million”); Tad Friend, The New Yorker, 2009 (“netted $22 million”). Soni, The Founders, gives $21 million. Age 27 per Soni and Isaacson (Morris’s “28-year-old” is an outlier; the announcement preceded his June birthday).




38. Soni, The Founders. Isaacson, Elon Musk, renders the same bank-account remark as “$22,005,000”; Soni’s earlier-published rendering is quoted here, consistent with his $21 million figure.




39. Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World (Kimbal: the caged-dog-and-T-bones comparison; “lots and lots of money in easy-to-carry bags”; he “had thought he was building a company for life”).




40. Soni, The Founders: Dr. Lew Tucker, a senior director at JavaSoft (Sun’s Java unit), quoted in a Zip2 press release, “Zip2’s groundbreaking maps and directions are some of the most powerful real-world applications of Java on the internet today.” Java launched January 1996; “by September, Musk and his technology team had put Java at Zip2’s core.”




41. Vance, Elon Musk (the office, the YMCA) and (the investors “came away impressed with his energy”).




42. Vance, Elon Musk (“Musk, the dot-com striver, had been both lucky and good. He had a decent idea, turned it into a real service, and came out of the dot-com tumult with cash in his pockets…”).




43. (August 18, 1999: CMGI acquires ~81.5% of AltaVista, Zip2 and Shopping.com included, for ~$2.3B, almost entirely CMGI stock; CMGI 8-K FY1999; Compaq 10-Q: “In August 1999, Compaq sold a majority interest in SDC, Zip2 and AltaVista to CMGI”). Never “wrote it off”: the asset was passed along in bubble paper that evaporated.




44. CMGI stock collapse of more than 99% in the crash; the filed AltaVista S-1/IPO never happened.




45. February 18, 2003: Overture Services agreed to buy the AltaVista business for $140 million in cash and stock; Overture 8-K, Feb 2003.




46. Hewlett-Packard completed its acquisition of Compaq on May 3, 2002; Compaq continued only as a wholly-owned HP subsidiary. HP 8-K, May 2002 (SEC, https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/47217/000091205702018930/a2078894z8-k.txt: “Effective May 3, 2002… Compaq continued as a wholly-owned subsidiary of HP”); CNN Money, “HP-Compaq merger completed,” May 3, 2002, https://money.cnn.com/2002/05/03/news/deals/hp_compaq/index.htm.




47. Excite@Home Chapter 11 filed September 28, 2001; AT&T bought its network for $307 million; Washington Post, Sept 29, 2001; Compaq 10-Q.




48. Soni, The Founders (the Palo Alto condo and the $1 million McLaren F1); corroborated by Justine Musk, “I Was a Starter Wife,” Marie Claire, 2010.




49. Vance, Elon Musk (the banking plan formalized in January 1999; the Compaq deal announced the next month; X.com incorporated in March).




50. Wagner, Battle for the Bird (“more than half of his $22 million”); corroborated by Musk’s own contemporaneous email, “almost all my cash from Zip2,” Soni, The Founders.




51. Soni, The Founders (Ho as employee number four; “There’s a wave, right? And you either catch the wave, or you can sit there waiting — and Yahoo goes by.”).




52. Soni, The Founders: Musk chose the name before there was a product, believing it “the coolest URL on the internet” (colleagues’ objections are Chapter 3’s story).




Chapter Three — The Coolest URL on the Internet


1. Soni, The Founders: “Musk’s flight lifted off on Tuesday, September 19, 2000.”





2. Soni, The Founders, on the canceled honeymoon, the mid-September trip to the 2000 Summer Olympics in Sydney, the round-the-world itinerary with stops in Singapore and London, fundraising meetings, employee check-ins, and Musk’s own account: “It was meant to be a belated honeymoon and fundraising trip.” Parallel: Chafkin, The Contrarian, on the two-week vacation and meetings in Singapore and London “with investors who, Musk hoped, would help keep PayPal solvent.”




3. Age: Soni, The Founders (27 at the Compaq check, February 1999, making him 29 in September 2000). Position: Vance, Elon Musk, describes him as “the largest shareholder of the combined company”; Soni, The Founders, as “X.com’s cofounder, CEO, and biggest individual shareholder.”




4. Soni, The Founders: “With Musk safely in the air, Thiel, Levchin, Botha, Hoffman, and Sacks caravanned to the Sequoia offices.” Sand Hill Road location: Chafkin, The Contrarian, who records that they “drove to Sequoia’s office on Sand Hill Road just outside of town.”




5. Levchin background: Jackson, The PayPal Wars (the family’s emigration from Kiev to Chicago in 1991 after facing limits on education, housing, and employment as Soviet Jews); “the company’s cofounder and its most talented engineer”: Chafkin, The Contrarian. His authorship of the original PayPal codebase: Soni, The Founders (“The original PayPal.com codebase… was quintessential Levchin”).




6. Chafkin, The Contrarian, on Botha, “whom Musk had hired just before the merger.”




7. Hoffman’s role and background: Soni, The Founders, on his time at Stanford, a Marshall Scholarship at Oxford, stints at Fujitsu and Apple, his own startup SocialNet, and his recruitment by Thiel as COO in January 2000.




8. Sacks background: Soni, The Founders, on his University of Chicago law degree, time at McKinsey and Company, and hiring by Thiel in mid-1999 over the team’s objections. His product role: Soni, The Founders: “Sacks became, in effect, Confinity’s first head of product.”




9. Soni, The Founders: “Moritz — Musk’s strongest ally on the board… a crucial vote” and the 3–3 deadlock arithmetic.




10. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “They presented him with a folder containing letters of resignation and the petition.” Soni, The Founders: “the No Confidence signatures of all the employees who had promised to resign if Musk remained CEO.”




11. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the early-1999 visit, Musk “poring over books about the banking system,” and his remark: “I’m trying to think about what to start next.” The cousin is named in the source; he is introduced properly later in this book.




12. Isaacson, Elon Musk: founded March 1999 with Harris Fricker, “a friend from the bank”; the Scotiabank experience; the everything-store concept (“banking, digital purchases, checking, credit cards, investments, and loans”); money as “simply an entry into a database”; and the vision that “it will be the place where all the money is, and that would make it a multitrillion-dollar company.” The Compaq check cleared in February 1999 (Soni, The Founders); the one-month juxtaposition is arithmetic on those sourced dates.




13. Vance, Elon Musk: “Musk invested about $12 million into X.com, leaving him, after taxes, with $4 million or so for personal use.” “More than half”: Wagner, Battle for the Bird, “more than half of his $22 million.” Figure variance: Soni, The Founders, has $12.5 million plus the domain purchase. The investment was also staged, not a day-one wire; Sequoia “had insisted that Musk step back his original personal investment,” which he reinvested later at a higher valuation (Soni, The Founders).




14. Vance, Elon Musk: “Much of the point of being a dot-com success in 1999 was to prove yourself once, stash away your millions, and then use your credentials to talk other people into betting their money on your next venture”; “even by Silicon Valley’s high-risk standards, it was shocking”; and Ed Ho: “He’s willing to take an insane amount of personal risk. When you do a deal like that, it either pays off or you end up in a bus shelter somewhere.” Investors “catch a break under the tax law” by rolling a windfall into a new venture within a couple of months.




15. Soni, The Founders: “This was, Musk believed, simply ‘the coolest URL on the internet’” (sourced to Soni’s author interview with Musk, January 19, 2021, endnote) and “one of only three single-letter.com URLs in the world at the time.”




16. Soni, The Founders, on the Pittsburgh owners Marcel DePaolis and Dave Weinstein and the payment of “cash and 1.5 million shares of the company’s Series A stock.” Company legend put the price at $1 million (Jackson, The PayPal Wars; Chafkin, The Contrarian, legend not documented fact).




17. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “Some of his friends were skeptical that an online bank would inspire confidence if given a name that sounded like a porn site. But Musk loved the name X.com”; and the e@x.com address. The e@x.com address also appears in Soni, The Founders.




18. Vance, Elon Musk: “not letting the fact that he knew very little about the industry’s nuances bother him in the slightest” and “Musk had a modicum of banking experience and had resorted to buying a book on the industry to help understand its inner workings.”




19. Vance, Elon Musk: of the four cofounders, it was Fricker, “a Rhodes scholar,” who “brought the knowledge of the banking world’s mechanics that X.com would need.”




20. Vance, Elon Musk, on Fricker’s ultimatum (“either he takes over as CEO or he’s just going to take everyone from the company and create his own company”) and the exodus, including Ed Ho. Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the demand that Musk step down and the outcome (“Because he held a controlling interest, Musk prevailed and Fricker quit, along with most of the employees”). The two accounts differ on the ultimatum’s exact form; both end with Fricker and most of the staff gone within roughly five months of founding.




21. Soni, The Founders: “the company’s head count numbered in the low single digits. At this point, 394 University Avenue was better known for its first-floor bakery than its second-floor bank. The ‘company’ was, essentially, a mysterious URL, some loyal holdouts, Musk’s dwindling capital, and an idea.”




22. Soni, The Founders, on the Moritz introduction: Oxford graduate, Welsh accent, former Time journalist, limited technical background, and his early bet of “a 25 percent stake in Yahoo.com for $1 million, when its founders were still working from a trailer.”




23. Soni, The Founders (August 1999; Sequoia’s $5 million; Moritz installed on the board); “a bet on Musk and little else”: Vance.




24. Soni, The Founders, on Moritz on the name: “It was like Yahoo. Or… Apple… I think there’s a benefit to having a name that, once you’ve heard it, is memorable.”




25. Vance, Elon Musk: Musk “managed to attract engineers with his rah-rah speeches about the future of Internet banking.”




26. Vance, Elon Musk: the night-before-Thanksgiving 1999 launch; “one of the world’s first online banks complete with FDIC insurance… and three mutual funds”; the $20 sign-up card and $10 referral; no fees or overdraft penalties; person-to-person email payments; and “more than 200,000 people… signed up for X.com within the first couple of months.”




27. Soni, The Founders, on Ken Miller’s account: “First Name: Mick. Middle initial: E. Last name: Mouse… a transaction for $2,700… And we gave them a line of credit”; checkbooks printed “to first name ‘asdf’ last name ‘jkl’”; and the partner bank, First Western, “aghast at the Disney character customers.”




28. Soni, The Founders: the January 28, 2000 New York Times headline and the vulnerability (transfers “using only a bank routing number and checking account number—both easily obtainable from any voided or canceled check”; “permitted customers for almost a month to transfer funds from any other account in the nation’s banking system”); a Washington Post analyst: “They ought to go out of business”; U.S. Banker Magazine: “The name X.com is forever poisoned. They need to… relaunch as Y.com.” Mitigation in the record: the company said unauthorized transactions totaled under $25,000.




29. Soni, The Founders, quoting Musk at the 2012 CalTech commencement: “We would show people the hard part—the agglomeration of financial services—and nobody was interested. Then we’d show people the email payments—which was the easy part—and everybody was interested.”




30. Jackson, The PayPal Wars, on Confinity’s PalmPilot-security origin and the pivot to email payments. The product as “beaming money via PalmPilots”: Soni, The Founders (Hoffman’s recollection). Confinity’s product traction on eBay: Soni, The Founders; Vance, Elon Musk.




31. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: the shared building, the suite “overlooking a bakery that shared common space with Confinity,” “the employees often bumped into one another in the entrance and restrooms,” and X.com later expanding into Confinity’s vacated space. Parallel: Chafkin, The Contrarian, on the second-floor landing with one company on each side.




32. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: X.com’s quietly built email-payment feature atop bank accounts and “X.com also doubled PayPal’s new user bonus by tempting would-be customers with a twenty dollar deposit.”




33. Vance, Elon Musk: “Confinity had what looked like the hottest product in PayPal but was paying out $100,000 a day in awards to new customers.”




34. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: “X.com made a media splash when Elon lured Bill Harris, the former CEO of software maker Intuit, to head the venture.”




35. Soni, The Founders: Harris: “We were both the same size, growing at the same speed. We would have destroyed ourselves competing”; “True networks are a naturally monopolistic business”; and the request for a formal meeting.




36. Soni, The Founders: Evvia Estiatorio; Thiel and Levchin across from Harris and Musk; “Musk presented an initial offer: X.com would acquire Confinity, with the Confinity team receiving 8 percent”; Levchin astonished; Buhl and Malloy balking at Il Fornaio; Malloy: “If anything, we should be buying them.”




37. Soni, The Founders: the climbing offers (“what had begun as a 92–8 acquisition had been hammered into a 55–45 one”; “Musk remained skeptical about any kind of merger”; “My impression was these guys are really smart—but we can still defeat them”; Harris: “Elon was a reluctant partner, and he said, ‘These [mergers] rarely work, and we can win’”).




38. Soni, The Founders: Musk blurting that Confinity was getting “a fucking deal”; Levchin (“My blood just boiled”) calling Thiel and calling the deal off; Harris at the apartment at 469 Grant Avenue, the laundry room, the 50–50 offer; and Levchin’s condition and his question about Musk.




39. Soni, The Founders: Musk: “I was like, ‘Fuck you. We’re just going to kill [Confinity]’”; Harris’s resignation threat amid the live funding round; and Musk’s concession.




40. The crash: Soni, The Founders (the ride with Thiel to the Sequoia offices; “like a discus”; Thiel hitchhiking on). Vance, Elon Musk (the uninsured detail). Chafkin, The Contrarian (the destination as a meeting with Moritz; “The car was totaled”; Musk’s walking-away explanation: the stories about people who made money, bought sports cars, and crashed them, “But I knew it would never happen to me, so I didn’t get any insurance”).




41. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “The experience shook Thiel, who came to see Musk as reckless.”




42. Vance, Elon Musk: March 2000; the combined company “would be called X.com”; “leaving Musk as the largest shareholder of the combined company.”




43. Soni, The Founders: Madison Dearborn Partners of Chicago leading with $30 million (Tim Hurd’s firm), the Asian funds, verbal commitments for double the $100 million, and Musk: “We were getting fire-hosed with cash.” Deutsche Bank and Goldman Sachs: Vance, Elon Musk. Hurd’s seat on the X.com board: Soni, The Founders.




44. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: Thiel telling his finance team “to work the phones nonstop until every penny of the promised $100 million was deposited”; “The final wire settled just after the beginning of April”; and “Had Peter waited even a few days, the stock market’s collapse would have taken X.com’s agreed-upon valuation with it.”




45. The Nasdaq closed at its peak of 5,048.62 on Friday, March 10, 2000.




46. Thiel, Zero to One: “That March 2000 financing round bought us the time we needed to make PayPal a success. Just as we closed the deal, the bubble popped.”




47. Chafkin, The Contrarian: the early-April Microsoft antitrust ruling; the Nasdaq’s 350-point, 8 percent drop, “the biggest decline in its history”; and eleven days later, Friday, April 14, another 350 points, “down 25 percent on the week, making the sudden correction worse than the 1987 Black Monday crash.”




48. Soni, The Founders: “just days after X.com closed its round, US public markets entered a downward slide that would ultimately wipe out $2.5 trillion.”




49. Soni, The Founders: Klement: “If we hadn’t raised that $100 million round, there would be no PayPal”; Woolway: “If the team hadn’t closed that one hundred million, there would be no SpaceX, no LinkedIn, and no Tesla.”




50. Vance, Elon Musk: “Confinity had what looked like the hottest product in PayPal.” The transaction disparity documenting whose product had the value is at note 54.




51. Chafkin, The Contrarian: Thiel’s May resignation memo (“Resignation as Executive Vice President”); he told employees he was “exhausted” and considered himself “more of a visionary and less of a manager.” Vance, Elon Musk, attributes the resignation to the technology rift; Chafkin’s account is what Thiel himself told employees.




52. Soni, The Founders: Musk’s company-wide note (“our Board of Directors has asked me to solely assume the role of Chief Executive Officer”) sent one week after Thiel’s resignation letter, and Harris’s ultimatum having “sealed Harris’s fate as CEO.”




53. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “Thiel had laid a sort of trap for Musk. Though Musk got to be CEO, most of Thiel’s deputies—including Hoffman, Levchin, and Sacks—filled the executive ranks… Musk was surrounded by a team that was more loyal to Thiel than to him” (Chafkin’s interpretive frame, attributed; the personnel facts within it are factual).




54. Soni, The Founders (paypal.com resolving to the x.com website, “a Musk decision”; “by July 2000, there were millions of total PayPal transactions and only several hundred thousand X.com ones”; users linking PayPal on eBay auctions). Chafkin, The Contrarian (sellers “routinely saying things like, ‘PayPal me the money’”).




55. Soni, The Founders (the “X-PayPal” decree and the scrub of stand-alone PayPal references; “If you want to just be a niche payment system, PayPal is better. If you want to… take over the world’s financial system, then X is the better name, because PayPal is a feature, not the thing itself”; also his analogy that naming the company PayPal “would be like Apple naming itself the Mac”). Chafkin records the parallel artifact “PayPal by X.com.”




56. Soni, The Founders: the summer focus groups rating PayPal above X.com; Vivien Go (“again and again, the theme of Oh God, I wouldn’t trust this website. It’s an adult website”); Rena Fischer, ex-KPMG, and the “terrible, horrible emails”; and the observation that “‘PayPal’ partisans felt that Musk was letting his personal opinion—rather than user preference—drive the decision.” Parallel: Jackson, The PayPal Wars (“the PayPal brand enjoyed stronger loyalty than X, which many still related to pornography and edginess”).




57. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: Musk randomly selected for the survey (odds “less than 1 in 1,000”) and “A furious Elon fired off a midnight round of emails and calls until he tracked down the source of the survey and ordered Vivien to shut it down.” Chafkin, The Contrarian: Nosek secretly commissioning the survey “intended to show Musk that he was wrong to deemphasize the PayPal brand”; “Musk found out and lost it.”




58. Soni, The Founders: Hoffman: “If that had been the only issue, it might have been more surmountable.”




59. Soni, The Founders (“The original PayPal.com codebase… was quintessential Levchin, with templating conventions even referred to as ‘Max code’”).




60. Vance, Elon Musk: Linux vs. Microsoft as “the equivalent of a religious war to the engineers, many of whom viewed Microsoft as a dated evil empire.” Isaacson, Elon Musk: Musk “admired Bill Gates, loved Windows NT”; Levchin’s team “appalled.”




61. Isaacson, Elon Musk: the arm-wrestle; Levchin “thought, correctly, that this was the stupidest imaginable way to settle a software-coding disagreement”; “Musk was almost twice his size”; Levchin’s loss and his line about physical weight as a technical input; “But he prevailed. He spent a year having his own team of engineers rewrite the Unix coding”; Levchin: “We wasted a year doing these technical tap dances instead of building new features”; and “The recoding effort also prevented the company from focusing on the growing amount of fraud.”




62. Soni, The Founders: Hoffman’s recollection of Musk’s argument, and “By this point, millions of dollars’ worth of transactions coursed through PayPal.com each day. If something went wrong with V2, the outcome could be disastrous.”




63. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: the development freeze; “The first build handed off to our quality assurance team came back DOA when the basic ‘send money’ functionality did not work”; and “more than half of our programmers weren’t familiar with NT and had to get acquainted with it while writing code.”




64. Soni, The Founders, quoting engineer William Wu: “I actually wrote two versions of the code. One was the Windows version, in case, you know, Elon got his way. But I also had to write a whole separate version in Unix.”




65. Soni, The Founders, on the Confinity engineer leaving early: “I’m just going sailing. This V2 shit’s never gonna work.”




66. Soni, The Founders: the August incentive email (“$5,000 for pushing V2.0 to production by midnight September 15, declining by $500 for each day of slippage”; “‘Work like hell,’ Musk signed off”); “the deadlines came and went—without a finished product”; and Todd Pearson: “three weeks turned into three months.”




67. Soni, The Founders, on remarks spoken during the September 19–24 board deliberations, after the flight left: “It was the board’s first time hearing about it. The other members were shocked to learn that such a consequential change wasn’t run by the board first, and about the lack of a rollback plan”; and Hurd’s 747 analogy. Some executives disputed parts of the boardroom characterization of X.com’s early credit programs.




68. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “a young South African straight out of Stanford’s business school” (hired by Musk just before the merger). Soni, The Founders, on Botha “borrowing a cubicle next to Musk… to rebuild X.com’s financial model from scratch.” His “actuarial chops”: Soni, The Founders.




69. Chafkin, The Contrarian, on the 120-day dispute window (“the fraud rate was at least twice as high as Botha had guessed and climbing”; “‘Holy cow,’ Botha thought, ‘we’re about to go bankrupt’”). Soni, The Founders, on the chain-ladder discovery (May’s chargebacks tracing to February-March transactions; “the company didn’t have anywhere near the reserves it needed”).




70. Soni, The Founders, on Nosek’s pager after midnight. Levchin: “Luke, I think we’re dead.”




71. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: “transaction losses of $2.57 million in the second quarter, the fraud bill for Q3 soared to $5.13 million, or roughly 1.2% of all of PayPal’s payment volume. Or, to put it another way, X.com incurred $2,300 in fraud losses each hour”; one ring’s $5.7 million over four months in mid-2000; “the Russian and Nigerian mafias… walked in through our front door.”




72. Chafkin, The Contrarian, quoting the former executive: “It was like a waterbed. You’d push down on a leak, and boom—they’d find some other vulnerability. We needed to rally, and Elon wasn’t paying attention to this at all.”




73. Soni, The Founders: “Botha sensed that X.com’s CEO didn’t share his fear of extinction. Musk, it seemed, was far more concerned about X.com’s continued expansion.”




74. Soni, The Founders, on Botha’s recollection of Moritz at the June board meeting: “you guys have seven months of runway left… You’re not going to raise money again. The market is gone!” The June and September runway figures are different datings of the same shrinking runway.




75. Soni, The Founders, quoting Thiel. The five-month figure is arithmetic on Thiel’s numbers, not a sourced phrase.




76. Soni, The Founders: “Several X.com employees remembered browsing Fucked Company daily during this period—not out of schadenfreude, but out of fear that they might be next.” The site described: Chafkin, The Contrarian (“a new parody news site, FuckedCompany.com,” as the first dot-coms ran out of money).




77. Soni, The Founders, quoting Thiel: “I think the thing I would give Elon tremendous credit for was that he had sort of the biggest, most ambitious vision for PayPal and for what the business could be—of any of us.”




78. Soni, The Founders, quoting Musk in mid-1999: “There are a lot of Potemkin villages out there built on flimsy foundations, and many, many will fail… a downturn will be a rough experience.”




79. Vance, Elon Musk, on the student center, the “couple of melting chocolate chip ice cream cones,” and her dream of a torrid romance with a writer. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the small river town northeast of Toronto, the plan to become a writer, and her freshman and sophomore years at Queen’s. Justine: “He’s not a man who takes no for an answer.”




80. Justine Musk, “I Was a Starter Wife,” Marie Claire, 2010: “Two years later — two months before our January 2000 wedding — Elon told me we had an appointment with a lawyer who was going to help us with a ‘financial agreement’ that the board of his new company wanted us to sign. When I looked at him, he said quickly, ‘It’s not a prenup.’” And: “two months after our wedding, I simply signed the postnuptial agreement.” The board’s urging is her report of his framing; her essay adds, “It was this board that was supposedly urging him to get a ‘financial agreement.’”




81. Justine Musk, “I Was a Starter Wife,” Marie Claire, 2010: “As we danced at our wedding reception, Elon told me, ‘I am the alpha in this relationship’” (her essay dates the wedding: “our January 2000 wedding”). Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk, places the same line during the first dance.




82. Soni, The Founders (“their planned honeymoon was canceled due to what Musk termed ‘company drama’”); Chafkin, The Contrarian (“had been consumed by PayPal almost immediately and skipped taking a honeymoon”).




83. Soni, The Founders: “I just got increasingly weird interactions”; ordinary phone calls striking him as “unusual”; “they said, ‘We don’t want to do these things.’ And I said, ‘Nope, you’ve got to do these things’”; “Musk didn’t realize that a move was being made against him—and had precipitated the pushback.”




84. Chafkin, The Contrarian.




85. Soni, The Founders, on the August technology conference (Nosek, Thiel, Levchin, and early board member Scott Banister): “Their CEO, they believed, stood in the way of X.com’s success and would need to be removed”; “Musk’s honeymoon trip presented the perfect opportunity to act”; the ringleader’s logic that the timing “seemed cruel” but necessary; founders like Musk “brought such charisma into boardroom battles that persuasion could trump facts. In his view, a fair trial required Musk’s absence.”




86. Chafkin, The Contrarian, on the signature canvassing while “former X employees, who were mostly still loyal to Musk, were kept in the dark.”




87. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: “Before leaving to attend the games, Elon sentenced the PayPal brand to death. The CEO instructed my fellow producer Amy Rowe to phase out all references to PayPal on the company’s website”; the bypass of “both Sacks, his direct report, and me, his marketing specialist.”




88. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “Then he went to the airport.”




89. Soni, The Founders: “All had participated in the mutiny against a prior CEO. What worked once, they thought, could work again.”




Chapter Four — The Honeymoon Coup


1. Flight lifted off Tuesday, September 19, 2000 (Soni, The Founders); the canceled first honeymoon (“company drama”) and the belated-honeymoon-plus-fundraising itinerary (Soni, The Founders); parallel: Chafkin, The Contrarian (2021). Position: Vance, Elon Musk (2015) (“the largest shareholder of the combined company”); Soni, The Founders (“X.com’s cofounder, CEO, and biggest individual shareholder”). Age: Soni, The Founders (27 at the Compaq check, February 1999, hence 29 in September 2000).





2. Soni, The Founders: “With Musk safely in the air, Thiel, Levchin, Botha, Hoffman, and Sacks caravanned to the Sequoia offices to convince X.com board member Mike Moritz—a crucial vote. If Moritz—Musk’s strongest ally on the board—sided with Musk and convinced board member Tim Hurd to do the same, the board would be deadlocked at 3–3… The group arrived at Sequoia bearing the No Confidence signatures of all the employees who had promised to resign if Musk remained CEO.”




3. Soni, The Founders, on Malloy “in the lobby of a big Chinese investment firm” when Levchin called: “several leaders in the company had decided to make a move against Musk”; “And I thought, Oh man, I gotta get this done and get back.”




4. Soni, The Founders: “Moritz listened, unfazed as the group laid out their case, and he asked several clarifying questions.”




5. Chafkin, The Contrarian, on the folder of resignation letters and the petition; “PayPal was running out of cash and, if it continued on its current course, it would go the way of Flooz and Beenz”; the risk of Levchin (“the company’s cofounder and its most talented engineer”) walking out “with the top coders and half the business development team”; the negotiation: Moritz “would only install Thiel on a temporary basis,” other candidates to be interviewed; “That was enough for Thiel, who accepted. He’d figure out how to make it permanent later”; “The group celebrated at Antonio’s Nut House, a local dive bar.”




6. Soni, The Founders, on Musk abroad, Hurd in Chicago, and Malloy “hustling back from Asia”; deliberations “over the phone”; the conspirators alternating between Levchin’s and Nosek’s apartments at 469 Grant Avenue; Thiel and Levchin joining board calls in one apartment and reporting back in the other.




7. Soni, The Founders: “Thiel and Levchin focused, mainly, on the concerning changeover of the website’s technology. It was the board’s first time hearing about it. The other members were shocked to learn that such a consequential change wasn’t run by the board first, and about the lack of a rollback plan.”




8. Soni, The Founders, on the early unsecured credit lines still on the books as “interest-generating assets,” to the board’s surprise; “Others disputed this characterization,” including X.com executive Sandeep Lal’s defense that Musk also wanted them closed and “the delta was on the speed”; Malloy: “I don’t believe they had briefed the board on the level of discord. And the extent of problems underneath the surface wasn’t apparent.”




9. Soni, The Founders: “The coup rested mainly on the risk of an employee mass resignation. The participation of David Sacks and Roelof Botha carried particular weight: Sacks had been promoted by Musk; Botha had been hired by him. Both felt an affinity for him… Particularly for Botha, threatening to resign meant potentially giving up his job—and his immigration status—if Musk prevailed. He didn’t make the choice lightly.” Their participation and threatened resignations are sourced; no source puts their names on the petition document.




10. Vance, Elon Musk, quoting Botha: “I think it would have killed the company if Elon had stayed on as CEO for six more months. The mistakes Elon was making at the time were amplifying the risk of the business.”




11. Vance, Elon Musk (“Some of the people loyal to Musk had sensed something was wrong, but it was too late. ‘I went to the office at ten thirty that night, and everyone was there,’ Ankenbrandt said. ‘I could not believe it. I am frantically trying to call Elon, but he’s on a plane’”).




12. Soni, The Founders, on the lengthy, impassioned email to Hurd, cc’ing Musk and colleagues with misgivings: “I was presented with a letter that described a Vote of No Confidence for our current CEO, Elon Musk. I did not sign this letter and I do not agree with the content that I read”; “Elon is a very good CEO. He is easy to communicate with because he reads every piece of email that is sent to him.… Elon is a very tough negotiator and because of this, we have struck an excellent deal with Intuit and we have outstanding deals with many of our vendors (like First Data and MasterCard)”; the closing encouragement that Hurd solicit an array of opinions.




13. Soni, The Founders: “Musk replied to the group, removing board member Hurd from his response.” He replied while away; the record does not give the email’s location.




14. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “Musk didn’t go quietly. ‘This activity is heinous,’ he raged. He defended his decisions to the board and expressed dismay that Thiel’s gang hadn’t had the decency to confront him. Not only had the conspirators waited until he was incommunicado, they’d done it on his honeymoon. He announced he was flying back to Palo Alto.”




15. Soni, The Founders: “From the middle of that week through Sunday evening, the board deliberated. But in the end, Musk simply didn’t have the votes to hang on”; the board’s weighing: “Musk would be the second X.com CEO removed in a single year; it would no doubt make waves in the press. But to the board, the risk to the company’s internal dynamic outweighed the risk of external noise.” Chronology note: Chafkin, The Contrarian, stages a board vote within days of Musk’s return (see note 248); the order of Musk’s emails versus his return is genuinely tangled across the two accounts.




16. Zip2 figures per Chapter 2: the $307 million Compaq sale (February 1999) and Musk’s cut of about $22 million. Soni’s figure is $21 million.




17. Soni, The Founders, quoting Musk: “The board met—absent me,” set immediately after the account of Botha’s threatened resignation and immediately before the several-days back-and-forth between executives and board.




18. Soni, The Founders, on Thiel’s company-wide email of Sunday evening, September 24, 2000, including the search-committee framing and “Elon will remain active on the Board as a Director and major shareholder.”




19. Soni, The Founders, on Musk’s follow-up five hours later, subject line “Taking X.com to the next level.” Soni’s own gloss: “it wasn’t his ‘having given this a lot of thought’ that had led to his exit—that was simply a bit of standard-issue face-saving. Still, the message was surprisingly gracious, as even his critics would admit.” The public version: “One has to recognize where one’s strengths lie,” Musk told CNET after the ouster (Conger and Mac, Character Limit).




20. Chafkin, The Contrarian: “upon landing, gathered his own group to plot a return to power. Moritz was unmoved, and within days the board had voted Musk out. Thiel was temporary CEO.” The brief fight to reconsider: Vance, Elon Musk (“For a brief period, Musk tried to fight back. He urged the board to reconsider its decision. But when it became clear that the company had already moved on, Musk relented”).




21. Soni, The Founders: “‘It was a done deal by the time I got back,’ Musk remembered.” Parallel, Lal: “It was a fait accompli.… he did not have an opportunity to fight back in time. And when he came in, it was already too late.”




22. Soni, The Founders: “Musk didn’t seek retribution. Jeremy Stoppelman—an early Musk X.com recruit—reached out… to ask if he and others should show their support by threatening to resign en masse. Musk instructed him to stand down. Even Musk’s longest-serving allies within the company were thrown off by his moderation”; Spikes: “It was very odd to me how graciously he was taking it”; Musk: “I could have fought it hard, but I said at this critical time, best to concede.” “Surprisingly gracious” is Soni’s gloss on Musk’s follow-up email specifically: “the message was surprisingly gracious, as even his critics would admit.” Vance, Elon Musk, stages the loyalists’ anger differently (Stoppelman tearing into Thiel and Levchin in a conference room; Spikes: “It was backhanded and cowardly”).




23. Soni, The Founders (“‘Sneaky backstabbing bastards,’ he joked. ‘Too scared to stab me in the front.… All of you guys, you still want to stab me in the back? C’mon! Come at me from the front! There’s twelve of you’”).




24. Half of all dot-coms shut down; 76 IPOs in 2001 versus 457 in 1999 (A History of Silicon Valley); Nasdaq trough 1,114.11 on October 9, 2002, a 78 percent decline from the March 2000 peak, roughly $5 trillion erased.




25. Vance, Elon Musk: “By June 2001, Musk’s influence on the company was fading quickly. That month, Thiel rebranded X.com as PayPal.… He embraced the role of being an advisor to the company and kept investing in it, increasing his stake as PayPal’s largest shareholder”; the Nokia Ventures/Sequoia comparison: Soni, The Founders (“Musk owned more PayPal stock than even institutional backers like Nokia Ventures and Sequoia Capital”). The rebrand came roughly nine months after the ouster.




26. Vance, Elon Musk, quoting Botha.




27. Chafkin, The Contrarian, on Levchin working with “another engineer, David Gausebeck”; the letters “over a crisscrossed background”; “nearly impossible for computers to pass, but easy for humans”; “The Gausebeck-Levchin Test, as PayPal called it… would come to be known as a captcha.”




28. Soni, The Founders: Ken Miller’s “It became this arms race”; the thief “by the nom de guerre ‘Igor’”; Levchin, Frezza, and others “building the equivalent of an echocardiogram for the company—a visual representation of money flows.” The scale of Igor’s theft and the Russia identification: Chafkin, The Contrarian (“a mastermind, apparently, based in Russia. He went by the handle Igor and had managed to siphon between $15 and $20 million out of PayPal on his own, according to a source familiar with the fraud”), Chafkin’s “apparently” carried here.




29. Jackson, The PayPal Wars (2004): “we booked an operating profit of $2.8 million in the fourth [quarter] as our revenue soared from $30.2 million in Q3 to $40.1 million in Q4.” “Barely”: eBay board member Howard Schultz’s characterization that PayPal “had only recently achieved profitability, and then just barely” (Soni, The Founders).




30. Date and first-major-tech-IPO-after-9/11 framing; Jackson’s phrasing “the first internet IPO since September 11,”. Pricing at $13 per share: Soni endnote, citing Michael Liedtke, “PayPal Prices IPO at $13 Per Share,” AP, February 14, 2002.




31. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: the spike past $18 in the opening minutes, past $20 by the time the office filled; “a handful of programmers danced on their desks”; “even the nocturnal engineers had rolled in early”; Thiel’s kegs in the parking lot and ten simultaneous chess matches (“only an exuberant Sacks managed to beat the former US Chess Federation national master”); the peak “at around twenty-two dollars” and the close at $20.09, “a 55% one-day increase.”




32. Jackson, The PayPal Wars: Dow Jones News Services on demand from small investors “who liked our brand” as the only explanation for the surge in a “money-losing” company; the National Post editor’s headline “Don’t Bank on PayPal.”




33. Soni, The Founders: “The public markets had valued PayPal at just shy of $1 billion”; “Far and away the biggest personal windfall went to Elon Musk”; “Musk’s grub stake was now worth more than $100 million.”




34. Soni, The Founders: “By late 2000, eBay users had thoroughly embraced PayPal, but that embrace created an operational catch-22 for eBay” (PayPal skimming fees Billpoint might have taken while helping eBay’s users complete transactions). eBay was the platform PayPal’s business ran on, not its customer.




35. Soni, The Founders, on Whitman: “‘If it’s war you want,’ she reportedly said to Thiel and other PayPal executives present, ‘it’s war you’ll get!’”, Soni’s “reportedly” carried). The outburst’s staging: when Thiel delivered the news that “PayPal’s pre-IPO negotiation with eBay” had been called off, “Meg Whitman grew furious and stood up from the table”, hence “one earlier round of talks,” pre-IPO. “Trying and failing since before the IPO” (“These and previous negotiations had left a bitter taste”).




36. Soni, The Founders (eBay’s purchase of Wells Fargo’s 35 percent of Billpoint for $43.5 million less than a week after the IPO; “On the day the Wells Fargo deal was announced, PayPal stock tumbled 15 percent”); the March 21, 2002 offer of $1.33 billion and its collapse by April 10: Soni, The Founders (“the deal was now off (again)”).




37. Soni, The Founders: “PayPal and eBay had now gone through four negotiations for acquisition, and the price eBay had offered had gone from $300 million to $500 million to $800 million to now over $1 billion. Each time, either the total value or the terms of the deal had torpedoed an accord” (the count stated as of the July talks, the spring round included). “The fifth negotiation”: eBay’s Jeff Jordan (“We had tried five times to buy it, but the first four times, we couldn’t agree on the price”).




38. Soni, The Founders: “The PayPal executive team agreed that, given the bad blood of the past, Thiel and Hoffman should recuse themselves from the talks.… From July 3 to July 7, eBay’s executives worked through the terms with David Sacks, John Malloy, and Roelof Botha.”




39. Soni, The Founders, on the Saturday, July 6 board meeting: “several board members still believed that PayPal’s best days were ahead of it”; Musk on the $1.4 billion board-minutes figure: “I’m like, you guys are out of your minds,” i.e., it still undervalued the company; Hurd’s and Malloy’s doubts; “the deciding factor… was the executive team’s insistence that they and their direct reports were at the end of their tether.” The exhaustion: Skye Lee (“And I was tired. I’m like, ‘I’m ready. I can’t do this anymore’”), Malloy on Levchin (“When he told me, ‘It’s time.’ I knew we had to sell”), and Nosek on choosing a financial exit over total depletion (Soni, The Founders).




40. Soni, The Founders (“On the morning of Sunday, July 7, 2002, the board met again for a final review of eBay’s offer.… ‘The directors were individually polled,’ per the minutes. ‘Each director present voted in the affirmative’”).




41. Terms and dates: announced Monday, July 8, 2002; all-stock at 0.39 eBay shares per PayPal share, approximately $1.5 billion, an 18 percent premium; closed October 3, 2002. Parallels: Soni, The Founders (“On Monday morning, July 8, 2002, the news broke”); Vance, Elon Musk; Wagner, Battle for the Bird. The 18 percent premium also per Thiel at the announcement (Soni, The Founders).




42. Soni, The Founders, on the “Meg Whitman” podium “printed in the multicolored style of the eBay logo”; Thiel taking the podium “to some snickering from the crowd” and the quoted joke; Whitman arriving at noon “sporting a PayPal baseball cap”; the eBay T-shirts on the way out of the Arctic Circle conference room. First-person parallel: Jackson, The PayPal Wars.




43. Soni, The Founders: Schultz “pointed out that PayPal had only recently achieved profitability, and then just barely. eBay’s $1.4 billion, he argued, could be better spent elsewhere”; “Though the majority of the eBay board ultimately voted to acquire PayPal, the vote had holdouts. ‘It was the first nonunanimous vote in eBay’s history,’ Jordan said” (Jordan being the eBay executive Soni quotes throughout).




44. Vance, Elon Musk (“Musk netted about $250 million from the sale to eBay, or $180 million after taxes”). Corroborations: Wagner, Battle for the Bird (“Musk made $250 million”); Redding, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World (“Elon pocketed $180 million after taxes”). Contemporaneous variants, not blended into the prose figure: Tad Friend, “Plugged In,” The New Yorker, 2009 ($160 million); Conger and Mac, Character Limit (“more than $175 million”).




45. Age arithmetic per Soni, The Founders (27 at the Compaq check, February 1999): 29 at the September 2000 removal; 31 when the eBay check came (announced July 2002, closed late 2002).




46. Vance, Elon Musk: “Musk and Moritz, though, urged the board to reject a number of offers and hold out for more money.… Musk and Moritz’s resistance paid off and then some. In July 2002, eBay offered $1.5 billion for PayPal, and Musk and the rest of the board accepted the deal.” Parallel: Musk still calling the $1.4 billion figure too low on July 6 (Soni, The Founders). The price ladder ($300M to $500M to $800M to $1B+) as the receipt: Soni, The Founders.




47. Vance, Elon Musk: “Almost everyone I interviewed from the PayPal days” leaned toward granting Musk’s claim to PayPal-cofounder status, and the same interviewees “reached another consensus, saying that Musk had mishandled the branding, technology infrastructure, and fraud situations”; “At both Zip2 and PayPal, the companies’ boards came to the conclusion that Musk was not yet CEO material.”




48. Soni, The Founders, Musk quoted.




Chapter Five — He Did Not Found Tesla


1. Tesla’s market capitalization stood at roughly $1.5 trillion in June 2026, about six times second-place Toyota’s: “Tesla (TSLA) — Market capitalization,” CompaniesMarketCap.com, https://companiesmarketcap.com/tesla/marketcap/. The characterization appears in the authorized biography: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“what would become the world’s most valuable and transformative automobile company”).





2. Tim Urban, “Elon Musk: The World’s Raddest Man,” Wait But Why, 2015, line 48. The “$70 million” is Urban’s figure, quoted only inside the specimen. Musk’s cooperation attaches to the profile series.




3. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, 2019-01-31, tweet id 1091077858947035136 (“Exciting to see all the new electric vehicles coming to market! We created Tesla to accelerate a sustainable future & it’s happening!”).




4. Settlement, September 2009, terms confidential, five men designated co-founders: Higgins, Power Play; McKenzie, Insane Mode; Isaacson, Elon Musk. Ronan Farrow’s compressed account states Musk “was eventually, in a legal settlement, one of several people granted permission to use the term ‘co-founder’” (Ronan Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” The New Yorker, 2023, line 39). The settlement’s exact clause wording is not public; the prose describes its effect.




5. Berger, Liftoff, on the third consecutive failure. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires: “The failure left just two opportunities for SpaceX to actually fly something into orbit. Otherwise, the company’s dreams… would be just another rich man’s flight of fancy.”




6. Tom Junod, “The Triumph of His Will” (cover headline “Elon Musk Will Win”), Esquire, December 2012, line 42 (“He is something of a takeover artist; he built Tesla after investing in it and ridding himself of its founders”). The line runs in an otherwise admiring profile, three years before the Wait But Why series (notes 279, 340) printed the “co-founded” / “launched” version.




7. Higgins, Power Play, on the sale, the divorce, the house in the hills with the Pacific view, the hairpin redwood commute to a tech incubator, age 43, law school, and the sports-car lunches with Tarpenning. On the portraits: Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (“a tall, bearded engineer whose charismatic charm barely conceals a smoldering intensity”; Tarpenning “the more laid-back and humorous of the two men,” software and firmware).




8. Higgins, Power Play, on NuvoMedia 1997, the Rocket eBook as Kindle precursor, the $187 million sale, the heavy reliance on outside investors leaving “very little ownership stake,” and the ex-wife’s share. On the January 2000 timing and the Zip2 exit parallel: McKenzie, Insane Mode (“Like Musk with Zip2, they timed their exit to perfection, cashing in just before the dot-com bubble burst”).




9. Higgins, Power Play, on the 2001 Porsche 911’s 15 mpg in city driving, the climate studies, the Middle East–oil conviction shared with Tarpenning, the well-to-wheel spreadsheets, the conclusion for electric, and the absence of an electric car that suited him. Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“Climate change had become real to me”; “we kept fighting wars in the Middle East because of our need for oil”; the spreadsheet calculating energy efficiency “from when fuels come out of the ground to when they power the car”).




10. Higgins, Power Play, on the EV1 test ride and the road to AC Propulsion (the colleague’s leased EV1; GM “taking all of the cars back and killing off the line”; “shop owner Al Cocconi,” framed as one of the original engineers on the EV1 project). On the tzero and the lithium-ion idea: Higgins (the 28 lead-acid batteries where doors would be, the climb-in cockpit, no clutch, “pure adrenaline”; “As they talked, Eberhard recalled, he raised the idea of using lithium-ion batteries, which he was familiar with from his eBook. In his telling, the room grew uncomfortably silent…”; Cocconi’s parallel idea; the 6,800 laptop cells). The room-going-quiet is Eberhard’s own account, carried with Higgins’s hedge. Parallel: McKenzie, Insane Mode, on lithium-ion improving and cheapening “thanks largely to their use in laptop computers.”




11. Eberhard paid AC Propulsion to build the lithium-ion tzero; no single payment figure survives the cross-check: Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (“$500,000 to build him the latest version of the tzero”); Higgins, Power Play ($100,000 for the car plus $150,000 to keep the lights on); Isaacson, Elon Musk ($150,000 investment). Performance: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“a prototype tzero in September 2003 that could accelerate from zero to sixty in 3.6 seconds and had a range of three hundred miles”).




12. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the quotes, the motor and drivetrain license, and the plan: “start with a high-end, open-body, two-seat roadster and later build cars for the mass market.” AC Propulsion’s refusal to build cars also in Niedermeyer, Ludicrous.




13. The Disneyland dinner-date, the induction-motor naming, Tarpenning registering the name the next day, and the July 2003 incorporation: Isaacson, Elon Musk (the month only; no source gives the day). Ian Wright, “a third friend and neighbor”: McKenzie, Insane Mode. “Three men, a small office, and a business plan in search of funding”: Niedermeyer, Ludicrous.




14. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “even bringing a tzero to Sand Hill Road near Stanford to convince Silicon Valley’s money men to take a chance on their company, but they had obtained only token support.”




15. U.S. Department of Energy (Rebecca Matulka), “The History of the Electric Car,” Sept. 15, 2014, https://www.energy.gov/articles/history-electric-car (“By 1900, electric cars were at their heyday, accounting for around a third of all vehicles on the road”). Morris’s higher 38 percent figure is a different-basis production statistic and is not used.




16. Morris, Tesla: “In 1900, the best-selling car in the US was the Columbia Electric Runabout, which had a top speed of 15 mph and sold for $850.”




17. Marx, Road to Nowhere, on the Electric Vehicle Company, formed 1897, electric-cab fleets in New York, Chicago, Boston, and Philadelphia (“the largest auto manufacturer in the United States at its height”; “For about a decade, the electric vehicle was poised to win”).




18. McKenzie, Insane Mode, on Edison’s 70-mph claim in 1901, the battery promised “within a matter of months,” “Ultimately, Edison couldn’t deliver on his hype,” and “Musk would make similar claims 113 years later.” Edison’s belief in electric as the superior technology: U.S. Department of Energy (Matulka), “The History of the Electric Car,” https://www.energy.gov/articles/history-electric-car.




19. Clara Ford’s 1914 Detroit Electric Model 47 Brougham, in The Henry Ford museum: “Detroit Electric Model 47 Brougham,” The Henry Ford, https://www.thehenryford.org/collections-and-research/digital-collections/artifact/209957/. Parallel: Higgins, Power Play (“Henry Ford’s wife had an electric car in the early 1900s…”). Approximately 13,000 Detroit Electrics built by the Anderson Electric Car Company, 1907–1939: MotorCities National Heritage Area (2022), “The Detroit Electric and Its Place in Automotive History,” https://www.motorcities.org/story-of-the-week/2022/the-detroit-electric-and-its-place-in-automotive-history. Marketing to ladies: Morris, Tesla.




20. Kettering’s self-starter (1912) and the price gap ($650 Model T vs. ~$1,750 electric roadster), cheap Texas crude, filling stations: DOE, URL above; Morris (Kettering’s starter eliminating the objections to gas vehicles). “EV production and registrations peaked around 1912”.




21. The Drive (2019), “The Brief, Bizarre Tale of the Ford Think City,” https://www.thedrive.com/news/30161/the-brief-bizarre-tale-of-the-ford-thnk-city-the-norwegian-american-micro-electric-car; “Think Global,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Think_Global (founded in Oslo 1991 as PIVCO; Ford majority stake 1999 in anticipation of California’s ZEV mandate; production ceased 2002 at 1,005 units after the mandate was weakened; sold 2003).




22. EV1: production 1996–1999, 1,117 cars, lease-only: OPB/NPR (Dec. 6, 2024), “What Happened to the General Motors EV1?,” https://www.opb.org/article/2024/12/06/what-happened-to-the-general-motors-ev1/; History.com, “GM Announces Its Electric Car,” https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/january-4/gm-announces-its-electric-car. The recall-and-crush as the leases ran out: Morris, Tesla (“all of the majors killed their EV programs. Most also rounded up and destroyed the actual cars”); OPB. The counter-record, for completeness: GM’s John Dabels, “there was no conspiracy to kill the car because we weren’t smart enough to think of one” (Morris, Tesla). Eberhard’s EV1 test ride: Higgins, Power Play.




23. UBS Evidence Lab, teardown of the Chevrolet Bolt, Q-Series report, May 18, 2017 (“We counted 24 moving parts in the Bolt’s powertrain, versus 149 in the Golf”; the e-motor: “Bearings aside, there are only three moving parts”), primary PDF mirrored at http://cdl.hanyang.ac.kr/wp-content/uploads/2021/AUE8074/2017_UBS%20Evidence%20Lab%20Electric%20Car%20Teardown.pdf; contemporaneous coverage: Charged EVs, June 7, 2017, https://chargedevs.com/newswire/teardown-of-chevy-bolt-points-to-massive-disruption-ahead/. Qualitative parallel: Morris, Tesla (“Most [EVs] have only a simple reduction gear, and no traditional transmission at all”).




24. The what-was-actually-new framing: Eberhard’s eBook-derived lithium-ion insight (Higgins, Power Play); the tzero lineage (Niedermeyer, Ludicrous; Morris, Tesla); Straubel in parallel (Higgins, Power Play); Musk first heard of Tesla via Tom Gage in March 2004 (Isaacson, Elon Musk).




25. Higgins, Power Play, on an EV rally where Eberhard’s colleague saw “a Porsche converted to electric by a recent Stanford graduate (none other than JB Straubel).”




26. Higgins, Power Play, on the lunch that “began as a Rosen aerospace meeting that was going badly,” Straubel’s cross-country electric-car pitch (“one that most thought was nuts. But not Musk”), the $10,000, and the email quoted verbatim. Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“Count me in,” the $10,000 commitment, the referral to AC Propulsion).
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20. Vance, Elon Musk, on December “in a state of fear,” press reports that SpaceX “had suddenly lost favor,” and Griffin, “who had once almost been a cofounder of SpaceX,” having “turned on Musk,” “seeing him as borderline unethical.” Berger, Liftoff, on Culbertson, Orbital’s senior vice president for commercial space transportation, the former astronaut’s “close relationships with agency officials making the selection,” and being “seen frequently that fall in the offices of key decision-makers.”




21. Vance, Elon Musk (“In December 2008, Musk mounted simultaneous campaigns to try to save his companies… Musk reached out through some back channels in Washington and found out that SpaceX might even be a front-runner for the deal”).




22. Salzman’s role and title: Vance, Elon Musk (“VantagePoint’s cofounder and managing partner”). The grievances: Higgins, Power Play (“furious that Musk had used his power to name himself CEO”; the overcommitment worry across SpaceX and “his cousins’ budding solar company, SolarCity”; “Salzman threatened to withhold further funding; it seemed to some Tesla executives he wanted to become CEO and chairman himself”). The creed: Higgins, Power Play (“The first rule of business is to stay in business”).




23. Higgins, Power Play, on Jim Marver, “VantagePoint’s representative on the board,” who “had questioned Eberhard’s grasp of the finances and worried about the company tapping Roadster deposits,” the bike crash, the firm’s decision “to step back from the board out of frustration,” and Salzman “playing a bigger role in Tesla” afterward. Marver’s documented role is the Eberhard-era board seat only; he was not an actor in the December standoff.




24. Higgins, Power Play (“‘was building a car, not a car company’ was a phrase the VantagePoint team often used, according to Tesla executives”; BorgWarner vs. GM). Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk (Salzman wanted Tesla “to become a supplier of battery packs to other car companies, such as Chrysler”; Musk: “that ship is literally sinking”). The footnote-grade irony: the battery-supplier idea had been part of Martin Eberhard’s own 2006 business plan. Salzman: “It seemed like an idea that could bridge the gap and raise access to important funds” (Higgins, Power Play).




25. Isaacson, Elon Musk: the unofficial board call; Salzman “tried to lay the ground for removing Musk as CEO”; Kimbal: “I started yelling, ‘No way, no way, you’re not doing this’”; Gracias: “Nope, we’ve got Elon’s back”; Musk “was able to block a board vote.” The earlier two board ousters (Zip2 and PayPal) are Chapters 2 and 3.




26. Vance, Elon Musk: December 3, 2008; “VantagePoint Capital Partners had signed all of the paperwork except for one crucial page”; Salzman “informed Musk that the firm had a problem with the investment round because it undervalued Tesla.”




27. Vance, Elon Musk: “Musk had cobbled together $20 million, and asked Tesla’s existing investors — since no new investors materialized — to match that figure”; “He took out a loan from SpaceX, which NASA approved, and earmarked the money for Tesla”; the SolarCity secondary sales; the ~$15 million Everdream windfall when Dell acquired the startup “founded by Musk’s cousins, in which he had invested” (“The Everdream deal really saved my butt,” Musk said).




28. The threat, in Musk’s own account: Vance, Elon Musk (“Based on the cash we have in the bank right now, we will bounce payroll next week”; Salzman’s 7 a.m. summons; the refused next-day meeting). Parallel: Higgins, Power Play, carrying Higgins’s “according to Musk” hedge. The meeting and the no: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“Salzman insisted that they meet the following week. He also set the time for 7 a.m.… Musk felt that Salzman relished the chance to look him in the eye and say no, which is what happened”).




29. Musk’s theory and the firm’s silence: Vance, Elon Musk (“VantagePoint declined to speak about this period, but Musk believed that Salzman’s tactics were part of a mission to bankrupt Tesla… recapitalize Tesla, and emerge as the major owner… then sell Tesla to a Detroit automaker or focus on selling electric drivetrains and battery packs”). The denial: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“We did not have any scheme to take over the company or force it into bankruptcy… Our role is simply to support a company and make sure its capital is spent wisely”) and the deposits objection (“People thought they put down a deposit, not an unsecured loan to fund the company. Morally, it was wrong”). Musk’s lasting venom, for the record: “He is such a douche… When I say he is a douchebag, that is descriptive, not pejorative” (Isaacson, Elon Musk); “He should be ashamed of himself” (Vance, Elon Musk).




30. The debt restructuring: Isaacson, Elon Musk: “In order to get around Salzman’s veto on a new equity round, Musk scrambled to restructure the financing… not… more equity but instead taking on more debt.” The bluff: Vance, Elon Musk: “Tesla recharacterized the funding as a debt round… knowing that VantagePoint could not interfere with a debt deal… Musk bluffed. He told the investors that he would take another loan from SpaceX and fund the entire round — all $40 million — himself. The tactic worked”; Jurvetson on the mechanism: “When you have scarcity, it naturally reinforces greed and leads to more interest.” Salzman backing down: Higgins, Power Play: “He had no desire to send an investment into bankruptcy and he disputed the idea that he wanted to take over running Tesla.” The SpaceX borrowing that built the $20 million predates the December 22 NASA call; the bluff was staged before the award.




31. Isaacson, Elon Musk (Salzman: “He has been a singular driving force behind the company, and I’ll give him credit that it worked out. I doff my hat”) and the NASA-approved SpaceX loan: Vance, Elon Musk.




32. Isaacson, Elon Musk (“The make-or-break conference call came on Christmas Eve, two days after SpaceX was awarded its NASA contract. Musk was at Kimbal’s house in Boulder, Colorado, along with Talulah Riley. ‘I was on the floor wrapping presents for the kids…’ ‘I kept saying, “It’s Christmas, there’ll be some sort of miracle”’”; “VantagePoint ended up supporting the plan, as did the other investors on the call. Musk broke down in tears”). The clock-stamp and the six months: Berger, Liftoff. The margin: Vance, Elon Musk (“hours before Tesla would have gone bankrupt. Musk had just a few hundred thousand dollars left and could not have made payroll the next day. Musk ultimately put in $12 million, and the investment firms put up the rest”). Parallel: Isaacson, Elon Musk; Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (“$12 million of the $40 million round”). The $20 million Musk assembled (note 28) versus the $12 million he ultimately put in is a discrepancy the sources leave unreconciled, assembled stake versus final allocation after the investors matched.




33. Berger, Liftoff (“Finally, on a Monday morning, December 22, 2008, the answer came. ‘They just called my cell out of the blue, right before Christmas,’ Musk said. NASA’s human spaceflight chief, Bill Gerstenmaier, led the call. The leader of the International Space Station program, Michael Suffredini, was also on the line”). The figure inside the call: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“a $1.6 billion contract to make twelve round trips to the Space Station”). Date split, disclosed: Berger and Isaacson date the call December 22; Vance, Elon Musk (“On December 23, 2008”) and Davenport, The Space Barons (“a gift two days before Christmas”) date the award December 23. Both are defensible: the call December 22, the award announcement December 23. This chapter’s clock runs on Berger’s chronology, which both Berger (“two days later, on Christmas Eve”) and Isaacson (“two days after SpaceX was awarded its NASA contract”) pin independently.




34. “I love NASA. You guys rock.”: Berger, Liftoff; independently, Isaacson, Elon Musk, which also carries the password (“Then he changed his password for his computer login to ‘ilovenasa’”). Variant rendering of the call quote, “I love you guys!”, in Davenport, The Space Barons, and Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires. The instruction to Shotwell and the fear NASA might take the contract back: Berger, Liftoff.




35. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires, on Orbital’s $1.9 billion for eight flights (“a price disparity of more than $100 million per flight, underscoring SpaceX’s low cost”).




36. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires (“NASA’s space taxi contract was by far the largest and most important source of revenue for SpaceX at this point”). The stakes quote: Berger, Liftoff (“It was not like we had a bunch of customers lined up… We had the Malaysians, and there was just not a good runway of stuff to do after that. Without the CRS contract, we would have gone down as that company that made it to orbit, and then died”).




37. Berger, Liftoff (“Through the COTS contract, and now CRS, she had delivered two government awards that elevated SpaceX from a small start-up to a maturing company… NASA had offered up the funding, and among dozens of suitors, Shotwell had brought it home. She saved SpaceX”), Berger’s own flat verdict.




38. Vance, Elon Musk: “Staying with Kimbal in Boulder, Colorado, for the holidays, Musk broke down in tears as the SpaceX and Tesla transactions processed”; “the only place that was open sold these shitty trinkets, and they were about to close. The best thing I could find were these plastic monkeys with coconuts — those ‘see no evil, hear no evil’ monkeys.”




39. Berger, Liftoff (“It felt like I had been taken out to the firing squad, and been blindfolded… Then they fired the guns, which went click. No bullets came out. And then they let you free. Sure, it feels great. But you’re pretty fucking nervous”).




40. Bush’s December 19, 2008 announcement of $13.4 billion in emergency loans to Chrysler and GM, after the Senate stalled in mid-December: Dalio, Big Debt Crises (2018). The December 5 Capitol Hill hearings, the request ballooning from $25 billion to $34 billion, and the push to use “the advanced-technology funding” (the same EISA appropriation behind Tesla’s later loan) as Detroit’s bridge loan: Rattner, Overhaul: An Insider’s Account of the Auto Industry Rescue. Authorship is confirmed by the title plus the first-person Bridgewater authorial voice in Big Debt Crises: “Bridgewater closed out 2008 with significant gains for our investors.” Neither author is named in the prose.




41. Isaacson, Elon Musk (“In May 2009, even before the Department of Energy loans were approved, Daimler agreed to take a $50 million equity stake in Tesla. ‘If Daimler had not invested in Tesla at that time we would have died,’ Musk says”). The 10 percent figure: Vance, Elon Musk (with O’Connell’s gloss: “Here is the company that invented the internal combustion engine, and they are investing in us… It’s Mercedes freaking Benz”). Parallels: Higgins, Power Play; Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (Musk elsewhere: “a lifesaver”; “without that investment, Tesla would have been… game over”).




42. Higgins, Power Play: “He had Daimler interested in putting in money. He had the U.S. government willing to lend him money. But neither side wanted to go it alone. Timing, however, was finally on Musk’s side. As GM and Chrysler struggled, the Obama administration was putting pressure on the DOE loan office to begin announcing projects — even if the deals weren’t yet ready for final approval.”




43. Isaacson, Elon Musk (“What Tesla did get in June 2009 was $465 million in interest-bearing loans from a Department of Energy program. The Advanced Technology Vehicles Manufacturing Loan Program lent money to companies to make electric or fuel-efficient cars. Ford, Nissan, and Fisker Automotive also got loans”). The statute and the $25 billion: Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (“Congress had passed the Energy Independence and Security Act, which established a $25 billion loan program to support the manufacture of advanced technology vehicles”).




44. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (“Before Eberhard’s ouster, Tesla had applied to the still-unfunded program seeking $350 million to develop and produce the Whitestar [Model S] and another $100 million to develop a battery production facility”).




45. The agreement: Vance, Elon Musk (“in January 2010, the Department of Energy struck a $465 million loan agreement with Tesla”). The invoice mechanism and the first check: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“the loan money was tied to actual expenses. ‘We had to spend money and then submit invoices to the government’… So the first check did not come until early 2010”). The announcement running ahead of the deal: Higgins, Power Play (Suissa: “It became about the press release… nowhere near done”).




46. Isaacson, Elon Musk (“The Christmas 2008 financing round, Daimler investment, and government loan allowed Musk to proceed with a project that, if successful, would turn Tesla into a real automotive company… a mainstream four-door sedan… It became known as the Model S”). Parallel: Higgins, Power Play (“the lifesaving loans that Tesla was granted in 2010, which were helping pay for the Model S”).




47. Vance, Elon Musk, on May 2013 (“Tesla paid off its $465 million loan from the government early and with interest”). Isaacson, Elon Musk (“Tesla repaid its loan along with $12 million interest. Nissan repaid in 2017, Fisker went bankrupt, and as of 2023 Ford still owed the money”).




48. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on Tesla taking no TARP money (under TARP “the government lent $18.4 billion to General Motors and Chrysler as they went through bankruptcy restructuring. Tesla did not apply for any TARP or stimulus package money”). The private market’s December verdict: Vance, Elon Musk (“no new investors materialized”).




49. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (“the extinguishment of the DOE’s warrants on Tesla stock meant that the government missed out on its opportunity for upside. Had the DOE retained its 3,090,111 Tesla warrants, which were priced at between $7.50 and $9 per share, the upside could have exceeded a billion dollars”).




Chapter Eight — The Organ Transplant


1. NASA, “NASA Awards Space Station Commercial Resupply Services Contracts,” December 23, 2008 (SpaceX: 12 flights, approximately $1.6 billion). Release mirror: https://spaceref.com/press-release/nasa-awards-space-station-commercial-resupply-services-contracts-to-spacex-and-orbital/. The award scene itself is Chapter 7’s; figures per Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires.





2. “After fifty years of historic launches…”: Davenport, The Space Barons.




3. Berger, Reentry (“the sprawling 200-acre site,” “surrounded by swampland and rising just a few feet above the Atlantic Ocean,” “the most historic launch pad in the Western hemisphere”).




4. Davenport, The Space Barons (Apollo 11, 1969; first shuttle, 1981; last shuttle departure). NASA, “NASA Signs Agreement with SpaceX for Use of Historic Launch Pad” (Apollo 11; final shuttle flight STS-135, July 11, 2011), https://www.nasa.gov/news-release/nasa-signs-agreement-with-spacex-for-use-of-historic-launch-pad/.




5. Davenport, The Space Barons (“LAUNCH PAD 39A, left dormant, was rusting away in the salt air. Weeds grew in the flame trench… the astronauts’ phone sat forgotten… Its oversize gold buttons faded to brown”).




6. Berger, Reentry, on the inspector general characterizing the pad as “unneeded infrastructure” and leasing it as a way to offload millions a year in maintenance.




7. NASA, “NASA Signs Agreement with SpaceX for Use of Historic Launch Pad”: signed April 14, 2014; 20-year lease; SpaceX “will operate and maintain the facility at its own expense”; announced at the pad by Bolden, Shotwell, and Kennedy Space Center director Bob Cabana. https://www.nasa.gov/news-release/nasa-signs-agreement-with-spacex-for-use-of-historic-launch-pad/. The release discloses no dollar terms.




8. Bolden described as “a former Marine Corps pilot and NASA astronaut”: Isaacson, Elon Musk.




9. Davenport, The Space Barons, on Bezos’s team arguing in 2013 that “the venerable pad should not be operated exclusively by any one company.”




10. Davenport, The Space Barons, on Musk’s September 2013 email to SpaceNews: “phony blocking tactic and an obvious one at that”; “more likely to discover unicorns dancing in the flame duct.” Parallel: Berger, Reentry (note Berger’s “in September” lease dating contradicts NASA/GAO primaries; dates here follow the primaries).




11. GAO, B-408823, Blue Origin protest denied December 12, 2013, https://www.gao.gov/products/b-408823.




12. Davenport, The Space Barons (“Musk and NASA had already had a long-running relationship. NASA was investing billions in SpaceX… Blue Origin didn’t yet have a rocket capable of launching from 39A… The competition wasn’t even close. Musk won, hands down”).




13. Davenport, The Space Barons(“a giant SpaceX logo spread across the side of a massive warehouse… SpaceX had planted its flag on some of the most sacrosanct soil of the Florida Space Coast”; the launch director’s photo with “about one hundred blow-up unicorns that he had placed in the flame duct”).




14. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires, on February 1, 2003 (“appeared to observers at the Los Angeles headquarters of SpaceX as a white streak across the sky”; “the white streak across the sky becoming multiple streaks. Columbia was lost”).




15. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires (“More than just an engineering failure and a tragic accident, Columbia was a blinking red warning signal for an institution that had seemingly lost its way. NASA itself was failing”).




16. Berger, Liftoff, on Bush deciding the shuttle should retire, “leaving a gaping hole in the agency’s pipeline to supply the station.”




17. Davenport, The Space Barons, on 2011: “the United States was suddenly, for the first time in decades, incapable of launching astronauts into space,” reliant on Russia “for rides to the cosmos.”




18. Berger, Liftoff, on the February 2004 $227 million Kistler contract “a year after the company’s bankruptcy” (“I was told by many people that we should not protest. You’ve got a 90 percent chance that you’re going to lose”; NASA as “one of the biggest customers of space launch” that “would be cut off from us”).




19. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires (“NASA officials chose to cancel the Kistler contract rather than undergo a challenge they were likely to lose”).




20. Berger, Liftoff, on the reopened process drawing twenty-one bids and six finalists by March 2006, SpaceX among them.




21. Davenport, The Space Barons (“He carved out a $500 million proposal in his budget, called the Commercial Orbital Transportation Services program… ‘Truthfully, I just made it up’”). Parallel: Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires (COTS modeled on the CIA’s In-Q-Tel venture fund; same quote).




22. Davenport, The Space Barons (“Unlike the cost-plus contracts that sustained the traditional contractors, paying them even when they went over budget or over schedule… The companies would only get paid once they reached certain milestones. By design, the money from NASA was not enough to keep the companies going on their own”).




23. NASA, COTS Program Lessons Learned (Nov. 13, 2013): “Commercial partners funded over 50% of COTS development costs.” https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf. See also Davenport, The Space Barons (“By design, the money from NASA was not enough”).




24. Davenport, The Space Barons, on Musk at the time of the 2006 award: “The funding is milestone-based, so if we don’t achieve milestones, there’s no money spent.… This is the case where if we don’t do what we say we’re going to do, we don’t get paid. So it’s a no-lose proposition for the taxpayer,” and: “I think the fear on the part of some people out there is not that we will fail, but that we will succeed.”




25. Davenport, The Space Barons (“Skeptics inside NASA thought it was nuts, a complete waste of time and money”).




26. Davenport, The Space Barons, on Musk: the supporters “were like the weird rebels within NASA… given a project that everyone expected to fail, and they were just damn determined to make sure it didn’t… they really worked their asses off to help us succeed.”




27. Berger, Liftoff: “The call from NASA finally came in August. Shotwell was upstairs, at the company headquarters in El Segundo, with Musk… an impromptu staff meeting out on the factory floor… Musk stood in the kitchen… ‘Well,’ he said. ‘We fucking won.’” Announcement date (Friday, August 18, 2006) per period coverage: https://www.globalsecurity.org/org/news/2006/060818-private-spaceship.htm, corroborated by the agreement’s September 2006 Milestone 1.




28. Berger, Liftoff, on the $278 million letting Musk “accelerate his plans to build the big orbital rocket,” funding the move to Hawthorne; “with the contract award NASA had endorsed the company”; “We blew up a rocket in March of that year” (Shotwell). Parallel: Davenport, The Space Barons, on the award as a “Good Housekeeping seal of approval” (Tim Hughes).




29. Berger, Liftoff: “In 2006, NASA had come through with critical funding for the company after the failure of the first Falcon 1, betting that SpaceX would eventually figure out how to reach orbit.”




30. SpaceX COTS Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A (2006), Appendix 2, “SpaceX Milestones and Success Criteria”: Milestone 1, Project Management Plan Review (kickoff meeting plus briefing and hard-copy presentation materials), $23,133,333, Sept. 2006. https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf




31. SpaceX COTS Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A, Appendix 2: Milestone 2, Demo 1 System Requirements Review, $5,000,000, Nov. 2006. https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf




32. Washington Post analysis (February 2025), via Fortune: Musk’s companies had collected approximately $38 billion in government contracts, loans, subsidies, and tax credits over two decades. https://fortune.com/2025/02/26/elon-musk-companies-billion-government-funding-tesla-spacex-doge/




33. SpaceX COTS Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A, Appendix 2: Milestone 4, “Financing Round 1… All necessary documentation is completed and the funds are deposited as evidenced by bank statement. Amount: $10,000,000. Date: March 2007.” https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf




34. SpaceX COTS Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A (2006), Appendix 2, “SpaceX Milestones and Success Criteria”: Milestone 10, “Financing Round 2,” $10,000,000, March 2008; Milestone 16, “Financing Round 3,” $10,000,000, March 2009, each carrying the identical success criterion to Milestone 4 (note 489): “All necessary documentation is completed and the funds are deposited as evidenced by bank statement.” https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf (A fourth, “Financing Round D1,” sits under the priced crew option, Capability D, noted at note 505.)




35. SpaceX COTS Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A, Appendix 2: Milestone 13, Demo 1 Mission, $5,633,333, Sept. 2008. https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf




36. Grounded in the agreement’s milestone structure (NNJ06TA26A, Appendix 2) and Davenport, The Space Barons.




37. SpaceX COTS Space Act Agreement NNJ06TA26A: the demonstration schedule mirrors “The SpaceX proposal” (the agreement’s own words); total NASA funding for Capabilities A-C, $278M. https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf




38. Scheduled dates per the agreement (Demo 1 Sept. 2008 per Milestone 13; Demo 3 ISS berthing Q3 2009 per the development plan), NNJ06TA26A. Actual dates (Demo Mission 1 December 8, 2010; Demo Mission 2/3 May 22-31, 2012) per NASA, “Commercial Orbital Transportation Services (COTS) Program Lessons Learned,” HEOMD Knowledge Sharing Forum, Nov. 13, 2013, https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf. Corroboration: Berger, Reentry (“SpaceX had already fallen behind schedule by the time C1 flew in December 2010”).




39. NASA, COTS Program Lessons Learned (Nov. 13, 2013): “COTS Space Act Agreement awarded August 2006 and amended in December 2010 with additional risk reduction milestones. All 40 milestones completed in August 2012 for payments totaling $396M.” https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf




40. NASA, COTS Program Lessons Learned (Nov. 13, 2013): “Augmentation of funding late in the program enabled additional risk reduction testing not initially affordable — Directly contributed to the successful first attempt berthing of SpaceX Dragon to ISS.” https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf




41. Berger, Liftoff, on Mike Horkachuck, the NASA engineer “who had worked closely with SpaceX over the previous two years.” NASA’s COTS lessons-learned document lists Horkachuck as “COTS Project Executive for SpaceX,” https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf.




42. Berger, Reentry, on the 2011 Dragon redesign; Giger: “We completely redesigned the spacecraft… And NASA was in the trenches with us.”




43. Berger, Reentry(“joint SpaceX–NASA teams learned to work together through dozens of simulations”; NASA flight controllers’ operational experience; “NASA had a $100 billion space station and astronauts onboard to protect”).




44. Berger, Reentry, on SLC-40 and Titan launches 1965-2005: “the Air Force left behind a sturdy concrete deck… a large ‘flame trench’… and four large lighting towers. Constructing all that from the ground up would have cost SpaceX about $100 million.”




45. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires: “There was just one problem with the newly operational Falcon 1: no one wanted to buy it… the market just didn’t materialize”; Shotwell: “You can’t have a market if you have the desire and no money.”




46. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires, on Orbital (eight missions, $1.9 billion): “NASA was still reluctant to trust Orbital and SpaceX… with a contract of that magnitude. But the clock was ticking on the space shuttle’s retirement”; Gerstenmaier, in Fernholz’s interview: “We had no choice.”




47. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires: “NASA’s space taxi contract was by far the largest and most important source of revenue for SpaceX at this point.”




48. NASA, COTS Program Lessons Learned (Nov. 13, 2013): “NASA commitment to purchase operational services greatly improves the ability for companies to raise funds.” https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf




49. Berger, Reentry: “Only government space agencies were thought capable of such a sacred task.” The priced crew option (Capability D, crewed ISS visit) appears in the 2006 agreement, NNJ06TA26A, https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/189228main_setc_nnj06ta26a.pdf.




50. Berger, Reentry, on Griffin: “Even the architect of the Commercial Cargo program, NASA Administrator Mike Griffin, viewed crew flights as a bridge too far.” Davenport, The Space Barons, on Griffin: “It’s like 1920. Lindbergh hasn’t flown the Atlantic, and they’re trying to sell 747s to Pan Am.”




51. Isaacson, Elon Musk, on the September 2008 exchange (“‘No,’ she answered. ‘The private sector should do this.’”); “SpaceX had failed three times to launch a satellite into orbit and was just about to make what might be its final attempt”; “a NASA veteran”; the deputy-administrator appointment.




52. Isaacson, Elon Musk: Bolden “did not share her enthusiasm for partnering with the commercial sector.”




53. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “Garver also had to fight those in Congress who had Boeing facilities in their states”; Garver: “Senior industry and government officials took pleasure deriding SpaceX and Elon.”




54. Berger, Reentry, on the $50 million tucked into the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act: “We knew the recovery act was going forward, and Congress would not have the opportunity to nitpick it… Maybe it was a little bit sneaky, but otherwise it probably was not going to happen.”




55. Davenport, The Space Barons, on the November 16, 2009 Orszag/Holdren memo: Constellation “is over budget, behind schedule, off course, and ‘unexecutable’” (the last word the conclusion of the Augustine commission, chaired by Lockheed Martin’s former CEO); “The estimated cost… has increased from about $18 billion to $34 billion.”




56. Davenport, The Space Barons: “IN EARLY 2010, Obama pulled the trigger, canceling Constellation outright… an intense fight broke out in Washington”; Neil Armstrong and fellow astronauts’ “scathing letter.”




57. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “Garver won the argument at the end of 2009.”




58. Berger, Reentry: “Boeing’s entry started to break the dam of congressional funding.” Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires: “Boeing, SpaceX, and Sierra Nevada splitting more than $1.1 billion in development funding ahead of the final selection.”




59. Berger, Reentry, on August 6, 2014: the “Space Operations Center… built after the Columbia accident in 2003”; “each person echoed the same response, ‘Boeing.’ First five people, then ten, and then fifteen”; McAlister’s “mounting horror”; “It was not groupthink; it’s just that everyone at the time was comfortable with Boeing. SpaceX had only been flying cargo to the space station for two years.” McAlister’s role per Berger, Reentry.




60. Berger, Reentry: “Boeing asked for $4.2 billion, 60 percent more than SpaceX’s bid of $2.6 billion”; “Boeing had a solution, telling NASA it needed the entire Commercial Crew budget to succeed… the company’s gambit very nearly worked.” Parallel: Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires.




61. Berger, Reentry: “NASA officials had already written a justification for selecting Boeing, solely… It was ready to go and had to be hastily rewritten to include SpaceX. This delayed the announcement to September 16”; McAlister “kept pushing Gerstenmaier, telling him competition was essential… Eventually, Gerstenmaier agreed.”




62. NASA Commercial Crew Program award, September 16, 2014: Boeing $4.2B, SpaceX $2.6B, $6.8B total; certification goal by 2017. https://www.nasa.gov/humans-in-space/commercial-space/commercial-crew-program/commercial-crew-program-essentials/; contemporaneous: https://spacepolicyonline.com/news/boeing-spacex-win-cctcap-contracts/.




63. GAO, GAO-18-476, “NASA Commercial Crew Program: Plan Needed to Ensure Uninterrupted Access to the International Space Station,” July 11, 2018 (certification likely to slip to Dec. 2019/Jan. 2020). https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-18-476




64. NASA Office of Inspector General, IG-20-005, “NASA’s Management of Crew Transportation to the International Space Station,” November 14, 2019 (“several years behind its planned operational date”). https://oig.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/IG-20-005.pdf




65. Berger, Reentry, on September 2019: “On the day before Musk’s ballyhooed Starship unveiling, Bridenstine tweeted… ‘Commercial Crew is years behind schedule… It’s time to deliver.’”; “SpaceX and Boeing were two years behind their original schedules.”




66. NASA, “Launch of NASA SpaceX Demo-2 Mission” (May 30, 2020): Behnken and Hurley; “the first launch of astronauts… from American soil since 2011.” https://www.nasa.gov/image-article/launch-of-nasa-spacex-demo-2-mission/. Lateness arithmetic: three years against the 2017 certification goal (GAO/OIG record above); six years from the September 16, 2014 award.




67. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires: “‘SpaceX in the morning, Boeing in the afternoon,’ as Behnken told me… bringing more than sixty years of collective space experience to bear on the challenges faced by the companies.”




68. NASA, “Launch of NASA SpaceX Demo-2 Mission” (launched from Launch Complex 39A). https://www.nasa.gov/image-article/launch-of-nasa-spacex-demo-2-mission/




69. NASA, COTS Program Lessons Learned (Nov. 13, 2013): “All 40 milestones completed in August 2012.” https://ntrs.nasa.gov/api/citations/20150009324/downloads/20150009324.pdf




70. NASA, “Falcon 9 Launch Vehicle NAFCOM Cost Estimates,” August 2011: $3.977 billion predicted under “NASA environment/culture” ($1.695 billion even under commercially adjusted assumptions). https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/586023main_8-3-11_NAFCOM.pdf. SpaceX’s actual development spend (approximately $300 million for Falcon 9, approximately $390-400 million including Falcon 1, between the company’s founding and the first Falcon 9 launch) is from the companion NASA cost review released alongside the NAFCOM slides in 2011, the figure the NAFCOM comparison was benchmarked against; widely reported, e.g., SpaceRef, “NASA Study: Why SpaceX Can Build A Rocket Cheaper Than NASA,” http://www.spaceref.com/news/viewnews.html?id=1573. The NAFCOM slide deck itself prints the agency’s predicted figures, not the SpaceX actual.




71. Fernholz, Rocket Billionaires: “a price disparity of more than $100 million per flight, underscoring SpaceX’s low cost.”




Chapter Nine — Profit by Mandate, Profit by Lottery


1. Tesla, Inc., Form 10-K for fiscal year 2020, filed February 8, 2021 (SEC accession 0001564590-21-004599): “Thereafter, we invested an aggregate $1.50 billion in bitcoin under this policy … we expect to begin accepting bitcoin as a form of payment for our products in the near future.” https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1318605/000156459021004599/tsla-10k_20201231.htm (SEC EDGAR). Note: February 8, 2021 is the disclosure/filing date; the purchase (“Thereafter, we invested…”) predated it.





2. Three tweets, all id 1362598034866118912 (2021-02-19 03:01:02 UTC, “@business” address dropped); id 1362600676174556928 (2021-02-19 03:11:31 UTC); id 1363021091086561024 (2021-02-20, to Peter Schiff).




3. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous, on the CARB ZEV mandate: credits offset debits created by non-ZEV sales; other states adopting the mandate; the $5,000 per-credit-shortfall fine that sets the price ceiling.




4. Tesla 2020 Form 10-K (see note 531), the credits definition in Tesla’s own voice: “We earn tradable credits in the operation of our automotive business under various regulations related to ZEVs, greenhouse gas, fuel economy and clean fuel. We sell these credits to other regulated entities who can use the credits to comply with emission standards and other regulatory requirements.”




5. Morris, Tesla, on a Los Angeles Times “now it can be told” piece (May 2013) that insinuated Tesla “was pulling off some sort of a scam at the expense of taxpayers, but the facts reported revealed that California’s system … was working precisely as intended,” and CARB chair Mary Nichols’s quote (“We are in the air pollution business, not the car business. There is some jealousy of Tesla going on here.”).




6. Higgins, Power Play (2021) deliveries down 31% in Q1 2019, “one of its largest quarterly losses,” the federal $7,500 consumer EV tax-credit phase-out ($7,500 → $3,750 on Jan 1, 2019 → $1,875 mid-2019 → $0 end of 2019, after Tesla crossed 200,000 cumulative US sales in July 2018), price increases and store closures. The $7,500 consumer credit is a demand subsidy on the buyer’s side, distinct from the regulatory credits Tesla sells to rivals.




7. Fiat Chrysler-Tesla emissions pooling deal, €1.8 billion: contemporaneous reporting originating with the Financial Times, May 2019, carried by Autovista24, “Update: FCA to pay Tesla €1.8bn for emissions credits,” https://autovista24.autovistagroup.com/news/update-fca-pay-tesla-eu18bn-emissions-credits/. The pool let FCA count Tesla’s zero-emission sales toward its EU CO2 average and avoid fines under the 95g-CO2/km target effective 2020.




8. Higgins, Power Play: “…Tesla managers in Europe were quietly negotiating a new deal to pool sales there with Fiat Chrysler Automobiles so that the rival could avoid fines for violating tough new European Union emissions rules. The deal, which would be announced in the spring of 2019, would be valued at more than $2 billion spread out over several years, sprinkling pure profit onto Tesla’s books when it would be needed most.”




9. Tesla 2020 Form 10-K (see note 531): “In 2020, our net income attributable to common stockholders was $721 million, representing a favorable change of $1.58 billion compared to the prior year” (2019 was a $(862) million loss). Higgins, Power Play (“It not only had a car that consumers wanted … but the means to produce it at previously unimaginable scale, all while turning a profit”).




10. Tesla 2020 Form 10-K (see note 531), revenue table, automotive regulatory credits: 1,580 (2020) / 594 (2019) / 419 (2018), in millions; MD&A: “There was also an increase of $986 million from additional sales of regulatory credits to $1.58 billion in the year ended December 31, 2020.” The ordinariness-receipt math: $721M net income less than $1,580M credit revenue, near-pure margin, so stripping the credits flips the year to a loss.




11. Morris, Tesla, per the Washington Post (Q1 2013): Tesla’s total market value (approximately $10.6 billion) had passed Fiat’s (approximately $8 billion), “despite the fact that Fiat sold 1 million cars and made a $40 million profit in the first quarter of the year, while Tesla sold 4,900 cars and, not counting its revenue from California ZEV credits, lost $53 million.” The 2013 credits-flip-in-miniature, beside the 2020 one (same shape: strip the credits and the car business is a loss), seven years earlier.




12. Annual regulatory-credit revenue series: 2015 $168.7M / 2016 $302.3M / 2017 $360.3M (Tesla FY2017 Form 10-K, https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1318605/000156459018002956/, revenue note: “Revenue from the sale of regulatory credits totaled $360.3 million, $302.3 million and $168.7 million for the years ended December 31, 2017, 2016 and 2015, respectively.”); 2018 $419M / 2019 $594M / 2020 $1,580M (FY2020 10-K revenue table, note 540).




13. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous, “It’s safe to say that none of Tesla’s recorded profits would have been possible without the ZEV program” (with $68M ZEV-credit revenue making the Q1 2013 non-GAAP $11M profit possible, and $139M making the Q3 2016 $22M profit possible). The barely-broke-even exception: Niedermeyer (“Regulatory credit sales continued to be responsible for all of Tesla’s profits in 2019 and the first half of 2020 — with the exception of the third quarter of 2019, when its core business managed to barely break even”). The $11M Q1 2013 figure is non-GAAP.




14. McKenzie, Insane Mode: SolarCity “had lost more than $758 million in the first three quarters of 2016 when Tesla offered to buy it for $2.6 billion.” Corroborated by the SolarCity post-trial opinion’s “Liquidity Covenant” / draining-war-chest passages (sheets 25-26). “Insolvent” is the plaintiffs’ word only; the court rejected the insolvency theory.




15. In re Tesla Motors, Inc. Stockholder Litigation, C.A. No. 12711-VCS, post-trial opinion, VC Slights, pp. 2, 6: “Non-party, SolarCity, was a publicly traded Delaware corporation founded in 2006 by Elon’s cousins, Peter Rive and Lyndon Rive. … Elon served as the Chairman of the SolarCity Board from the company’s formation in 2006 until the Acquisition closed. He was also SolarCity’s largest stockholder, holding approximately 21.9% of its common stock.”




16. SolarCity post-trial opinion (see note 544): the merger “announced on June 21, 2016 … valued at the time at approximately $2.6 billion”; “Elon owned approximately 22% of Tesla’s common stock at the time of the Acquisition. In addition to his leadership roles at Tesla, Elon was Chairman of the SolarCity board of directors … and the largest stockholder of that company. He was also the catalyst and a vocal proponent of the Acquisition” (p. 2 / p. 6); and (p. 2) “the Tesla Board elected not to form a special committee of independent directors.”




17. The approximately 85% disinterested-shareholder approval, November 2016: Isaacson, Elon Musk (“85 percent of ‘disinterested’ shareholders”); corroborated by the SolarCity post-trial opinion, sheet 61.




18. SolarCity post-trial opinion (see note 544), sheets 61, 63: ISS recommended for the deal (“a necessary step”); Glass Lewis recommended against, calling it a “thinly veiled bail-out plan” and “significantly value destructive.”




19. SolarCity post-trial opinion (see note 544), VC Slights, decided April 27, 2022: “the persuasive evidence reveals that the Acquisition was entirely fair. The process employed by the Tesla Board to negotiate and ultimately recommend the Acquisition was far from perfect. Elon was more involved in the process than a conflicted fiduciary should be. … the preponderance of the evidence reveals that Tesla paid a fair price … The Court’s verdict, therefore, is for the defense”; and (p. 131) the costs-denial: “Elon likely could have avoided the need for judicial review of his conduct as a Tesla fiduciary had he simply followed the ground rules of good corporate governance in conflict transactions. He declined to do so. For that reason, I decline to award him prevailing party costs.” The eleven-day trial and the formal opening (“This is the Court’s post-trial verdict”) are from the opinion’s first pages. Affirmed on appeal, Delaware Supreme Court, June 6, 2023 (“AFFIRMED.”).




20. “Bailout” attributed, never stated as the court’s finding (the court found “there was no bailout,” opinion §3.13): Jim Chanos, via Higgins, Power Play (“The brazen Tesla bail-out of SolarCity is a shameful example of corporate governance at its worst”); Isaacson, Elon Musk (“[Musk] bailed it out ten years later by having Tesla purchase it for $2.6 billion”). Glass Lewis’s “thinly veiled bail-out plan” is at note 547.




21. Tesla, Inc., Form 10-Q for Q1 2021 (period ended March 31, 2021), filed April 28, 2021 (SEC accession 0000950170-21-000046): “During the three months ended March 31, 2021, we purchased an aggregate of $1.50 billion in digital assets, comprised solely of bitcoin”; “In the first quarter of 2021, we also sold an aggregate $272 million in bitcoin”; operating cash-flow statement, “Digital assets gain, net (101)” (a $101 million gain). https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1318605/000095017021000046/tsla-20210331.htm (primary, SEC EDGAR). Note: this is a Q1 2021 gain (not the later full-year-2021 impairment), and is the “Digital assets gain, net (101)” line, not the coincidental “(101)” on the “Restructuring and other” expense line.




22. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, 2021-04-26 23:15:01 UTC (id 1386821144037236992): “No, you do not. I have not sold any of my Bitcoin. Tesla sold 10% of its holdings essentially to prove liquidity of Bitcoin as an alternative to holding cash on balance sheet.”




23. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), posts on X, March 24, 2021: “You can now buy a Tesla with Bitcoin” (id 1374617643446063104) and “Bitcoin paid to Tesla will be retained as Bitcoin, not converted to fiat currency” (id 1374619379929772032). This pledge covered incoming customer payments, not Tesla’s own treasury holdings (the position sold in April).




24. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, May 12, 2021 (id 1392602041025843203), captioned “Tesla & Bitcoin” with an attached photo. The suspension text lived inside the attached image and is not quoted.




25. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, May 13, 2021: “To be clear, I strongly believe in crypto, but it can’t drive a massive increase in fossil fuel use, especially coal” (id 1392950720979030016). Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, May 17, 2021: “To clarify speculation, Tesla has not sold any Bitcoin” (id 1394170030741413888).




26. Tesla, Inc., Form 10-Q for Q1 2021 (see note 550): Q1 2021 net income attributable to common stockholders was $438 million; regulatory-credit revenue that quarter was $518 million (vs. $354 million in Q1 2020). The $101 million bitcoin gain was approximately 23 percent of the $438 million quarter, and the $518 million of credits exceeded the entire quarter’s net income: both larger than the bottom line, neither earned selling cars.




Chapter Ten — The Melt-Up


1. Higgins, Power Play: “his wealth was surging from an estimated $30 billion at the start of 2020 to around $200 billion at the start of 2021, overtaking Amazon founder Jeff Bezos’s spot as the world’s richest person, according to Bloomberg’s Billionaire Index.” Independent corroboration of the January 2021 “richest person on earth” framing: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus. The year-frame ($30B to approximately $200B) is Higgins’s wealth figure; the 244-day window (next footnote) is not pinned to a January 2020 start.





2. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), posts on X: “@teslaownersSV How strange” (id 1347204459147902976, 2021-01-07 15:32:27 UTC) and “@teslaownersSV Well, back to work …” (id 1347204606414130944, 2021-01-07 15:33:02 UTC). Both verbatim.




3. The prompting @teslaownersSV tweet is not in the archive, and no permitted source connects these two replies to the richest-person news. They are presented as what he posted that day, alongside the two-source January 2021 fact, and are not asserted to be his response to passing Bezos.




4. Higgins, Power Play: “racking up two quarters of profitability at the end of 2019, had given him renewed credibility,” with “the company’s stock continued to surpass record highs.”




5. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “Regulatory credit sales continued to be responsible for all of Tesla’s profits in 2019 and the first half of 2020—with the exception of the third quarter of 2019, when its core business managed to barely break even.”




6. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: “a net worth of $219 billion, he ranked at the top of the Forbes billionaires list for the first time” (start of 2022); by April 2022, net worth “nearing $270 billion.”




7. Higgins, Power Play, on the Q2 2020 quarter (ending June 30, 2020): “The strong results allowed Musk to post a $104 million quarterly profit—a fourth consecutive quarter in the black, the longest streak in its history. (The $428 million sale of emissions credits again played a big role in the victory.)”




8. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “by the start of 2020 all but the most committed and stubborn had learned (often at a high price) that fighting the unstoppable upward rise in Tesla’s stock price was a losing battle … the stock’s trajectory had become uncoupled from the kinds of fundamental developments that $TSLAQ shortsellers might have found convincing.”




9. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: “The advent of mobile trading apps like Robinhood made it easy for a new class of millennial and Gen Z first-timers to buy and sell stocks, and Tesla, with its bombastic, always-online chief executive, became an attractive pick.” The Robinhood confetti animation: a signature, much-reported app feature of the era that displayed falling confetti to mark a user’s “firsts”: first deposit, first trade, first upgrade to Robinhood Gold, not literally every trade. Robinhood retired it on March 31, 2021, amid criticism over the “gamification” of investing (CNBC, “Robinhood gets rid of confetti feature amid scrutiny over gamification,” Mar. 31, 2021, https://www.cnbc.com/2021/03/31/robinhood-gets-rid-of-confetti-feature-amid-scrutiny-over-gamification.html; CNN Business, “Robinhood is getting rid of one of its most controversial features,” Mar. 31, 2021, https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/31/business/robinhood-confetti-app-changes/index.html).




10. Schiffer, Extremely Hardcore: “In 2020, Tesla was the fifteenth most-held stock on Robinhood, the favored app of retail investors, with more than a hundred fifty thousand individual shareholders.”




11. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: “its market valuation hit more than $1.2 trillion in November 2021. The company had been worth a little more than $60 billion when Musk proposed taking it private three years earlier. Apple, founded in 1976, took forty-two years to become the first publicly traded American company to hit the $1 trillion market cap milestone. Tesla did it in eighteen years.” This November 2021 figure runs past the chapter’s January 2021 summit and is used as a forward-glance capper on the same business at the same plants.




12. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: “the stock price fell more than 12 percent in thirty minutes, though it would recover in the days after and soar to new heights, bolstered by unparalleled fandom.” The tweet itself: Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, May 1, 2020: “Tesla stock price is too high imo” (id 1256239815256797184, 2020-05-01 15:11:26 UTC), verbatim.




13. Schiffer, Extremely Hardcore (2024) finance journalist Matt Levine, in an October 2022 interview with Kara Swisher: “If you look at the history of Tesla, I think most people think of Tesla as a pretty good business now. But for a long time, the stock price was way ahead of the business, it would not make money year after year, and the typical reason that people give for that is there’s an army of Elon Musk fans who will buy the stock and push up the price of the stock.” Levine is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist (the “Money Stuff” column); the in-text introduction as “the Bloomberg columnist Matt Levine” is web-standard.




14. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “ranging from the aggressive monetary policies of the Federal Reserve to an unprecedented boom in amateur day traders playing the options markets using the free trading app RobinHood.” The 2020-specific monetary claim is carried by this Niedermeyer quote; the background condition (the trillions printed through quantitative easing and the low interest rates that “persisted throughout the 2010s … boosted the stock market even as most workers’ prospects continued to stagnate”) is Marx, Road to Nowhere, describing the 2010s, not a March 2020 rate cut. No “the Fed cut rates to zero in March 2020” claim is asserted.




15. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “By buying deep ‘out-of-the-money’ call options en masse, effectively betting that Tesla’s stock would rise to extreme levels, these risk-tolerant traders were forcing market makers to buy the underlying stock in order to hedge their positions and thus pushing the stock (and the value of their call options) ever higher. This ‘cheat code’ was a foolproof way to ‘meme’ Tesla’s always-volatile stock to incomprehensible levels…” Causal direction rendered exactly as the source states it: the retail options buyers force the market makers (the dealers who sold them the options) to buy.




16. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: The Shattering of Elon Musk (2025): on the April 29, 2020 earnings call Musk “characterized the shelter-in-place orders as ‘forcibly imprisoning people in their homes against all their constitutional rights in my opinion’”; on the defiance: Musk “was at war with the county health official overseeing the shelter-in-place mandate,” tweeting that the Alameda interim health officer was “acting contrary to the Governor, the President, our Constitutional freedoms & just plain common sense!” and “announcing that Tesla was suing the county over its inability to reopen,” then reopening in May against the more-restrictive county orders. The “FREE AMERICA NOW” tweet: tweet id 1255380013488188928, 2020-04-29 06:14:53 UTC (“FREE AMERICA NOW”), verbatim (companion: id 1255377239853720064, same date, “Give people their freedom back!”).




17. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “From the time Musk reopened the plant in May through December, Tesla recorded about 450 COVID-19 cases, including 125 in December alone, according to data obtained by the legal transparency organization PlainSite … Company workers bunched up at the time clock … Workers who installed interior components such as steering wheels piled into cars next to each other.” Siddiqui’s Washington Post technology-beat affiliation (he covered Tesla, Uber, and Twitter for the Post’s business desk) and the Hubris Maximus authorship are sourced from the book itself plus the Post’s staff page (https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/faiz-siddiqui/); he is introduced here as a Washington Post technology journalist.




18. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “By July, Tesla would become the most valuable car company on earth, surpassing Toyota and Volkswagen.” Corroborated by Higgins, Power Play: “worth as much as Toyota and Volkswagen combined.” The figures “+740% in 2020,” the August 2020 5-for-1 split, and “market cap greater than the next nine automakers” are not found in any permitted source and are not used.




19. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “By the end of the year, it was worth eight times as much as it had been that fateful week in March 2020.”




20. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “Nikola, a startup peddling reservations for a hydrogen semitruck and electric pickups … memed its way to a market capitalization that, for a time, exceeded Ford Motor Company’s despite having no actual products, revenue, or factories.”




21. Niedermeyer, Ludicrous: “Truckmaker Lordstown and a reborn Fisker both went public via SPAC in 2020 … this new crowd of EV stocks made Tesla look like a mature, accomplished, and unrisky institution by comparison.” (“Blank-check shell company” is the plain-English gloss of SPAC, special-purpose acquisition company, given on first use.)




22. Higgins, Power Play: “The excitement—some would say mania—spread to other related companies. In the following months, several startups went public.”




23. Higgins, Power Play: “it was Tesla’s stock that went into Ludicrous mode. … Fueled in part by young stock buyers stuck at home during the pandemic, the stock rose past $1,000 … In just weeks, the company was worth as much as Toyota and Volkswagen combined.”




24. Higgins, Power Play: “Musk hit his $100 billion market value payout target, then went on to clear thresholds for three more payouts (then two more by spring 2021). The stock passed the $700 billion market value milestone that Musk had thrown down years earlier like Babe Ruth calling his shot.” The “many thought the company would not reach them anytime soon” characterization is sourced: Higgins, Power Play (“It was a valuation that many thought unlikely anytime soon”) and (the 2018 package required “an almost $600 billion increase from its present value” of ~$52 billion, “a tough plan to swallow”).




25. Higgins, Power Play: “It soared from a value of $100 billion to more than $800 billion in 244 days, accomplishing something it took Apple almost a decade to do.”




26. Higgins, Power Play; Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus. Two sources give “January 2021 / start of 2021” for the Bezos pass; no permitted source names the exact calendar day, so the prose says “January 2021.”




27. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus, citing a Tesla securities filing from March 2021: “Musk would henceforth be officially known as ‘Technoking of Tesla.’ His deputy also received an arcane new title: ‘Master of Coin.’ … The new titles were said to be ‘Effective as of March 15, 2021.’ Elon Musk was crowned Technoking on the Ides of March.”




Chapter Eleven — The Parking Ticket


1. Tim Higgins, the Wall Street Journal reporter and author of Power Play (an inside account of Tesla, 2021). The factory visit: Higgins, Power Play.





2. Higgins, Power Play: “The company teetered on the verge of bankruptcy.”




3. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “messages poured in from friends and close confidants who echoed at least one constant refrain: For the love of God, don’t tweet.”




4. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus.




5. The staging (the drive to Van Nuys, the parked Gulfstream, the Financial Times story, the un-firm Saudi talks, the un-consulted board) is from Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus, corroborated independently by Isaacson, Elon Musk: “as he was riding to the private air terminal in Los Angeles.” The “sixty-one-character” count: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus.




6. The tweet, verbatim: Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, 2018-08-07 16:48:13 UTC (= 12:48 p.m. EDT) (id 1026872652290379776). The SEC complaint, ¶2, fixes the time at “approximately 12:48 p.m. EDT.” The halt: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “At 2:08 p.m., NASDAQ halted trading on Tesla.” The resume time is not pinned to a primary source and is omitted.




7. SEC complaint (SEC v. Musk, S.D.N.Y. No. 1:18-cv-8865, filed 09/27/2018), ¶4: “From the time of Musk’s first tweet that day until the close of trading on August 7, Tesla’s stock price increased by more than 6% on significantly increased volume and closed up 10.98% from the previous day.”




8. Isaacson, Elon Musk (the Saudi fund told Bloomberg the parties were merely “in talks”; Musk rescinded the take-private on August 23). The two same-day follow-on tweets (grammar [sic] in the originals): “Shareholders could either to sell at 420 or hold shares & go private” (id 1026894228541071360, 2018-08-07 18:13:57 UTC) and “@MindFieldMusic Def no forced sales. Hope all shareholders remain… Ends negative propaganda from shorts” (id 1026907699760390146, 2018-08-07 19:07:29 UTC).




9. SEC complaint (SEC v. Musk), ¶24 (PDF p. 8): “This calculation resulted in a price of $419, and Musk stated that he rounded the price up to $420 because he had recently learned about the number’s significance in marijuana culture and thought his girlfriend ‘would find it funny.’” Musk’s own later gloss, in Isaacson, Elon Musk: “It seemed like better karma at four-twenty than at four-nineteen… But I was not on weed, to be clear.” The girlfriend is left unnamed here.




10. Plain-English securities law paraphrased from Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (the Securities Exchange Act and the level-playing-field rationale); the “prosecutable crime to say something about your business that you know to be false” formulation is Higgins, Power Play.




11. Higgins, Power Play: “The next day the Securities and Exchange Commission opened an investigation.” (The formal complaint came later, on September 27.)




12. SEC complaint (SEC v. Musk, S.D.N.Y. No. 1:18-cv-8865, filed 09/27/2018), ¶1 and ¶3. The complaint’s account of the July 31 Saudi meeting (¶21) notes “no discussion at the July 31 meeting of any dollar amount or specific ownership percentage.”




13. SEC complaint (SEC v. Musk), prayer for relief §V: “Ordering that Defendant be prohibited from acting as an officer or director of any issuer that has a class of securities registered pursuant to Section 12 of the Exchange Act…”




14. Higgins, Power Play: the deal reached late September 26; Musk’s lawyer calls it off the next morning; the SpaceX-debt worry; the SEC files suit after the markets close. The SEC’s filing was stamped 09/27/2018.




15. Higgins, Power Play, gives a one-day drop of 12 percent; Isaacson, Elon Musk, gives 17 percent. The two inside accounts disagree on the figure; the text declines to print either.




16. Isaacson, Elon Musk. The chyron’s “Tesla Founder” is the network’s error, not this book’s claim: Musk did not found Tesla (see Chapter 5).




17. Isaacson, Elon Musk (Cuban; Kimbal; Gracias; “Deepak,” chief financial officer Deepak Ahuja; “Reluctantly, he agreed”). Mark Cuban as celebrity investor: Higgins, Power Play.




18. Settlement announced September 29, 2018; approved by U.S. District Judge Alison Nathan on October 16, 2018. Dates per TechCrunch, October 16, 2018.




19. Terms from Conger & Mac, Character Limit (the two $20 million fines; Musk steps down as chairman; the consent decree’s tweet-review provision; no admission, no denial; Robyn Denholm to chair Tesla); corroborated by Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus. Isaacson reports the fine as a combined “$40 million,” i.e. the two $20 million halves. Kate Conger and Ryan Mac are the New York Times reporters whose Character Limit (2024) chronicles the Twitter takeover.




20. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: “The $20 million fine he paid personally amounted to less than a tenth of a percent of his net worth at the time.”




21. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, October 4, 2018 (id 1047943670350020992, 2018-10-04 20:16:55 UTC): “Just want to that the Shortseller Enrichment Commission is doing incredible work. And the name change is so on point!” (The missing word “say” is absent in the original; preserved as archived.) Posted seven days after the September 27 suit and twelve days before Judge Nathan approved the deal on October 16, 2018.




22. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, October 27, 2018, 02:38:27 UTC (id 1056012218897059968): “Worth it.” The archive does not preserve the reply context; the follower’s question, about the tweet “that cost you 20M” and Musk’s answer are reported in CNBC, October 29, 2018, “Tesla’s Elon Musk says his tweet that led to a $20 million fine was ‘worth it’”.




23. Elon Musk, interview with Lesley Stahl, 60 Minutes, CBS, aired December 9, 2018. CBS News, December 9, 2018.




24. The “hand-pick”/“babysitter” exchange and Musk’s “largest shareholder… get anything done that I want” reply: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus.




25. The February 2019 production-forecast tweet and the SEC’s contempt motion (“has never sought pre-approval for a single tweet”): CNBC, March 19, 2019.




26. U.S. District Judge Alison Nathan, April 4, 2019, ordering the parties to “take a deep breath, put your reasonableness pants on” and confer: CNBC and CNN, April 4, 2019.




27. The amended settlement (April 26, 2019, approved April 30): pre-approval narrowed to an enumerated list of topics; no contempt finding entered. CNN, April 26, 2019; CNBC, May 1, 2019.




28. SEC correspondence to Tesla (2019 and 2020), reported by the Wall Street Journal via CNBC, June 1, 2021: “In the face of Mr. Musk’s repeated refusals to submit his covered written communications on Twitter to Tesla for pre-approval, we are very concerned…” The agency filed no motion to enforce.




29. U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, May 15, 2023, declining to vacate the consent decree (Musk “could have negotiated a settlement that preserved his unfettered right to tweet… but chose not to”; “just three inquiries into Musk’s tweets since 2018”): Reuters and PBS, May 15, 2023. The Supreme Court later denied review.




30. Across the decree’s life the record contains SEC letters complaining no tweet was submitted for review, no contempt finding, no enforcement action on the provision, and Musk’s public statement that he does not respect the agency.




31. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: U.S. District Judge Edward Chen “had already ruled that Musk’s claim of ‘Funding secured’ was untrue”; the open question was investor reliance. The case was a private securities class action distinct from the SEC’s enforcement.




32. Plaintiffs’ attorney Nicholas Porritt to the jury, quoted in Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “This is about rules… This is about applying rules to billionaires like Elon Musk.”




33. Elon Musk, from the witness stand, quoted in Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “Just because I tweet something does not mean people believe it or will act accordingly.”




34. Verdict and reaction: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (not liable; roughly two hours’ deliberation; February 3, 2023; “plaintiffs’ attorneys embraced one another, sitting in an almost funereal silence”). The date is independently fixed by the docket, Dkt. 663, file-stamped 02/03/23.




35. The plaintiffs sought damages and recovered none; the verdict of not liable meant no award to the buyers of the stock.




36. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, July 2, 2020 (id 1278762916326650112, 2020-07-02 18:50:12 UTC): “Will send some to the Shortseller Enrichment Commission to comfort them through these difficult times.”




37. Business Insider (reporter Rich McHugh), May 19, 2022. The dates: a 2016 incident, a settlement signed in November 2018, the report published in May 2022. Carried in book-length accounts by Conger and Mac, Character Limit, and by Wagner, Battle for the Bird, both attributing the facts to the Business Insider reporting, which is the framing the prose follows.




38. Musk’s denials, as archived: Elon Musk (@elonmusk), posts on X: “those wild accusations are utterly untrue” (id 1527496917579611904, 2022-05-20 03:50:19 UTC) and “The attacks against me should be viewed through a political lens” (id 1527491436005957888, 2022-05-20 03:28:32 UTC); and to Business Insider: “If I were inclined to engage in sexual harassment, this is unlikely to be the first time in my entire 30-year career that it comes to light” (Conger and Mac, Character Limit).




39. The “$250,000” settlement figure and its payment by SpaceX are reported by Business Insider and carried in Conger and Mac, Character Limit, and Wagner, Battle for the Bird.




40. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: the open letter (“a frequent source of distraction and embarrassment for us”), more than four hundred signatures, and the firing of five organizers the next day for what Gwynne Shotwell, SpaceX’s president and chief operating officer, labeled “overreaching activism.”




41. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: the employee’s question and vice president Jon Edwards’s non-answer, “SpaceX is Elon and Elon is SpaceX.”




42. Grant mechanics from the Delaware Supreme Court opinion: “The plan included twelve tranches of stock options that vested after reaching market capitalization and operational milestones.” Each tranche required both a market-cap milestone and an operational target.




43. Chancellor Kathaleen McCormick, post-trial opinion, January 30, 2024 (PDF p. 2): “With a $55.8 billion maximum value and $2.6 billion grant date fair value, the plan is the largest potential compensation opportunity ever observed in public markets by multiple orders of magnitude—250 times larger than the contemporaneous median peer compensation plan.”




44. Musk’s pitch, quoted in Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (Siddiqui notes his account “is based substantially on Judge Kathaleen McCormick’s post-trial opinion”).




45. 2018 shareholder approval (approximately 73 percent of disinterested votes): Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus, which also carries the Tornetta clause and notes that Musk “would win every one of the stock awards—twelve tranches in all—and become the richest person on earth.”




46. Richard Tornetta, the Tesla shareholder who sued: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus.




47. Chancellor Kathaleen McCormick, chief judge of the Delaware Court of Chancery. That she also presided over the Twitter-acquisition litigation: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus. The nine-person board she examined (Musk; his brother Kimbal; Brad Buss; Robyn Denholm; Ira Ehrenpreis; Antonio Gracias; Steve Jurvetson; James Murdoch; and Linda Johnson Rice) is listed in the January 30, 2024 opinion, PDF p. 21.




48. McCormick, opinion of January 30, 2024, PDF p. 2: “Was the richest person in the world overpaid?” The opinion runs 201 pages.




49. McCormick, opinion of January 30, 2024, PDF p. 7: “Swept up by the rhetoric of ‘all upside,’ or perhaps starry eyed by Musk’s superstar appeal, the board never asked the $55.8 billion question: Was the plan even necessary for Tesla to retain Musk and achieve its goals?”




50. McCormick, opinion of January 30, 2024, PDF p. 5: “there was no meaningful negotiation over any of the terms of the plan. Ehrenpreis testified that he did not view the negotiation as an adversarial process. He said: ‘We were not on different sides of things.’ … Gracias admitted that there was no ‘positional negotiation.’ This testimony came as close to admitting a controlled mindset as it gets.”




51. McCormick, opinion of January 30, 2024, PDF p. 4: the fifteen-year Ehrenpreis relationship; Gracias’s twenty-plus years of business ties and family vacations; General Counsel Todd Maron, “Musk’s former divorce attorney and whose admiration for Musk moved him to tears during his deposition,” who served as “a primary go-between Musk and the committee, and it is unclear on whose side Maron viewed himself.”




52. McCormick, opinion of January 30, 2024, PDF pp. 118-119: “the avalanche of evidence on this point is so overwhelming that it is burdensome to set out in prose, hence these blunt bullet points”, the “tyrant” who fires “on a whim”; “no one at Tesla could review his email account without permission except when legally required”; and the 2021 self-appointment as “Technoking,” “a position he compared to being a monarch.”




53. McCormick, opinion of January 30, 2024, PDF p. 8: “In the final analysis, Musk launched a self-driving process, recalibrating the speed and direction along the way as he saw fit. The process arrived at an unfair price. And through this litigation, the plaintiff requests a recall.”




54. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, January 30, 2024 (id 1752455348106166598, 22:14:48 UTC): “Never incorporate your company in the state of Delaware.” Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, February 1, 2024 (id 1752922071229722990, 05:09:24 UTC): “The public vote is unequivocally in favor of Texas! Tesla will move immediately to hold a shareholder vote to transfer state of incorporation to Texas.” Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, February 2, 2024 (id 1753271394408829106, 04:17:29 UTC): “She has done more to damage Delaware than any judge in modern history.” Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, February 7, 2024 (id 1755260480514293867, 16:01:24 UTC): “The judge in Delaware who improperly rescinded my comp literally earns more than I do.” The underlying poll (87 percent of more than a million respondents favoring Texas): Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus.




55. The June 13, 2024 annual-meeting re-vote: shareholders ratified the rescinded 2018 package (“about three-quarters of the votes cast”; Tesla’s filing reported 77 percent of votes cast, with the figure lower when excluding insider shares) and approved reincorporating Tesla in Texas. CNBC, June 13, 2024.




56. McCormick, opinion of December 2, 2024, PDF p. 3: “the defendants have no procedural ground for flipping the outcome of an adverse post-trial decision based on evidence they created after trial.” The same opinion awarded plaintiff’s counsel a $345 million fee (PDF pp. 98/103).




57. In re Tesla, Inc. Derivative Litigation, Del. Supr. (en banc, Seitz, C.J.), decided December 19, 2025. Caption: “AFFIRMED IN PART, REVERSED IN PART.” PDF p. 5: “we reverse the remedy chosen by the Court of Chancery – rescission of the 2018 compensation plan. We reinstate the 2018 plan and award the Plaintiff nominal damages”; and “We rely on the facts as found by the Court of Chancery after trial.” PDF p. 27: “Although the Justices have varying views on the liability determination, we agree that rescission was an improper remedy.” PDF p. 47/§VII: “$1 in nominal damages.” The reversal is on the remedy only; the Chancery’s findings of fact were not disturbed.




58. The August 2025 interim award: a two-member special committee (Denholm and Kathleen Wilson-Thompson) granted Musk roughly 96 million restricted shares, about $29 billion, explicitly as a hedge against losing the appeal. CNBC, August 4, 2025; Tesla 8-K, August 3, 2025.




59. The November 6, 2025 package: a new CEO performance award of 423,743,904 shares in twelve tranches (about 12 percent of the company), with milestones running to an $8.5 trillion market capitalization, approved by shareholders with more than 75 percent of votes cast. Worth up to a trillion dollars if fully earned; described across outlets as the largest corporate pay package in history. Tesla 8-K/S-8 (sec.gov); CNBC, November 6, 2025.




60. U.S. District Judge Sparkle Sooknanan (D.D.C.), at a hearing on May 13, 2026: “I am not going to rubber stamp this settlement and I cannot rubber stamp this settlement”; the deal’s irregularities “raise red flags for me”; and “Is Mr. Musk getting some kind of special treatment in this case?” The SEC defended the deal on June 1, 2026; approval remained pending as of June 13, 2026. Reuters/US News and Insurance Journal.




61. Pair 3: Nov 29, 2023 DealBook stage, Musk to fleeing advertisers, “Go fuck yourself” (CNBC/WaPo 11/29/2023, following the Nov 18, 2023 antisemitic “dialectical hatred” reply and advertiser exodus) → May 2024, xAI raises $6B at a $24B valuation, and Dec 5, 2024, another $6B at ~$50B (a16z, BlackRock, Fidelity, Sequoia, MGX, QIA; Bloomberg 12/5/2024). Pair 4: the 2025 DOGE tenure + Grok’s antisemitism scandals → Jan 6, 2026, xAI closes a $20B Series E at ~$230B post-money (the largest AI funding round ever), with Nvidia and Cisco in and Tesla itself committing ~$2B (CNBC/Bloomberg/TechCrunch 1/6/2026; x.ai/news/series-e).




62. The combined $40 million in fines is from the 2018 settlement (note 19). The approximately $190 billion net-worth figure for 2021 is used here only for one line of arithmetic.




63. This computation is the author’s. $40 million is roughly 0.02 percent of $190 billion; the same proportion of a typical American household’s net worth (on the order of $190,000, per the Federal Reserve’s 2022 Survey of Consumer Finances) is about fifteen dollars. The ratio is the point; the household comparator is illustrative.




64. SEC v. Musk (D.D.C.), filed January 14, 2025, ¶5: Musk disclosed his 5-percent-plus Twitter stake eleven days late, spent “more than $500 million purchasing additional shares” in the interim, “was able to make these purchases from the unsuspecting public at artificially low prices,” and “in total, Musk underpaid Twitter investors by more than $150 million for his purchases of Twitter common stock during this period.”




65. The proposed May 2026 settlement (a $1.5 million civil penalty paid by a Musk trust, with no disgorgement of the alleged $150 million) is reported by Reuters (via US News, May 13, 2026; Insurance Journal, May 14 and June 3, 2026). As of June 13, 2026, the settlement was proposed and not yet approved.




Chapter Twelve — Survival of the Luckiest


1. SpaceX was founded in 2002 into an industry where private rocket ventures routinely failed. Falcon 1’s first three launches failed, and the company came within weeks of bankruptcy before a NASA resupply contract saved it (“without that contract … SpaceX would have gone down as that company that made it to orbit, and then died”): Eric Berger, Liftoff (2021). The point is that the bet was reckless, not shrewd; the government, not foresight, is what redeemed it.





2. Entering the car business in 2004, in the years GM was crushing its EV1 and the major automakers were killing their electric programs (Ch 5), and surviving on state-manufactured demand, the bankable emissions credits and the consumer tax credit (Ch 9): Charles Morris, Tesla (2020). He did not found Tesla; the company and its high-end-first strategy were Eberhard and Tarpenning’s (Ch 5). Again: a reckless lunge into an industry everyone sane had abandoned, redeemed by a subsidy regime he did not design.




3. Elizabeth Holmes founded the blood-testing startup Theranos in 2003 on the claim that a finger-prick could run a full array of laboratory tests. The technology never worked, and in January 2022 a federal jury convicted her of fraud; she was later sentenced to more than eleven years in prison. The point is tenacity and certainty aimed at a goal the physics and the funding never reached.




4. Jonathan Abrams launched Friendster in 2003, the first mass social network, ahead of MySpace (2003) and Facebook (2004). It reached roughly 3 million users within months but its architecture could not scale: the site became notoriously slow and users migrated away to MySpace and then Facebook, and by the time the engineering was fixed (early 2007) the crowd had gone. Abrams raised about $13 million from Kleiner Perkins and Benchmark (Series A, Sept.–Oct. 2003) and turned down a roughly $30 million buyout offer from Google (2003): TechCrunch, “The Friendster Tell-All Story,” Oct. 2006 (https://techcrunch.com/2006/10/15/the-friendster-tell-all-story/). For comparison, Facebook’s early funding was similar in scale: Peter Thiel’s $500,000 seed (Aug. 2004) and Accel’s $12.7 million Series A (May 2005): CNN/Money (https://money.cnn.com/2012/08/20/technology/facebook-peter-thiel/index.html); Eqvista (https://eqvista.com/meta-shareholders-from-start-to-ipo/). The point is not a “no venture capital” story: comparable idea, head start, and early capital, but the first mover hit the pre-cloud scaling wall when it was highest and the latecomer did not.




5. Females of many octopus species lay on the order of 50,000 to 200,000 or more eggs in a single clutch, brood them without feeding until hatching, and die. Survival to adulthood is a tiny fraction of one percent: for a stable population, by definition, an average of about two offspring per female reach reproduction. The “tens or hundreds of thousands of eggs, one or two survivors” framing is conservative and species-general.




6. China’s electric-vehicle company boom and shakeout: more than 500 firms registered or planning to build new-energy vehicles around 2018 (IEA-cited); roughly 129 NEV makers still active as of 2024, with about 400 having ceased operations between 2018 and 2025: Carscoops, July 2025 (https://www.carscoops.com/2025/07/more-chinese-ev-firms-heading-to-extinction/); EVBoosters (https://evboosters.com/ev-charging-news/400-chinese-ev-companies-ceased-operations-between-2018-2025-only-a-few-will-dominate-towards-2030/). The thriving survivors include both startups (BYD, NIO, XPeng) and state-owned enterprises now building EVs at scale: SAIC (whose SAIC-GM-Wuling joint venture’s micro-EVs led the Chinese market; the Hongguang Mini EV was the country’s best-selling EV in 2021–22), GAC (Aion, approximately 375,000 EVs in 2024), BAIC (Arcfox), Changan (Deepal/Avatr), Dongfeng, and FAW: S&P Global Mobility (https://autotechinsight.spglobal.com/news/23323/chinese-state-owned-automakers-add-investments-expand-nev-production-); GAC Group, Wikipedia.




7. Pham Nhat Vuong founded the instant-noodle maker Technocom in Kharkiv, Ukraine, in 1993 (the “Mivina” brand), sold it to Nestlé in 2009 for about $150 million, built Vingroup (2007), and founded VinFast, Vietnam’s first domestic carmaker, in 2017. VinFast delivered roughly 197,000 EVs in 2025 and sells in North America, Europe, and Asia: Wikipedia, “VinFast” and “Phạm Nhật Vượng” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VinFast); EV Magazine (https://evmagazine.com/news/how-vinfast-nearly-doubled-its-ev-sales-in-2025). (Cautionary coda: VinFast’s planned U.S. plant in Chatham County, North Carolina stalled with nothing built, and on May 21, 2026 North Carolina sued to reclaim the site and roughly $80 million in state funds; even the noodle-maker’s bets fail like everyone’s.)




8. Mexico’s “Olinia,” a state-backed homegrown mini electric vehicle priced at about 150,000 pesos (approximately $8,600), was developed under the Sheinbaum administration’s science secretariat with public universities (TecNM, IPN, UNAM) in Puebla. The prototype was unveiled June 8, 2026, with production slated for 2027: Mexico News Daily (https://mexiconewsdaily.com/news/sheinbaum-olinia-mexico-ev/); Electrek, June 8, 2026 (https://electrek.co/2026/06/08/9000-ev-mexico-olinia/).




9. India’s domestic EV makers include Tata Motors (Nexon EV), Mahindra, and JSW MG, plus two-wheeler makers Ola Electric and TVS. Malaysia’s national carmaker Proton launched its first EV, the e.MAS 7, in December 2024, co-developed with Geely: Rest of World (https://restofworld.org/2025/tata-india-ev-market-share/); TNGlobal (https://technode.global/2024/12/17/malaysian-automaker-proton-launches-first-electric-vehicle/).




10. BYD passed Tesla in 2025 to become the world’s largest seller of battery-electric cars (approximately 2.26 million vs. Tesla’s roughly 1.64 million for the year): CNBC, Jan. 2026 (https://www.cnbc.com/2026/01/02/chinas-byd-to-overtake-tesla-as-worlds-top-ev-seller-for-first-time.html).




11. China’s decades-long program of subsidies, mandates, and local-content rules built its EV supply chain in parallel with the patient state support the U.S. supplied Tesla through contracts, the DOE loan, and emissions and consumer credits (Chs 7–9). The point here is the symmetry of state backing, not its absence: Edward Niedermeyer, Ludicrous (2019); UBS via InsideEVs, Sept. 2023.




12. UBS Evidence Lab teardown of the BYD Seal, Sept. 2023: the Seal costs about 15 percent less to build than a Tesla Model 3 made at Tesla’s Shanghai plant (an in-China-vs.-in-China comparison), with a sustainable cost advantage of roughly 25 percent over Western automakers even if built in Europe, driven by approximately 75 percent in-house parts: InsideEVs (https://insideevs.com/news/686532/wall-street-analysts-tear-down-byd-seal-say-tesla-should-worry/); TechNode (https://technode.com/2023/09/06/byds-manufacturing-costs-in-eu-could-be-25-lower-than-rivals-ubs/). (The roughly 35 percent figure cited in some analyses is a Seal-in-China vs. VW-in-Europe cross-region comparison, not the in-China figure used here.)




13. The U.S. raised its tariff on Chinese electric vehicles to 100 percent (effective Sept. 27, 2024), keeping BYD’s cars off the U.S. market. Tesla announced the end of Model S and Model X production (Jan. 2026) and now sells two volume models (3 and Y). Tesla’s FY2025 annual filing describes “continued our transition from a hardware-centric business to a physical AI company”: the most valuable carmaker on earth (market capitalization roughly $1.5 trillion, several times Toyota’s) rebranding away from cars even behind a 100 percent tariff wall: USTR Federal Register notice, Sept. 2024; CNBC, Jan. 28, 2026 (Model S/X end); Tesla 8-K (https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/0001318605/000162828026003837/exhibit991.htm); companiesmarketcap.com.




14. Removed from the top job at his first company, Zip2, by his own board: first proved in Ch 2.




15. Ousted as chief executive of X.com/PayPal while traveling to his honeymoon: first proved in Ch 4.




16. Falcon 1’s first three flights failed and SpaceX neared bankruptcy until a NASA competition arrived: first proved in Chs 6–7.




17. The “organ transplant”: moving a fully developed public human-spaceflight capability into Musk’s rocket company and letting the recipient take the credit: Ch 8.




18. General Motors built the EV1 (produced 1996–1999, approximately 1,100 cars, lease-only), then recalled and crushed nearly the entire fleet (2002–2004), refusing to let lessees buy them, the subject of the documentary Who Killed the Electric Car?: Green Car Reports (https://www.greencarreports.com/news/1122269_10-lessons-from-the-short-life-of-the-chevy-volt-2011-2019); Wikipedia, “General Motors EV1.”




19. Ford acquired a majority stake in the Norwegian electric-car maker PIVCO in 1999, rebranding its city car the Ford Th!nk City and building it through 2002. Ford “lost faith in electric cars” and sold the company off in January 2003 (it later passed through other owners and went bankrupt in 2011): Wikipedia, “Think Global” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Think_Global); The Drive (https://www.thedrive.com/news/30161/the-brief-bizarre-tale-of-the-ford-thnk-city-the-norwegian-american-micro-electric-car).




20. Norway as the world’s most electrified car market: battery-electric vehicles were 88.9 percent of new-car sales in 2024 and roughly 96 percent in 2025, with no domestic mass-market automaker of its own (its one homegrown EV maker, Think, having been bought and shut by Ford), its roads filled instead by imports (Tesla, Volkswagen, Chinese brands): EcoWatch (https://www.ecowatch.com/norway-ev-sales-2024.html); CNBC, Jan. 2026 (https://www.cnbc.com/2026/01/02/evs-norway-new-car-sales-hit-96percent-electric-in-2025-as-tesla-dominates.html).




Chapter Thirteen — Where It Hurts


1. Justine Musk’s account of the marriage, including the tender stretches (“totally content,” reading at a Palo Alto bookstore) alongside constant fighting: Walter Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023). Marriage “in 2000” per both major biographies (Isaacson; Ashlee Vance, Elon Musk, 2015).





2. “I am the alpha in this relationship,” whispered to Justine during their first dance at the wedding: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




3. “If you were my employee, I would fire you”; calling Justine “a moron” and “an idiot”; and Justine tracing the vocabulary to Elon’s father, Errol (“When I spent some time with Errol… I realized that’s where he’d gotten the vocabulary”): Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




4. Kimbal Musk on watching the marriage’s fights: “Holy moly, this is brutal… I ended up distancing myself from him for years”: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




5. The divorce ultimatum (“Either we fix [the marriage] today, or I will divorce you tomorrow”), and Justine’s discovery, via a cut-off credit card, that Musk had already filed, having “another person do it”: Justine Musk, quoted in Ashlee Vance, Elon Musk (2015). (The bracketed “[the marriage]” is Justine’s/Vance’s, not added here.)




6. Justine Musk’s Marie Claire essay, “‘I Was a Starter Wife’: Inside America’s Messiest Divorce”: referenced by title in Vance, Elon Musk (2015). The essay’s own text is not cited here; only its existence and title.




7. “Another public relations crisis”: Vance, Elon Musk (2015) (“For Musk, each online missive from Justine created another public relations crisis that added to the endless stream of issues faced by his companies”).




8. Mary Beth Brown as effectively “an extension of Musk,” his assistant of more than a decade across both companies, who “gave up her life for Musk”: Vance, Elon Musk (2015).




9. The early-2014 firing: Brown asked “to be compensated on par with SpaceX’s top executives”; Musk told her to “take a couple of weeks off,” covered her duties himself to “gauge how hard they were,” and on her return “let her know that he didn’t need her anymore,” handing his scheduling to Gwynne Shotwell’s assistant: Vance, Elon Musk (2015).




10. Musk’s explanation that Brown “had become too comfortable speaking on his behalf and that, frankly, she needed a life”: Vance, Elon Musk (2015). This episode is to Vance; Brown declined to be interviewed and is unquoted. Vance notes that other people grumbled that Brown and Riley clashed and that this was the root cause of Brown’s ouster.




11. The reaction inside SpaceX and Tesla: Vance’s “granddaddy example of Musk’s seemingly callous interoffice style,” read by colleagues as “the ultimate confirmation of his cruel stoicism” and folded into “the lore around Musk’s lack of empathy”; and the Tony Stark / Pepper Potts contrast (“Tony Stark doesn’t fire Pepper Potts. He adores her and takes care of her for life”): Vance, Elon Musk (2015).




12. The Thai cave rescue submarine, a small sealed pod built by Musk’s engineers, tested over a weekend in a Los Angeles-area school swimming pool, and flown to Thailand on Musk’s jet: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




13. Musk’s July 8, 2018 email to a rescue-team leader, “If it isn’t needed or won’t help, that would be great to know,” and the reply, “It is absolutely worth continuing”: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




14. The submarine arriving after divers were already extracting the boys and going unused; the boys and coach safe; Musk flying on to Shanghai to sign a Tesla Gigafactory deal: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




15. Vernon Unsworth (a 63-year-old British caver who advised the rescuers) on CNN: the submarine was “just a PR stunt” that “had absolutely no chance of working,” Musk had “no conception of what the cave passage was like,” and Musk could “stick his submarine where it hurts” (said “with a giggle”): Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023); corroborated by Tim Higgins, Power Play (2021).




16. “Sorry pedo guy, you really did ask for it”; on being asked whether he was calling Unsworth a pedophile, “Bet ya a signed dollar it’s true”; and “Musk had no evidence for his allegations”: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023); Higgins, Power Play (2021). The tweets were later deleted.




17. Tesla stock falling approximately 3.5 percent on the pedo tweets, “wiping out $2 billion of valuation”: Higgins, Power Play (2021); the 3.5 percent figure also in Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




18. T. Rowe Price’s Joe Fath telephoning Musk after the tweets: “He was kind of losing it… This stuff has got to stop… You’re doing major damage to the brand”: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023).




19. Musk resisting his advisers (“I’m not happy about the suggested approach…. We need to stop panicking”) and then issuing the July 18, 2018 apology, that the submarine was “built as an act of kindness” and “his actions against me do not justify my actions against him, and for that I apologize to Mr. Unsworth and to the companies I represent as leader. The fault is mine and mine alone”: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023); Faiz Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (2025).




20. Jared Birchall (head of Musk’s family office, Excession LLC) hiring a private investigator, James Howard, to “dig up dirt on Unsworth and reverse engineer the truth of his allegation”; the investigator paid about fifty thousand dollars ($50,000 in one source, $52,000 in another), who faked his credentials, turned out to be a former convict, and fed Birchall and Musk false information: Kate Conger and Ryan Mac, Character Limit (2024); Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (2025).




21. The September 2018 BuzzFeed email to reporter Ryan Mac, prefaced “off the record” (an arrangement Mac had never agreed to), calling Unsworth a “child rapist,” asserting he had moved to Thailand “for a child bride who was about 12 years old at the time,” and ending “I fucking hope he sues me”: Isaacson, Elon Musk (2023); Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (2025). Isaacson states directly: “The statement about Unsworth’s wife was untrue.”




22. The BuzzFeed headline, September 4, 2018: “In a New Email, Elon Musk Accused a Cave Rescuer of Being a ‘Child Rapist’ and Said He ‘Hopes’ There’s a Lawsuit”: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (2025).




23. Musk’s contrite emails to his outside PR representative (Juleanna Glover) the same day: “Yes, this is extremely bad…. Still, I’m a fucking idiot” and “It was still one of the dumbest things I’ve ever done and this distraction couldn’t come at a worse time”: Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (2025).




24. Reuters opinion piece on the board’s dilemma: firing Musk over the “pedo guy” tweet “could precipitate a crisis of confidence among investors… for a capital-hungry public company that might prove terminal”: quoted in Higgins, Power Play (2021). (Ellipsis marks an omitted Uber/Kalanick comparison.)




25. Musk’s attorney Alex Spiro to the jury: “These tweets are not allegations of crimes. They are joking, taunting tweets in a fight between men”: Conger and Mac, Character Limit (2024).




26. Unsworth’s trial testimony that Musk’s label left him “humiliated, ashamed, dirty,” and “I have good days and I have bad days”: Conger and Mac, Character Limit (2024). (Opposing counsel Lin Wood’s closing demand of $190 million, at which “someone in the gallery snorted,” is from the same source.)




27. The verdict, December 6, 2019: the jury “deliberated for less than an hour” and found Musk “not liable for defamation”: Conger and Mac, Character Limit (2024).




28. “My faith in humanity is restored,” Musk to reporters leaving the courthouse, departing in “a waiting Tesla Model S”: Conger and Mac, Character Limit (2024).




Chapter Fourteen — Ferocity Without Luck


1. Wagner, Battle for the Bird (September 29, 2022; forty pages of texts to “friends, bankers, and even his ex-wife”; published in the Twitter v. Musk discovery). The exhibit was filed with Twitter’s Motion for Sanctions over discovery misconduct (certificate of service, PDF p. 39, dated September 28, 2022).





2. the redacted “Exhibits A–J to Letter to The Honorable Kathaleen St. J. McCormick,” Twitter v. Musk, Del. Ch. C.A. No. 2022-0613-KSJM (scanned Sept. 29, 2022). Exhibit H = PDF pp. 2–34; Exhibit J = PDF pp. 36–40; sender “Self” = Musk; timestamps CDT (CST for January–early March rows).




3. Wagner, Battle for the Bird (Warzel quoted in The Atlantic). Charlie Warzel is an Atlantic staff writer covering technology.




4. Exh. H, PDF p. 4 (2022-03-26, sender “jack jack”). Dorsey’s biography (Twitter cofounder, twice CEO, off the board by mid-May 2022): widely reported and reflected in the signing-day exchange at Exh. H, p. 27, where Musk wrote “I basically following your advice!” and Dorsey replied “This is the right and only path.”




5. Exh. H, PDF p. 17 (2022-04-09 10:01:35, sender Agrawal). Agrawal’s biography (Twitter engineer since 2011; CEO from November 2021): reflected on the exhibit’s face and corroborated by Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus.




6. Exh. H, PDF p. 17 (Musk 10:02:24 “What did you get done this week?”; 10:03:04 “I’m not joining the board. This is a waste of time.”; 10:03:19 “Will make an offer to take Twitter private.”). Elapsed time computed from the exhibit timestamps: 49 seconds to the first line, 1 minute 44 seconds to “take Twitter private.”




7. Exh. H, PDF p. 18 (Musk to Bret Taylor, 2022-04-09 10:25:29, “Please expect a take private offer”; “purging fake users will make the numbers look terrible”). Bret Taylor was Twitter’s board chair; the complaint fires this text back at Musk at ¶67 (see note 707).




8. Exh. H, PDF pp. 22–23, 26 (2022-04-20 to 04-24), the “$2B” glyphs. The record shows Ellison’s opening figure was “a billion … or whatever you recommend,” and Musk steered him to $2B, which Ellison then committed. Larry Ellison (Oracle cofounder; later joined Tesla’s board): widely reported.




9. Exh. H: “you have my sword” (p. 25, 2022-04-23); “2 day a week Office requirement = 20% voluntary departures,” “Day zero,” “Sharpen your blades boys” (p. 21, 2022-04-15 17:21:45, OCR); “Twitter CEO is my dream job” (p. 26). Jason Calacanis (angel investor; cohost of the All-In podcast): widely reported.




10. Conger and Mac, Character Limit (Gayle King “gangsta move” / “not like the other kids in the class”; Marc Merrill “the hero Gotham needs”; “like courtiers, they lined up to kiss the ring”). Antonio Gracias’s “To the fucking mattresses”: Exh. H. Marc Merrill is the cofounder of the video-game studio Riot Games.




11. Exh. H, PDF p. 24 (Musk, 2022-04-23 21:03:38, “I will be universally beloved, since it is so easy to please everyone on twitter”), sender “Self,” in the Calacanis thread.




12. TED 2022, Chris Anderson interview (“this is not a way to sort of make money”; a maximally trusted, broadly inclusive platform “is extremely important to the future of civilization”; Anderson’s reminder that Musk had called owning Twitter “a recipe for misery”: “i do not want to own twitter it is a recipe for misery”). Ellipses mark omissions in the raw captions.




13. ¶¶3–4 (“$54.20 per share in cash, for a total of about $44 billion … a 38% premium … ‘seller friendly.’ There is no financing contingency and no diligence condition … Musk has personally committed $33.5 billion”). The $54.20 price carries the “420” motif Musk had joked about in 2018.




14. Schiffer, Extremely Hardcore (the $1B reverse termination fee let Musk walk only “if there was an outside reason the deal could not close”).




15. Twitter v. Musk complaint (Delaware Chancery), ¶5 (after signing, “the market fell … the value of Musk’s stake in Tesla … has declined by more than $100 billion from its November 2021 peak. So Musk wants out”); Conger and Mac, Character Limit (Tesla down 12% the day after the deal, down 17% by May 4, roughly $226 billion erased over the following week); Schiffer, Extremely Hardcore (S&P down 6% by end of April; “Musk’s offer, which had initially looked low, became more attractive”).




16. The name collision is real and load-bearing. Michael Grimes is the Morgan Stanley banker on the deal. Grimes (Claire Elise Boucher) is the Canadian synth-pop musician and Musk’s then-partner; she does not appear in the deal texts. Vance, Elon Musk: A Mission to Save the World (“his new girlfriend, synth-pop artist Grimes … aka Claire Elise Boucher … She met Elon over Twitter when she made a joke about AI”; 2018 Met Gala debut); Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (voiced the “Cyber Girl” hologram at the 2019 Cybertruck unveil).




17. Exh. J, PDF p. 37 (2022-05-08): Musk “Let’s slow down just a few days” / “Putin’s speech tomorrow is extremely important” / “It won’t make sense to buy Twitter if we’re headed into WW3” / “Just sayin”; the banker’s reply (17:58:57) that he would “pause for May 9 Vladimir and hope for the best there” and Musk’s thumbs-up (18:10:09) precede the diligence rows below (18:24–18:27).




18. Exh. J, PDF p. 37 (2022-05-08, Musk, 18:24–18:27): “An extremely fundamental due diligence item is understanding exactly how Twitter confirms that 95% of their daily active users are both real people and not double-counted. … They couldn’t answer that on Friday, which is insane. If that number is more like 50% or lower, which is what I would guess based on my feed, then they have been fundamentally misrepresenting the value …”




19. Exh. J, PDF p. 38 (2022-06-16, group thread): “the cash receipts number doesn’t seem realistic, given that they expect only $1.2B in Q2, which is just $4.8B annualized.”




20. ¶¶5–7 (Musk cited “[c]rypto spam” as a reason to buy on March 31; “when the market declined and the fixed-price deal became less attractive, Musk shifted his narrative, suddenly demanding ‘verification’ … and claiming a burning need to conduct ‘diligence’ he had expressly forsworn”).




21. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, id 1525049369552048128, 2022-05-13 09:44:38 UTC (“Twitter deal temporarily on hold pending details supporting calculation that spam/fake accounts do indeed represent less than 5% of users”); post on X, id 1525080945274998785, 2022-05-13 11:50:06 UTC (“Still committed to acquisition”).




22. ¶¶9–10 (July 8 notice purporting to terminate; “These claims are pretexts and lack any merit”), ¶¶67–68 (the April 9 “make the numbers look terrible” text; “Yet Musk made his offer without seeking any representation … He even sweetened his offer … by expressly withdrawing his prior diligence condition”). The complaint’s framing line, ¶1: Musk “apparently believes that he — unlike every other party subject to Delaware contract law — is free to change his mind, trash the company, disrupt its operations, destroy stockholder value, and walk away.”




23. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (the February request “underestimates the ability of this court to quickly process litigation”; delay “threatens irreparable harm to the sellers and to Twitter”); Wagner, Battle for the Bird (“I am convinced that even four weeks’ delay would risk further harm to Twitter too great to justify”).




24. Wagner, Battle for the Bird (the shareholder vote “had also been one of Musk’s final escape hatches … 98.6 percent of votes cast were in favor … Everyone wanted their $54.20 per share”).




25. Conger and Mac, Character Limit (Musk’s Sept. 29 no-show deposition); Conger and Mac, Character Limit (Agrawal “sailed through his deposition”; Musk told his lawyers that “even if he won the lawsuit, he would lose in the long run — because he wouldn’t end up owning Twitter”).




26. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, id 1577428272056389633, 2022-10-04 22:39:41 UTC (“Buying Twitter is an accelerant to creating X, the everything app”). The back-on letter is tied to the evening of Oct. 3, after Gadde’s stood-up deposition, per Conger and Mac, Character Limit.




27. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (3:50 p.m. Oct. 27, Gadde, “Twitter’s head of legal, public policy, trust, and safety,” signed the merger certificate; within approximately ten minutes Agrawal, CFO Ned Segal, GC Sean Edgett, and Gadde were terminated by family-office email). Ned Segal and Sean Edgett are introduced here.




28. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, id 1585841080431321088, 2022-10-28 03:49:11 UTC (= Oct. 27, 8:49 p.m. PT), “the bird is freed”; see also Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus. Close-week color: Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, id 1585341984679469056, 2022-10-26 (“Entering Twitter HQ – let that sink in!”).




29. SEC v. Musk, filed Jan. 14, 2025, D.D.C. 1:25-cv-00105, ¶1 (“Musk failed to timely file … disclosing his acquisition of more than five percent … As a result, Musk was able to continue purchasing shares at artificially low prices, allowing him to underpay by at least $150 million”); ¶¶4–5, 45–46 (the disclosure deadline of Mar. 24, 2022; Musk filed 11 days late on Apr. 4; the stock jumped more than 27% on disclosure; in the gap he spent “>$500 million … from the unsuspecting public at artificially low prices”).




30. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “about 75 percent of the Twitter workforce had been cut. There were just under eight thousand employees when Musk took over on October 27. By mid-December, there were just over two thousand.” See also Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus (planned “up to 75 percent, reducing its head count from seventy-five hundred to around two thousand”). The figure is approximately 75 percent, not 80 percent (one web summary loosely uses 80%). Employees called the layoff their “snap”: Conger and Mac, Character Limit.




31. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: asked by employees touring the office whether “he really plan[ned] to fire 75 percent of the staff,” “Musk said he didn’t.”




32. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: employees “learned that Musk had told investors he was planning to cut Twitter’s workforce by up to 75 percent.”




33. Cornet et al. v. Twitter, Inc., N.D. Cal. 3:22-cv-06857-JD: filed late on Nov. 3, 2022 as a WARN Act suit over the layoffs (the docket and case caption both read “ACTION FILED: November 3, 2022”; plaintiffs’ counsel told the court the suit went in “Late the night of November 3rd, early November 4th,” and plaintiffs’ own later motion rounds it to “November 4, 2022”, the docket controls; severance claims were added by amendment Nov. 8 and are not part of the original filing). Twitter’s counsel at the Dec. 8, 2022 hearing: “the notice of people being let go was November 4th, which is less than 24 hours after this lawsuit was filed.” The federal WARN Act requires advance written notice of mass layoffs.




34. Wagner, Battle for the Bird: “Many of the advertisers Musk had spooked during the first few weeks following the takeover still hadn’t returned, or if they did, they spent much less.”




35. Wagner, Battle for the Bird (the November 2023 post; Musk’s “You have said the actual truth” reply; “Apple, IBM, Disney, and several other major brands paused advertising on X in protest”). The Washington Post and CNBC, both Nov. 29, 2023 (https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2023/11/29/elon-musk-advertiser-dealbook/; https://www.cnbc.com/2023/11/29/elon-musk-to-advertisers-who-are-trying-to-blackmail-him-go-f----yourself.html).




36. Wagner, Battle for the Bird: “If somebody’s going to try and blackmail me with advertising, blackmail me with money — go fuck yourself.” The “Hey Bob. You’re in the audience.” and “That’s how I feel.” spans are from the Nov. 29, 2023 DealBook Summit transcript. Bob Iger is chief executive of The Walt Disney Company; web corroboration as in note 724.




37. Wagner, Battle for the Bird (Musk said in July 2023 that advertising revenue was down 50 percent; by September U.S. ad revenue was down 60 percent; X “was still cash-flow negative and had massive interest payments on the debt”).




38. Wagner, Battle for the Bird: “By the time Musk rebranded to X, the company was worth just $20 billion, or less than half the $44 billion he’d paid the previous fall.”




39. TechCrunch, Jan. 2, 2024 (https://techcrunch.com/2024/01/02/fidelity-marks-down-x-to-almost-a-third-of-the-investment-price/): Fidelity marked X down 71.5 percent in its November 2023 filing (after a 65 percent cut in October 2023); by mid-2024 its mark implied X at approximately $10–12 billion, roughly a 72 percent decline from the October 2022 purchase price. The Fidelity fund-level mark and the book’s $20B enterprise estimate are separate bases and are not blended.




40. Wagner, Battle for the Bird: “Say what you want about me, but I acquired the world’s largest non-profit for $44B lol.”




41. X Corp. v. Center for Countering Digital Hate, N.D. Cal. 3:23-cv-03836-CRB: Judge Charles Breyer dismissed the case at the motion-to-dismiss stage and entered judgment for the defendants, Mar. 25, 2024. The Center for Countering Digital Hate is a nonprofit that researches online hate and disinformation.




42. X Corp. v. Media Matters for America, N.D. Tex. 4:23-cv-01175-O, amended complaint filed Feb. 27, 2024 (X alleged Media Matters “knowingly and maliciously manufactured side-by-side images” of advertisers’ posts beside extremist content). No outcome has been asserted.




43. X Corp. v. World Federation of Advertisers et al., N.D. Tex. 7:24-cv-00114-B, filed Aug. 6, 2024, alleging an illegal antitrust boycott organized through the Global Alliance for Responsible Media (GARM). The WFA suspended GARM within days (CNBC, Aug. 8, 2024, https://www.cnbc.com/2024/08/08/ad-group-suspends-garm-after-of-x-elon-musks-antitrust-lawsuit-.html). On Mar. 26, 2026, U.S. District Judge Jane J. Boyle granted the defendants’ motion to dismiss for failure to state a claim and dismissed X’s case against the remaining defendants with prejudice, holding that X had not alleged an antitrust injury: the harm it described (advertisers declining to buy space on its platform) “does not amount to an antitrust claim” (Mem. Op. & Order, filed 03/26/26; Final Judgment: “X takes nothing”). The date is Mar. 26, 2026 per the court’s own filing; web coverage (The Drum, TheNextWeb) dated it Mar. 27, but the docket controls. The court’s stated ground is the absence of antitrust injury, not a finding that the boycott was lawful coordination. The companion Rumble, Inc. v. World Federation of Advertisers is a separate suit.




44. xAI acquisition of X (Mar. 28, 2025, X at $33B equity, all-stock): CNBC, Mar. 28, 2025 (https://www.cnbc.com/2025/03/28/elon-musk-says-xai-has-acquired-x-in-deal-that-values-social-media-site-at-33-billion.html). xAI merger into SpaceX (Feb. 2026, combined entity approximately $1.25 trillion): Fortune, https://fortune.com/2026/05/20/spacex-finally-files-ipo-prospectus; Al Jazeera, https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2026/6/4/elon-musks-spacex-eyes-1-77tn-valuation-ahead-of-historic-ipo. xAI lost $6.4 billion in 2025, more than wiping out Starlink’s approximately $4.4 billion profit, and SpaceX itself posted a net loss.




45. Conger and Mac, Character Limit: four months after the takeover @elonmusk was the most-followed account; more than 184 million followers by May 2024; “Some of Musk’s views in 2024 had become indistinguishable from those at a Trump campaign rally.”




46. Schiffer, Extremely Hardcore: “‘I have more than a hundred million followers, and I’m only getting tens of thousands of impressions,’ he said, according to three employees who were present. No one said a word. ‘Why is nobody else here speaking?’ … If he didn’t get a straight answer, they’d all be fired. After that, no one else tried to challenge Musk’s reality.” The engineer fired for saying the decline was organic (“you’re fired, you’re fired”): same source.




47. Siddiqui, Hubris Maximus: “Musk was being handed the keys to arguably the most influential political messaging tool in existence.”




Chapter Fifteen — The Wood Chipper


1. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, February 3, 2025, 06:54:44 UTC (1:54 a.m. ET), id 1886307316804263979. Verbatim, three lines, blank lines between; “Could gone” is sic, there is no “have.” Primary: https://x.com/elonmusk/status/1886307316804263979; same-day coverage: The Hill, https://thehill.com/policy/technology/5122676-usaid-shutdown-elon-musk-doge/. Follower count (>200 million) per Abramsky, American Carnage.





2. Musk’s appointment to lead the Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) and his demolition-not-reform framing: the wood-chipper framing is the tweet at note 1; the chainsaw framing is the CPAC event at note 3.




3. CPAC, February 20, 2025: Javier Milei handed Musk a chainsaw engraved “Viva la libertad, carajo”; Musk brandished it and called it “the chainsaw for bureaucracy.” NBC, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/doge/elon-musk-becomes-new-power-center-cpac-rcna193097; The Hill, https://thehill.com/policy/technology/5156325-elon-musk-cpac-chainsaw/; PBS, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/watch-elon-musk-wields-chainsaw-for-bureaucracy-on-stage-before-speaking-at-cpac; Milei gift detail, https://notthebee.com/article/javier-milei-gifted-elon-musk-a-doge-chainsaw-at-cpac. Chronology note: CPAC (Feb. 20) followed the USAID weekend (Feb. 1–3); the chainsaw is the public spectacle of the method, not its first use.




4. USAID as cross-aisle “crown jewel” (Sanders to McConnell); FY foreign-aid total “just under $72 billion,” roughly 1.2 percent of the federal budget, “somewhere in the region of half” routed through USAID: Abramsky, American Carnage. USAID’s role supplying medicine and vaccines to the world’s poorest: same source, and the PEPFAR ART supply at note 13.




5. Two USAID security officials placed on administrative leave Saturday for refusing DOGE access to internal systems (DOGE personnel reportedly threatened to call law enforcement); HQ staff told to work from home Monday; building closed: CNN, 2025-02-03, https://www.cnn.com/2025/02/03/politics/usaid-washington-workers/index.html.




6. Midnight (EST) X Spaces session, Monday Feb 3: “We’re in the process of … shutting down USAID”; “not an apple with a worm in it, but we have actually just a ball of worms”; the agency is “beyond repair”; “You’ve just got to basically get rid of the whole thing”; Trump “agreed” that “we should shut it down.” Verbatim from “Elon Musk and DOGE plan to break Washington”. This is the overnight session the “ball of worms”/“beyond repair” quote-card retweets (tweet ids 1886289825516408883, 1886321467580645412) point at, sourcing them to the live session rather than to the retweets.




7. “USAID was a viper’s nest of radical-left marxists who hate America” (id 1886098373251301427, 2025-02-02 17:04:28 UTC = 12:04 p.m. ET; “was” past tense, lowercase “marxists,” no period, sic); “USAID is a criminal organization. / Time for it to die” (id 1886102414194835755, 17:20:32 UTC = 12:20 p.m. ET); “USAID is a criminal organization” (id 1886317363953279401, 2025-02-03 07:34:40 UTC = 2:34 a.m. ET). The third use within roughly fourteen hours. These are Musk’s claims, stated as what he posted, not adopted as fact.




8. The agency stopped paying its overseas contractors; roughly two thousand USAID staff were told they would be fired; some sixty thousand contract workers overseas (those who delivered the medicines, injected the vaccines, and did the field work) lost their jobs and income. Abramsky, American Carnage (non-payment of overseas contractors; approximately 2,000 staff and approximately 60,000 overseas contract workers).




9. Marco Rubio named acting administrator of USAID, Feb. 3, 2025, delegating day-to-day authority to Pete Marocco by a letter to Congress authorizing “a review and potential reorganization of USAID’s activities.” State Department, https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-appointed-as-acting-administrator-for-the-united-states-agency-for-international-development-usaid; CNN, https://www.cnn.com/2025/02/03/politics/usaid-washington-workers/index.html; Marocco delegation, https://www.inkl.com/news/marco-rubio-delegates-usaid-authority-to-pete-marocco.




10. Dissolution timeline: approximately 83% of programs (approximately 5,200 contracts) cancelled per Rubio’s March 10, 2025 announcement; dissolution notified to Congress March 28; USAID ceased implementing foreign assistance July 1, 2025, residual functions absorbed into State under an “America First” framework; agency “due to close its doors for good by September 2026.” ABC, 2025-07-01, https://abcnews.com/Health/usaid-programs-now-run-state-department-agency-ends/story?id=123373289; State Department, https://www.state.gov/on-delivering-an-america-first-foreign-assistance-program; Donor Tracker, https://donortracker.org/policy_updates?policy=us-government-announces-official-closure-of-usaid-2025. USAID was established as an independent agency by the Foreign Affairs Reform and Restructuring Act of 1998; abolition without an act of Congress remains legally contested.




11. NASA contract: SpaceX awarded a $1.6 billion contract for twelve round trips to the International Space Station, the answer arriving Monday morning, December 22, 2008, saved by the contract (“seemingly doomed,” not insolvent). Berger, Liftoff and Isaacson, Elon Musk, independently. The Department of Energy loan: “in January 2010, the Department of Energy struck a $465 million loan agreement with Tesla” (Vance, Elon Musk). The Christmas Eve 2008 Tesla financing round was private financing. The two federal rescues are the NASA contract and the DOE loan.




12. Approximately $38 billion in government contracts, loans, subsidies, and tax credits collected by Musk’s companies over two decades: Washington Post analysis via Fortune, Feb. 2025, https://fortune.com/2025/02/26/elon-musk-companies-billion-government-funding-tesla-spacex-doge/.




13. Peter Donde, ten years old, Kenya; born HIV-positive; alive on PEPFAR-supplied antiretroviral therapy; the program halted; he died in February 2025. Reported by Nicholas Kristof, New York Times, approximately June 2025; see also https://www.facebook.com/kristof/posts/1185948146224167.




14. PEPFAR (the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, which supplied Donde’s antiretrovirals) survived in reduced form under the State Department’s “America First Global Health Strategy”; State’s April 2026 transition-year data claims programs “continue to save lives while protecting taxpayer dollars” (administration self-report). State Department, https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2026/04/pepfar-data-release.




15. Nicholas Kristof, New York Times columnist. Kristof joined the Times in 1984 and has written its op-ed column since 2001; his beat for two decades has been global health, poverty, and human rights in the world’s poorest places (two Pulitzer Prizes, for Tiananmen and for Darfur). American Academy of Arts and Sciences, https://www.amacad.org/person/nicholas-d-kristof; The Pulitzer Prizes, https://www.pulitzer.org/finalists/nicholas-kristof-new-york-times. His reporting of Peter Donde’s death is used to rebut the claim, made later by Musk, that “no one has died.”




Chapter Sixteen — Check the Data


1. Brooke Nichols, “Tracking Anticipated Deaths from USAID Funding Cuts,” Boston University School of Public Health. Methodology: lives-saved-per-dollar coefficients per program (PEPFAR/HIV, TB, malaria, malnutrition, maternal and child health) applied to frozen and terminated funding, updated in real time. https://www.bu.edu/sph/news/articles/2025/tracking-anticipated-deaths-from-usaid-funding-cuts/





2. 332,553 deaths including 224,575 children as of late June 2025. Boston Globe, July 1, 2025, “Malnutrition cuts: USAID impact on children.” https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/07/01/metro/malnutrition-cuts-usaid-impact-on-children/




3. More than 762,000 deaths attributed to the cuts as of approximately Feb.–Mar. 2026, including more than 500,000 children. Cf. CIDRAP, https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/; Harvard Chan School, https://hsph.harvard.edu/news/usaid-shutdown-has-led-to-hundreds-of-thousands-of-deaths/. Live dashboard: https://www.impactcounter.com/ (updates in real time).




4. The figure is a widely cited model estimate, not a registered death count: no morgue-level verification exists or can exist at this scale.




5. Nichols’s January 2025 day-one projections: a one-year PEPFAR freeze would cause more than 150,000 adult deaths and approximately 17,000 child deaths; the expanded all-programs one-year projection was 262,000 adults and 518,000 children. GBH, March 9, 2026, https://www.wgbh.org/news/local/2026-03-09/a-year-after-usaid-cuts-local-groups-say-impact-on-humanitarian-work-has-been-devastating.




6. Rep. Brian Mast (R), chairman, House Foreign Affairs Committee, letter to BU President Melissa Gilliam, June 24, 2025, calling the counter “false and misleading.” Letter: https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/foreignaffairs.house.gov/files/evo-media-document/hfac-bu-impact-counter-letter-180-2.pdf; press release: https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/news/press-releases/chairman-mast-exposes-boston-university-s-phony-usaid-stats.




7. Charles Kenny and Justin Sandefur, “Update on Lives Lost from USAID Cuts,” Center for Global Development, Dec. 16, 2025: 500,000–1,000,000 lives lost in FY2025 on the outlays basis (670,000–1,600,000 on the obligations basis), up from a June 2025 estimate of 500,000–700,000 per year. Cost-effectiveness anchors: $3,457/life for health aid, $17,837/life for humanitarian and food aid. https://www.cgdev.org/blog/update-lives-lost-usaid-cuts.




8. Authors’ own caveats (CGD, Dec. 2025): no systematic ground-truth data; incomplete cancellation/reversal tracking; PMI.gov down and PEPFAR monitoring data unavailable; offsetting responses by other donors and governments unmeasured. Same source as note 758.




9. Cavalcanti et al. / ISGlobal-led team, “US aid and global health outcomes,” The Lancet, published approximately June 30, 2025: US aid prevented approximately 91.8 million deaths 2001–2021 (including 30.4 million under-5); the 2025 cuts (83% of programs) projected to cause more than 14 million additional deaths by 2030, including approximately 4.5 million children under 5. Study: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(25)01186-9/fulltext; France 24, July 1, 2025, https://www.france24.com/en/americas/20250701-us-foreign-aid-cuts-could-cause-14-million-deaths-study-finds.




10. The Lancet correspondence: the model may understate (it omits the shock of abrupt withdrawal) and overstate (it does not model mitigation); a CGD senior fellow noted projection models “vary and should be taken with caution, though the overall conclusion is likely correct.” https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(25)02016-1/fulltext; authors’ reply, https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(25)02203-2/fulltext.




11. The Lancet Global Health (peer-reviewed), ISGlobal, published Feb. 2–4, 2026 (one-year-on update): continued aid cuts at recent pace (approximately 6%/yr, all donors) would cause 9.4 million additional deaths by 2030 (including 2.5 million under-5); severe scenario (aid cut to approximately half 2025 levels) would cause 22.6 million by 2030 (including 5.4 million under-5), across 93 LMICs. Study: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(26)00008-2/fulltext; Washington Post, Feb. 2, 2026, https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2026/02/02/foreign-aid-cuts-deaths-lancet/.




12. The 9.4M figure covers ALL donor cuts (the US is the largest driver, but the UK, France, and Germany also cut); it must not be attributed wholly to DOGE or USAID. The USAID-specific figure is the 14M from the June 2025 Lancet study. The two are kept distinct.




13. Bill Gates, at the Qatar Economic Forum, Doha, May 20, 2025: “the picture of the world’s richest man killing the world’s poorest children is not a pretty one.” Fortune, May 21, 2025, https://fortune.com/2025/05/21/elon-musk-bill-gates-doge-cuts-usaid-children-death/; NBC News (Gates FT interview), https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/bill-gates-accuses-elon-musk-killing-poor-children-says-s-giving-away-rcna205566.




14. Doha, May 20, 2025: Musk said he had “checked the data,” demanded Gates “show us any evidence whatsoever,” and called the claim “false.” Same sources as note 764; The Hill, https://thehill.com/policy/international/5290603-bill-gates-elon-musk-doge-usaid-cuts/.




15. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, March 3, 2025 (tweet id 1896616928988324143, 17:41:27 UTC; reply to @jonfavs and @Atul_Gawande), verbatim (“as result of” sic). The first paragraph is quoted complete; the archived record truncates after this paragraph. https://twitter.com/elonmusk/status/1896616928988324143.




16. Oval Office, Feb. 11, 2025: Musk said Ebola-response funding for the DRC was “accidentally cancelled very briefly” and restored “immediately”; USAID’s then-top global health official says the funding was cancelled and not restored, a specific factual defense contradicted on the record. NPR, June 8, 2026, https://www.npr.org/2026/06/08/g-s1-125269/ebola-usaid-outbreak-trump-musk-woodchipper-nicholas-enrich.




17. Nicholas Enrich (not David Enrich, a different journalist): career USAID civil servant under four administrations; director of policy, programs, and planning in the Bureau of Global Health; designated acting assistant administrator for global health, January 2025. Devex, https://www.devex.com/news/former-usaid-health-chief-documents-agency-s-turbulent-end-in-new-book-112220; Simon & Schuster, https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Into-the-Wood-Chipper/Nicholas-Enrich/9781668226957.




18. Enrich placed on administrative leave March 2, 2025, after internal memos documenting projected deaths leaked. His book, Into the Wood Chipper: A Whistleblower’s Account of How the Trump Administration Shredded USAID (Simon & Schuster, April 2026, ISBN 9781668226957, foreword by Atul Gawande). Democracy Now, April 16, 2026, https://www.democracynow.org/2026/4/16/usaid_whistleblower; American Prospect review, May 22, 2026, https://prospect.org/2026/05/22/who-died-when-elon-musk-killed-usaid-enrich-review/.




19. NPR, June 8, 2026: Enrich says he was stymied at every turn as an Ebola outbreak spread and USAID was dismantled; a political appointee told him “Ebola is a scam.” Same URL as note 767.




20. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, February 11, 2025 (tweet id 1889368329975906387, 17:38:07 UTC), verbatim: “One of the things USAID was doing was offering free circumcisions throughout the world, but charging US taxpayers ridiculously high prices! / I decided to compete for the business.” Same day as the Oval Office Ebola claim (note 763).




21. As of June 2026, no retraction of the wood-chipper boast or the “no children died” position has been found, and no direct response from Musk to the Enrich book has been located. Phrased as absence of evidence, not as a positive assertion that none exists; the tweet archive ends Dec. 2025 and thins after early May 2025.




22. Council on Foreign Relations, “Trump’s revamped Food for Peace bypasses the countries closest to famine,” 2026: Food for Peace moved from USAID to USDA and restructured to ship US commodities to non-emergency countries while bypassing Somalia, South Sudan, and Sudan; Sudan, in its third consecutive year of famine, received nothing; more than 40% of Sudan’s community kitchens closed in six months. https://www.cfr.org/articles/trumps-revamped-food-for-peace-bypasses-the-countries-closest-to-famine.




23. US-Israeli airstrikes on Iran began Feb. 28, 2026; Iran declared the Strait of Hormuz closed March 4, 2026, and attacked transiting ships; as of mid-2026 the strait remained substantially closed. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2026_Strait_of_Hormuz_crisis. (Battle detail beyond the closure is out of scope here; the war enters only as the price-shock cause.)




24. Brent crude surged past $120/bbl (peak approximately $126); the World Bank called it the largest energy-supply disruption since the 1970s; up to 30% of internationally traded fertilizer normally transits the strait, hitting the Northern Hemisphere planting season. World Bank, April 28, 2026, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2026/04/28/commodity-markets-outlook-april-2026-press-release; IMF blog, March 30, 2026, https://www.imf.org/en/blogs/articles/2026/03/30/how-the-war-in-the-middle-east-is-affecting-energy-trade-and-finance.




25. $3,000/container emergency surcharge (IOM); Dubai UN humanitarian-hub supplies rerouted, doubling shipping cost to Sudan for some UN agencies. CFR, https://www.cfr.org/articles/the-iran-war-is-breaking-global-humanitarian-aid-efforts.




26. World Food Programme, June 2026: Iran-war ripple effects put approximately 45 million more people at risk of acute food insecurity in import-dependent Africa and South Asia if the war runs through June (conditional). CNN, June 10, 2026, https://us.cnn.com/2026/06/10/politics/iran-war-hunger-world-food-program.




27. US funding for the WFP fell from more than $4 billion (2024) to about $731 million (2026). Same source as note 773. The US was WFP’s largest funder; that funding is what USAID’s shuttering cut, the bridge tying the war’s price shock back to the prior loss of response capacity (the causal chain drawn by CFR and WFP, not by inference).




28. IPC Phase 5 (famine) confirmed in El Fasher (North Darfur) and Kadugli (South Kordofan), Sudan, conditions persisting into 2026; September 2025 peak: 21.2M Sudanese (45% of population) in IPC 3+, incl. 375,000 in Phase 5. IPC Phase 5 is the highest level of the UN-backed food-insecurity classification system. IPC, https://www.ipcinfo.org/ipc-country-analysis/details-map/en/c/1159787/; UNICEF, https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/famine-conditions-confirmed-sudans-al-fasher-and-kadugli-hunger-and-malnutrition.




29. Musk announced his departure May 28, 2025; last official day May 30, 2025, as his 130-day special-government-employee cap expired. NPR, May 30, 2025, https://www.npr.org/2025/05/30/nx-s1-5415641/musk-leaves-doge-what-comes-next; CNBC, May 28, 2025, https://www.cnbc.com/2025/05/28/elon-musk-trump-doge.html.




30. OPM Director Scott Kupor told Reuters (Nov. 2025) that DOGE “doesn’t exist” as a centralized entity, its functions absorbed by OPM, eight months before its July 4, 2026 charter expiry; a DOGE spokesperson disputed this, telling Federal News Network the US DOGE Service still exists with modernization projects underway. CNBC, Nov. 24, 2025, https://www.cnbc.com/2025/11/24/doge-doesnt-exist-with-eight-months-left-on-its-charter.html; counter-claim: https://federalnewsnetwork.com/it-modernization/2025/11/doge-and-its-long-term-counterpart-remain-with-a-full-slate-of-modernization-projects-underway/.




Chapter Seventeen — The Democracy Problem


1. Isaacson, Elon Musk: “This could be a giant disaster,” the “non-trivial possibility” of nuclear war, the six drone submarines, the Starlink guidance, and the Russian ambassador’s earlier red-line warning are all Isaacson’s, who was shadowing Musk in real time for the authorized biography. The September 2022 dating is Isaacson’s (“a Friday evening in September 2022”); it is a distinct event from the October Kahl call below. The text does not state Musk’s physical location that night.





2. Isaacson, Elon Musk: Isaacson’s published 2023 account reports that coverage was “reaffirmed a secret policy… to disable coverage within a hundred kilometers of the Crimean coast,” the drones losing connectivity and washing ashore “harmlessly” (Isaacson’s word), and the “frantic calls and texts.” Musk disputes this characterization; see notes 784-786. The prose presents it as Isaacson’s account, not the book’s undisputed voice.




3. Isaacson, Elon Musk (“mini Pearl Harbor… We did not want to be a part of that”). Isaacson names Sullivan and Milley and reports that Musk “also called the Russian ambassador”; the source gives no ordering or scheduling of the calls, so none is stated.




4. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, September 7, 2023 (tweet id 1699913329261813809, 22:31:35 UTC): “The Starlink regions in question were not activated. SpaceX did not deactivate anything.” The double space before “anything” is sic. (Reply to @MarioNawfal, handle elided.)




5. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, September 9, 2023 (tweet id 1700345943105638636, 03:10:38 UTC), full text: “Much appreciated, Walter. The onus is meaningfully different if I refused to act upon a request from Ukraine vs. made a deliberate change to Starlink to thwart Ukraine. At no point did I or anyone at SpaceX promise coverage over Crimea. Moreover, our terms of service clearly prohibit Starlink for offensive military action…” This reply to Isaacson is the only archival evidence that Isaacson publicly clarified his account; Isaacson’s own clarification post was not found in any archive, so the prose characterizes the walk-back via Musk’s reply rather than quoting or dating an Isaacson statement.




6. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, September 3, 2024 (tweet id 1831019233683349590, 17:19:38 UTC; t.co link omitted): “Starlink was barred from turning on satellite beams in Crimea at the time, because doing so would violate US sanctions against Russia! We received an unexpected request in the middle of the night to activate Starlink in Crimea… Had we done as Ukraine asked, it would have been a felony violation of US law.” Musk’s own 2024 account thus confirms the mid-mission Ukrainian request to turn coverage on.




7. Ronan Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” The New Yorker, 2023, ¶1. Farrow, whose New Yorker investigation of Musk’s government entanglements provides the spine of this scene, reports the Paris hotel room, the heavy drapery, the distant Eiffel Tower, the meetings with British, French, and German officials, the staffer’s handed iPhone, the emoji-avoidance detail, and the senior defense official’s “Why am I calling Elon Musk?” The call is dated to October 2022 (“Last October”), one month after the September Sevastopol night. “Under-Secretary of Defense for Policy” and the talking-points detail are Farrow’s; “third-ranking civilian” is the standard description of that office.




8. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶2. The approximately $400-million-annual figure is SpaceX’s own calculation as reported by Farrow; “We started to get a little panicked” is the senior defense official, “one of four who described the standoff to me.”




9. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶8. The “series of meetings,” “It wasn’t like we could hold him in breach of contract,” the “couldn’t wake up one morning and just decide” formulation, and Kahl’s “lock in services… prevent Musk from turning off the switch” are all Farrow’s, from the senior defense official and Kahl respectively.




10. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶9. The unclassified talking points, the thanks, the acknowledgment of costs, the plea for “a few weeks,” and “If you cut this off, it doesn’t end the war” are Farrow’s. Farrow also notes Musk “had become more than just a vender like Boeing, Lockheed, or other defense-industry behemoths.”




11. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶10. The Putin claim, the parenthetical that “Musk later denied having spoken with Putin about Ukraine,” the laptop map showing “the entire war unfolding,” and “Oh, dear, this is not good” are all Farrow’s, from the senior defense official.




12. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, October 3, 2022 (tweet id 1576969255031296000, 16:15:43 UTC; the peace-plan text); poll result from Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶6 (“about sixty per cent rejecting the proposal”).




13. Isaacson, Elon Musk. Isaacson reports that Ukraine’s ambassador to Germany “tweeted” the reply; the source attributes it to the ambassador, not to the German or Ukrainian government.




14. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶6. Hoffman is quoted recalling the Aspen onstage remarks and the “bought what Putin was selling, hook, line, and sinker” assessment; Farrow gives “seemed… to have bought,” not “concluded.” Hoffman’s “helped start PayPal with Musk” is Farrow’s clause.




15. Tweet id 1581345747777179651, 2022-10-15 18:06:20 UTC (the “…” is in the original; “&” decoded). Farrow, ¶11: “After a fifteen-minute call, Musk agreed to give the Pentagon more time… ‘The hell with it,’ he tweeted.” No source dates the interval between the call and the tweet beyond “after public blowback.”




16. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶12-14. The J. P. Morgan / First World War precedent, the “little precedent for a civilian’s becoming the arbiter of a war” framing, the list of agencies (NASA, DoD, DoT, FAA, OSHA) whose officials called his influence “inescapable,” the “several of them” who treat him as an unelected official, the Pentagon spokesman’s “We’ll talk to you if Elon wants us to,” the podcast “In some ways,” and Hoffman’s “Louis XIV: ‘L’état, c’est moi’” are all Farrow’s. “Several of them” (not all) said they treat him like an unelected official.




17. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶19. Two sentences, verbatim: “Living in the world we live in, in which Elon runs this company and it is a private business under his control, we are living off his good graces… That sucks.”




18. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶62 (the article’s final paragraph). The open letter Musk and fellow entrepreneurs signed: “Should we risk loss of control of our civilization?… Such decisions must not be delegated to unelected tech leaders.”




19. 2024-cycle total more than $290M (year-end FEC filings, reported Feb 1, 2025), including approximately $238M to America PAC and more than $250M aimed at electing Trump. CNN, https://www.cnn.com/2025/02/01/politics/elon-musk-2024-election-spending-millions; NBC, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2024-election/elon-musk-spent-quarter-billion-dollars-electing-trump-financing-myste-rcna182922; OpenSecrets, https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2024/10/musk-is-placing-a-high-bet-on-the-presidential-election/.




20. America PAC’s daily $1 million giveaway to registered swing-state voters who signed a petition; DOJ warning that it might violate federal election law; Philadelphia DA (Larry Krasner) lawsuit; a judge declined to block it on Nov 4, 2024. NPR, https://www.npr.org/2024/10/28/g-s1-30423/philadelphia-da-sues-elon-musk-over-1-million-giveaway-to-registered-voters; CNBC (judge declines to block), https://www.cnbc.com/2024/11/04/philadelphia-da-says-musk-pac-know-theyre-doing-illegal-lottery.html; CNN, https://www.cnn.com/2024/10/28/politics/elon-musk-philadelphia-lawsuit/index.html.




21. The “a lot less” pledge, May 2025. ABC News, https://abcnews.go.com/US/musk-asked-2026-midterms-lot-political-spending-future/story?id=121992082.




22. Approximately $85M into the 2026 midterms as of mid-2026 (third-largest donor in the country); $20M to two top GOP groups by end-2025; $10M into the Kentucky Senate race. Gizmodo, https://gizmodo.com/elon-musk-said-hed-stop-political-spending-hes-the-third-largest-donor-in-the-midterms-2000758177; NBC, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2026-election/elon-musk-gives-millions-republican-super-pacs-ahead-midterms-rcna222114; Axios, December 16, 2025, https://www.axios.com/2025/12/16/elon-musk-donations-midterms-republicans-trump.




23. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, July 5, 2025 (tweet id 1941584569523732930, 19:46:48 UTC): “When it comes to bankrupting our country with waste & graft, we live in a one-party system, not a democracy. Today, the America Party is formed to give you back your freedom.”




24. America Party announced July 5-6, 2025 after the “Big Beautiful Bill” feud; effectively abandoned by December 2025, when Musk was funding GOP committees again. NPR, https://www.npr.org/2025/07/06/g-s1-76292/musk-political-party-america; Axios (per note 799).




25. Approximately $38B in government contracts, loans, subsidies, and tax credits over two decades (Washington Post analysis, via Fortune, February 26, 2025), https://fortune.com/2025/02/26/elon-musk-companies-billion-government-funding-tesla-spacex-doge/.




26. $5.9B Space Force launch contract (Apr 4, 2025); more than $560M in new federal contracts in DOGE’s first months; Starlink made eligible for the $42B BEAD rural-broadband program. Lynch.house.gov, https://lynch.house.gov/2025/4/reps-lynch-and-connolly-lead-oversight-investigation-into-elon-musk-s-conflicts-of-interest-at-dod-citing-whopping-9-5-billion-in-defense-contracts; Scripps, https://www.scrippsnews.com/politics/truth-be-told/truth-be-told-contracts-and-cash-keep-flowing-to-spacex; BuiltIn (BEAD), https://builtin.com/articles/elon-musk-government-contracts.




27. House Oversight Democrats (Reps. Lynch and Connolly, Apr 2025) opened an investigation into Musk’s DoD conflicts, citing $9.5B in defense contracts. Lynch.house.gov (per note 803). DOGE exit: Musk announced departure May 28, 2025; last official day May 30, 2025, as his 130-day special-government-employee cap expired.




28. Jan 9, 2025: Musk hosted AfD chancellor candidate Alice Weidel in a livestreamed X conversation, “really strongly recommending that people vote for AfD”; “Only the AfD can save Germany” (variant: “Only AfD can save Germany. End of story.”); a Welt am Sonntag op-ed calling the AfD the country’s “last spark of hope,” over which the paper’s opinion editor resigned; and a video appearance at an AfD event urging Germans to “take pride in… being German.” NPR, January 10, 2025, https://www.npr.org/2025/01/10/nx-s1-5252473/elon-musk-germany-election-afd-candidate-alice-weidel; Al Jazeera, January 9, 2025, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/1/9/elon-musk-urges-germans-to-back-far-right-afd-in-february-election; Time, https://time.com/7260499/alice-weidel-far-right-afd-germany-musk-vance-trump/; AOL/AP, https://www.aol.com/elon-musk-speaks-germany-afd-000915555.html.




29. The German federal election was Feb 23, 2025; the AfD finished second with approximately 20%, roughly doubling its prior vote share (CDU/CSU first at 28.5%). CNBC, February 23, 2025, https://www.cnbc.com/2025/02/23/german-2025-federal-election-results.html; Wilson Center, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/germanys-far-right-afd-doubles-vote-share-and-reshapes-germanys-political-landscape.




30. Jan 6, 2025: Musk posted that PM Keir Starmer was “deeply complicit in the mass rapes in exchange for votes” during his time as head of the Crown Prosecution Service, called safeguarding minister Jess Phillips a “rape genocide apologist” and called for her imprisonment, and ran an X poll asking whether America “should liberate the people of Britain from their tyrannical government” (approximately 58% voted in favour). Euronews, January 8, 2025, https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2025/01/08/what-we-know-about-elon-musks-attack-on-keir-starmer-over-the-grooming-gangs-scandal; NPR, January 7, 2025, https://www.npr.org/2025/01/07/g-s1-41296/starmer-attacks-elon-musk; CNBC (the poll), January 6, 2025, https://www.cnbc.com/2025/01/06/elon-musk-asks-if-us-should-liberate-britain.html.




31. Starmer (Jan 6-7) called the claims “lies and misinformation” and warned of “the poison of the far right”; Snopes found no evidence Starmer was “complicit.” NPR (per note 807); BBC, https://feeds.bbci.co.uk/news/articles/cr7errxp5jmo.




32. Farrow, “Elon Musk’s Shadow Rule,” ¶18. A facility in Shanghai produces half of all Tesla cars, leaving Musk dependent on the good will of Chinese officials; he had also floated Taiwan becoming “a jointly controlled administrative zone,” an outcome Taiwanese leaders see as ending the island’s independence.




33. First trade $150 (an 11% pop over the $135 fixed offer); intraday high just over $176 (approximately 30%), briefly valuing SpaceX above $2.25 trillion; day-one close $160.95, up 19%; day-one closing market cap approximately $2.1 trillion; sixth-largest U.S.-listed company.




34. Bloomberg Billionaires Index put Musk’s fortune at approximately $1.1 trillion at day’s end (Forbes real-time approximately $1.1-1.2T); at the $135 pricing he was approximately $971-988B (Bloomberg pre-trade), so he crossed $1T at the open and stayed above it through the close. First trillionaire in history, certified June 12.




35. Oxfam scale comparison, via Al Jazeera, June 12, 2026: spending $1 million a day, it would take approximately 2,740 years to spend $1 trillion.




36. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, June 10, 2026 (tweet id 2064768002906608006, 17:53 UTC; approximately 581k likes): “Murderous migrants beheading innocent people in their home town is what’s making people angry, not ‘social media’!” It was his most-liked post of the week, beating his SpaceX-employees tweet roughly 2-to-1; he never tweeted the word “trillionaire.”




37. Guido Alfani, economic historian of wealth at Bocconi University, quoted in Al Jazeera, June 12, 2026 (https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2026/6/12/elon-musk-poised-to-make-history-as-worlds-first-trillionaire): “Elon Musk might be the wealthiest person who has ever lived – excluding emperors or other rulers whose wealth is not easily distinguishable from that of the state.”




38. Raised $75 billion: 555.6M Class A shares at the fixed $135 (largest IPO in history, ~3× Saudi Aramco’s 2019 record); the offered shares are ~4% of the company. Post-IPO voting power >82% via Class B super-voting shares (10 votes/share); the charter lets Musk control the election of all directors and explicitly permits him to run competing businesses.




39. Musk pushed for retail to get approximately 30%; the final book was cut to the low-20s percent.




40. The S-1 grants up to 1 billion performance-based Class B shares with vesting conditions including establishing “a permanent human colony on Mars with at least one million inhabitants.” NBC, https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/elon-musk/elon-musk-mars-spacex-prospectus-mars-city-rcna346371; Fortune, https://fortune.com/2026/05/22/elon-musk-net-worth-trillionaire-spacex-ipo-employees-investors-billion-dollar-gains/.




41. 2025 net loss $4.9 billion on $18.7 billion revenue; accumulated deficit $41.3 billion. Deseret characterized SpaceX as “the only publicly held U.S. company over $1 trillion in value that lost money.”




42. Gwynne Shotwell rang the Nasdaq opening bell at MarketSite in Times Square (confetti, friends, family); Musk did not travel to New York (he was at Starbase, Texas, with roughly 5,000 employees, joining remotely). Musk, at Starbase: “It is certainly hard to believe that a little company that started in a warehouse in El Segundo is now going public with the largest IPO ever.”




43. Nasdaq-100 / major-index forced buying becomes actual around early July 2026, once the stock clears the approximately 15-trading-day eligibility window; estimated approximately $22-27B in passive inflows.




44. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, June 13, 2026 (tweet id 2065588174361956660, 00:12:52 UTC; 8:12 p.m. ET, June 12). Reply to John Stossel’s “He didn’t TAKE money from anyone. He CREATED wealth”: “Only possible in America 🇺🇸.”




Coda — The Cover Story


1. SpaceX priced at $135 the night of June 11, 2026, opened at $150 (an 11% pop) and closed June 12 at $160.95, up 19%; day-one market cap approximately $2.1 trillion, sixth-largest U.S.-listed company. Bloomberg’s index put Musk’s fortune at approximately $1.1 trillion at day’s end, the first trillion-dollar personal fortune in history, certified June 12. At the $135 pricing he had not quite crossed the line; the open did the work and the close confirmed it.





2. SpaceX 2025 net loss $4.9 billion on $18.7 billion revenue; accumulated deficit $41.3 billion.




3. Tim Urban, “The Cook and the Chef: Musk’s Secret Sauce,” Wait But Why, 2015.




4. Elon Musk (@elonmusk), post on X, May 10, 2024 (tweet id 1788938808144146833, 14:27:03 UTC): “You are a liar. There was no emerald mine and I have inherited nothing.” Errol’s money was a gift/investment during Zip2’s early period, not a probate inheritance; the irony is his own word.
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About Lucky Bastards


Lucky Bastards is a series about the role of luck in capitalism: how much of who rises and who falls comes down not to talent or judgment but to chance.

We are raised on the opposite story: that wealth is earned, that the people at the top are there because they were the smartest and the most far-seeing. The real record is harsher and stranger. Brilliant builders fail all the time through no fault of their own, undone by timing, a panic, a war, a market that turned the wrong week. And people with the worst business judgment, the most reckless instincts, and genuinely destructive behavior become fabulously rich and powerful anyway, carried there by luck and mistaken for geniuses ever after. Our system makes both outcomes possible, and most of us never see it, perhaps because it is too unsettling to admit how much of the order around us is an accident.

This series sets out to show it plainly: that some of the people who run our world arrived by sheer dumb luck, despite some of the worst business sense and most indefensible conduct of their generation, and that once you see it, you begin to think differently about wealth, power, and who has earned the right to make the rules.

Elon Musk Got Lucky is the first book in the series.






About New Consensus


New Consensus is a nonprofit working to develop and popularize the ideas needed to solve the great challenges of our time. We argue that prosperity has always been built deliberately, by public and private actors together, and that it can be built again.

More at newconsensus.com.
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