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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
The “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
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As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in April 2021.  
 
So if you’re reading a while after that, 
you might want to go to 
Understandably.com to see if there’s 
an updated edition. 
 
(Actually, this is a first draft edition, like 
a beta—or a brand new “advanced 
reader copy” that the big companies 
that publish my longer books might 
release. Be gentle when you catch 
those errors; I still hope the book will 
be worth much more than you paid for 
it!) 
 
This UbookÔ runs 11,100 words, which 
probably works out to roughly 40 
minutes of reading time. 
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You’ll also notice that it’s formatted to 
make it easy to read on a smartphone 
or tablet, hopefully without 
downloading any other apps.  
 
What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as: (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
anything like remove the author’s 
name, the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
If someone did send this to you, that 
was nice of them. Please think about 
signing up for Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily Understandably 
newsletter (with thousands of 5-star 
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ratings), it’s where you’ll learn about 
other UbooksÔ as they’re released.  
 
You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
 
Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea?  
 
Fire off an email to bill 
@understandably.com. 
 
One more thing. I’d appreciate it if 
you’d share comments and reviews of 
this Ubook by sending an email to: 
 

reviews@understandably.com 
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That’s sometimes how I get the best 
suggestions for future editions. Thanks 
again for downloading, reading and 
subscribing! 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
April 2021  
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Introduction 
 
Let’s talk about Elon Musk: CEO of 
both Tesla and SpaceX, founder or 
cofounder of at least nine companies, 
and a man who has clearly been on a 
mission for decades, even if the world 
only recently began to realize what it 
was. 
 
He’s inspiring, but also wildly 
polarizing, a two-time immigrant 
(South Africa to Canada, and then 
Canada to the United States) who has 
spent nearly two decades now working 
so frenetically and across so many 
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fields that his friend and former 
cofounder, Peter Thiel described him 
as a “negative role model” in a speech 
a few years ago. 
 

“It’s a very weird thing,” Thiel said, 
“where the go-to story is we have 
one person who helped develop 
electric cars and reusable rockets 
… But if you tell a young person, 
‘Why don’t you be like Elon?’ it’s a 
negative role model where the 
basic response is, ‘Well that’s too 
hard, I can’t do that.’” 

 
I’ve written a lot about Musk over the 
past few years, mostly at Inc.com. 
Recently, I had the chance to back and 
reread dozens and dozens of my 
columns about him, and to realize that 
they tell a more coherent story when 
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read together than I might have 
imagined. 
 
This book is a sort of compendium of 
some of the most popular ones, and 
the ones from which I derived the most 
insight. They appear here mostly as 
they ran on Inc.com, grouped 
thematically, as opposed to 
chronologically, with perhaps a few 
exceptions.  
 
(For example, I included a column I 
wrote about his mother’s recollections 
of him as a child as the first chapter.) 
 
I also realized, in putting this together, 
that there are gaps in my knowledge, 
which have sparked my curiosity. I talk 
only a bit about artificial intelligence, 
for example, which Musk calls the 
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greatest threat to humanity, and I didn’t 
have much chance to examine his 
passion and pronouncements when it 
comes to cryptocurrency. 
 
That’s the good thing about a Ubook, 
though: it’s never really complete. Of 
all the ones I’ve written (you can find 
the others at Understandably.com), this 
is one I’m sure will go through 
comprehensive revisions in the future. 
 
With that, let me say a quick thing or 
two about my daily newsletter at 
Understandably.com, and then get out 
of the way.  
 
Most people who download my 
Ubooks click a little box saying they’re 
willing to try the free version out for a 
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bit. If you didn’t I’d like to invite you to 
check it out anyway. 
 
In short, if you like this Ubook and 
some of my other work, I think you’ll 
really like Understandably.com. Thanks 
for giving it a shot. 
 
Finally, please take a minute to let me 
know your feedback and ideas when 
you’re finished reading. As mentioned, 
I’m sure you’ll find some things I need 
to fix, especially since it’s version 1.0.  
 
You can always reach me at 
bill@understandably.com. 
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Childhood 
 

I’d like to start this story at the beginning. This is 
what someone who witnessed it—and much more 
recently, wrote a book about it—had to say: his 
mom. 

————— 

Elon Musk is known for a lot of things, 
but an insane work ethic is near the top 
of the list. 

"Nobody ever changed the world on 
40 hours a week," he's said more than 
once. Of course, he also gave an 
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interview in which he noted the toll this 
takes. 

"No one should put this many hours 
into your work," Musk told Axios on 
HBO. "This is not good. People should 
not work this hard. ... It hurts my brain 
and my heart. ... There were times 
when I was working literally 120 hours. 
This is not recommended for anyone." 

Good or bad, where did Musk get this 
insane work ethic to begin with?  

Well, if you ask his mom, she'll say she 
had something to do with it.  

Maye Musk, 73, is a Canadian-born 
model and dietician, and the mom to 
Elon Musk, his brother, Kimbal Musk, 
and their sister, Tosca Musk.  
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Maye Musk has a new book out, and 
she wrote an essay for CNBC in 
advance of the launch about the keys 
to raising Elon Musk and his siblings. 

Short version: "I did it by teaching them 
about hard work and letting them 
follow their interests." 

'A terrible human being.' 

Elon Musk's story is a bit complicated: 
He was born to Maye Musk and Errol 
Musk in South Africa, and when his 
parents divorced when Elon Musk was 
about 9, he went to live with his father. 

Errol Musk was "a terrible human 
being," Elon Musk said in an interview 
with Rolling Stone.  
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After high school, Musk moved to 
Canada (he had citizenship through his 
mom), and his mother and siblings 
followed him soon after. 

'I never felt guilty' 

Against that backdrop, Maye Musk 
writes in her essay that she always had 
to work as a single mother, and she 
"never felt guilty ... because I didn't 
have a choice." 

It's a short essay, but breaking it down, 
it seems there are five key things Maye 
Musk says she did, to raise successful 
kids: 

1. Put them to work at an early age. 

Maye Musk cites a few examples here, 
but let's just say that whether she knew 
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it or not, requiring her kids to work 
from an early age squares with the 
science.  

One study shows that kids who do 
chores wind up becoming more 
successful adults. 

2. Treat them like adults. 

Looking at Elon Musk's childhood, it 
does seem like he had to grow up in a 
hurry. Maye Musk seems to regard that 
as a feature, not a bug, of her 
parenting style. 

"My parents treated us like adults who 
could be trusted," she writes, "and their 
influence is evident in how I raised my 
children. 
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3. Let them follow their interests. 

"I never told them what to study. I 
didn't check their homework; that was 
their responsibility," Maye Musk wrote. 

It seems to have worked, given the 
insane number of hours Elon Musk 
reportedly spends in his factories. 

4. Don't get them used to luxuries. 

Maye Musk seems to be a big 
proponent of not spoiling your kids or 
letting them get used to high end 
luxuries before they can afford them. 
As long as they're safe, she writes, "let 
them look after themselves." 

She added: "When they went to 
college, they lived in quite poor 
conditions: mattress on the floor, six 



 

 
 

- 20 - 

roommates or a dilapidated house. But 
they were fine with it. If your children 
aren't used to luxuries, they survive 
well." 

5. Make them responsible for their own 
futures. 

Her parting advice: Basically it's "don't 
worry." 

So many parents get easily stressed 
about their kids," she writes. "My 
advice? Let your kids ... be responsible 
for their future. ... Teach your children 
good manners. But let them decide 
what they want."i  
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Ambition 
 

This story comes from a while back, but I think it 
seems, at least, to show really insight into how 
Musk thinks. 

————— 

The most powerful threat to greatness 
isn't evil. It's mediocrity. 
 
Of all the colorful ways to articulate that 
truth, one of the best is what Elon Musk 
told Chris Anderson of Wired 
magazine, back in 2012. 
 
They were talking about Musk's space 
exploration company, SpaceX, which 
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grew out of Musk's "crazy idea to spur 
the national will" to travel to Mars--by 
first sending a private rocket to the red 
planet. 
 
He tried to slash the cost of his quixotic 
dream by buying Cold War Russian 
missiles to turn into interplanetary 
rockets. While negotiating that deal, he 
realized that it wasn't lack of "national 
will" that held the U.S. back from 
exploring space. 
 
Instead, it was a lack of affordable 
technology--and the high cost, he told 
Anderson, was the result of some 
"pretty silly things" in the aerospace 
industry, like using legacy rocket 
technology from the 1960s.  
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Anderson: I've heard that the attitude is 
essentially that you can't fly a 
component that hasn't already flown. 
 
Musk: Right, which is obviously a catch-
22, right? There should be a Groucho 
Marx joke about that. So, yeah, there's 
a tremendous bias against taking risks. 
Everyone is trying to optimize their ass-
covering. 
 
That's the quote that I liked so much, 
especially those last six words: a "bias 
against risk," because everyone is 
"trying to optimize their ass-covering." 
 
It's funny--but also poignant. And, of 
course, it applies to a lot more than 
space exploration. 
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It applies to the vast majority of 
successful companies that get stuck 
producing legacy products--because 
they can't risk that innovation might 
upset their own profit models. 
 
It applies to the service providers that 
make a mockery of the word "service" 
(say for example, big airlines and utility 
companies)--because cost-cutting with 
crappy service maximizes shareholder 
value. 
 
It applies also to temptations in our 
personal lives, and in the lives of those 
around us. 
 
Think of the colleagues you know who 
hold onto uninspiring jobs for fear of 
going after the careers or 
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entrepreneurial dreams they really 
want. 
 
Or think of the friend you might have (I 
think most of us do), who stays in a 
lousy relationship because he or she is 
more afraid of being alone than of 
living with less than they deserve. 
 
We're all a little bit afraid of risk. Yet, 
each day represents a new chance and 
a new beginning. At the start of the 
year, that sense is especially acute.  
 
And sometimes we need a little 
inspiration to take the leap. 
 
Whatever is the thing you're afraid of 
trying--a new business, a new 
adventure, a new relationship--maybe 
now is the time to give it a try. 
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Cast aside your risk aversion. Be 
uncomfortable for a while as you try 
something new. Accept the chance that 
you'll fail. 
 
Don't optimize your ass-covering. 
Instead, optimize your opportunities. 
And find your own mission to Mars.ii  
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Calculations 
 

This almost seems like ancient history, but it was 
only a few years ago that a youth soccer team was 
trapped in a cave in Thailand, and Musk came up 
with a quixotic way to try to save them. Here’s 
what happened after, and what it tells us. 

————— 

This is a story about Elon Musk and his 
mini submarine in Thailand.  
 
He's taking a lot of flak and ridicule 
now for his team's somewhat 
ostentatious effort to build and 
personally deliver it to the scene of the 
Tham Luang Cave rescue. 
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In the end, the sub wasn't needed. 
Thanks to the Thai Navy SEALs and 
some incredibly courageous foreign 
cave divers, all 12 youth soccer players 
and their 25-year-old coach were 
rescued, much sooner than anyone 
even predicted a few days ago. 
 
But it's crazy to my mind that people 
are now criticizing Musk even for 
trying. 
 
As one Facebook commenter put it: 
"The media is criticizing Elon for trying 
to help while praising Kylie Jenner for 
being 'self-made.' I don't know what's 
going on anymore lol." 
 
Nobody wanted to say it a few days 
ago, but there was a lot of fear that the 
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kids wouldn't make it out. Speculation 
was rife that the effort would be a big 
success if it could even get some of the 
kids out. 
 
One retired Thai Navy SEAL who'd 
been part of the rescue team gave his 
life. 
 
Ah, how quickly we forget. 
 
That's the environment in which Musk 
assembled his team and flew quickly to 
Thailand. An environment in which it 
appears that the entire notion of Musk 
getting involved began with his 
exchange on July 4 with a Twitter user 
in Swaziland. 
 
Within five days after that exchange, 
Musk's engineers had built the sub and 



 

 
 

- 30 - 

delivered it. And, now, since it wasn't 
needed, I guess, people have started 
piling on. 
 
"I assure you that the equipment he 
brought to help us is not practical for 
our mission," the Thai provincial 
governor, Narongsak Osottanakorn, 
was quoted as saying. "Even though 
the equipment has state of the art 
technology, it does not fit our mission 
in the cave." 
 
The BBC suggested the whole thing 
might have been a distraction. And 
Twitter users (who else?) especially 
started piling on. 
 
Musk, one of the most prolific verified 
tweeters around, responded by 
sharing emails he'd sent back and forth 
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with Dick Stanton, one of the two 
civilian divers who'd led the tactical 
rescue effort. 
 
"It is absolutely worth continuing with 
the development of this system in as 
time a manner as feasible. If the rain 
holds it out it may well be used," 
Stanton apparently wrote Musk on July 
7. 
 
And a day later: "We're worried about 
the smallest lad please keep working 
on the capsule details." 
 
Look, does Elon Musk have an ego? Is 
he tone deaf sometimes? Would I like 
him if I spent time with him in person? 
 
Irrelevant. Totally irrelevant. 
 



 

 
 

- 32 - 

What is relevant is that he heard of a 
problem, thought up a way to 
potentially offer assistance, and 
jumped up to help. 
 
It's like an exponentially greater 
example of the kind of quick action that 
my colleague Justin Bariso noted 
earlier this year, when Musk apparently 
changed a Tesla company policy in 
response to a customer's tweet. 
 
Kids were in danger. Musk and his 
team acted. That the kids were rescued 
by another means doesn't diminish 
their achievement. 
 
To the critics: What did you do while 
people were frantically searching for 
the Wild Boars soccer team, and then 
praying against hope to get them out? 
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Did you do anything? Or did you stand 
on the sidelines and harp at those who 
were helping? 
 
We'll leave you with a quote from 
Theodore Roosevelt, who saw this kind 
of carping in his own era, and offered a 
classic response.  
 
Because here we are 108 years later, 
seeing the same ugly side of human 
nature again: 
 

It is not the critic who counts; not 
the man who points out how the 
strong man stumbles, or where 
the doer of deeds could have 
done them better. 
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The credit belongs to the man 
who is actually in the arena, whose 
face is marred by dust and sweat 
and blood; who strives valiantly; 
who errs, who comes short again 
and again, because there is no 
effort without error and 
shortcoming; 
 
but who does actually strive to do 
the deeds; who knows great 
enthusiasms, the great devotions; 
who spends himself in a worthy 
cause; who at the best knows in 
the end the triumph of high 
achievement, and who at the 
worst, if he fails, at least fails while 
daring greatly, 
 
so that his place shall never be 
with those cold and timid souls 
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who neither know victory nor 
defeat.iii 
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Confidence 

It’s a good thing when you (I assume) or I admit 
the limits of our abilities. But you and I: we’re not 
Elon Musk. 

————— 

The jury is still out on Elon Musk, as it is 
for all of us. But it's likely he will one 
day be remembered as the greatest 
creative innovator and entrepreneur of 
our time -- unless, that is, he manages 
to sabotage his own success. 
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Weirdly -- and my God, I almost can't 
believe I'm saying this -- it's not 
because of his tendency to go off half-
cocked, tweeting his way into trouble 
or doing things like promising to 
personally review expense reports for 
thousands of Tesla employees. 

Instead, it's because of the small sliver 
of self-doubt that crept into his remarks 
last week at Tesla's annual 
shareholders meeting. 

It was subtle. It was easy to miss. But it's 
the kind of act Musk needs to drop 
right now. 

The context: a question about the 
timeline for a pretty amazing Tesla 
feature that Musk has been promising 
for a while: "Advanced Summon."  
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Advance Summon will ultimately let 
owners tap a button on their phone 
and have their cars self-navigate 
through parking lots to meet them. 
Seriously, that's off the charts. 

But, it's an incredibly complex problem 
to solve, and someone apparently 
pointed out to Musk that he'd once set 
forth a timeline for "Advanced 
Summon" under which it should 
already be available. 

That led to a rare Musk demurral and 
admission: "I'm sometimes a little 
optimistic about timeframes. It's time 
you knew." 
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Yes, it's true. He's a "a little optimistic" 
sometimes.  

But if you're rooting for Tesla, and for 
Musk himself, it would be a whole hell 
of a lot better if he didn't admit it to 
himself. 

It's easy to forget that Musk wasn't 
actually the founder of Tesla, as it's so 
entwined with him personally now. 

Buy a Tesla, work for Tesla, or invest in 
Tesla, and you're basically buying a 
piece of Musk, working for him, or 
investing in him. Personally. 

Some people think that's a great bet. 
Others think it's horrible.  
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Reportedly, Apple wanted to buy Tesla 
back in 2013. It was willing to pay a 24 
percent premium, but only on the 
condition that it could get rid of Musk. 

In other words, it concluded that Tesla 
was worth $5.5 billion more without 
Musk than with him. Ouch. And if 
you're Musk: Too bad Apple, you had 
your chance. 

Because more than many other 
companies, Musk relies on the cult of 
his own personality to push 
performance. There's good reason, to 
my mind, to bet on him.  

I'm not saying it's necessarily going to 
be a winning bet, but it's not a stupid 
one. 

 



 

 
 

- 41 - 

But if you do bet on Musk, here's what 
you bet on: 

A 17-year-old who left South Africa 
alone (repeat: alone!) for Canada, en 
route to the United States. 

A guy with the confidence to drop out 
of a Ph.D. program at Stanford after 
just a matter of days to focus on 
entrepreneurship. 

A man who has founded or led at least 
eight companies by my count, maybe 
nine, depending on whether you count 
X.com and PayPal as separate 
companies (Zip2, X.com, PayPal, 
SpaceX, Tesla, SolarCity, OpenAI, 
Neuralink, and The Boring Company).  

When we start talking about as "the 
greatest creative innovator and 
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entrepreneur of our time" has to be 
held up against people like Steve Jobs. 

But Jobs only founded two companies 
(Apple and NEXT). 

Yes, Apple is bigger and more 
influential today, but when Jobs was 
Musk's age now, 2004 or so, Apple's 
market capitalization was under $10 
billion. Tesla is at just under $38 billion 
now.  

As long as we're talking about Jobs 
though, let's talk about what 
colleagues and employees said was 
the number-1 key to his success: the 
"reality distortion field." 
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In short, his unshakable confidence 
that despite what everyone else around 
him said, he could succeed. 

There's no room in that paradigm for 
doubt. There's no room for: "I admit, 
'I'm sometimes a little optimistic about 
timeframes.'" 

I don't mean to suggest that these 11 
short words are the beginning of the 
end. But they're the warning sign. And, 
anyone who cares about Musk, or 
Tesla, or any of his other ventures 
should be on the lookout for them. 

When the earliest little bits of doubt 
start to creep in -- the little admission 
that "Iron Man" is just a man after all, he 
needs to knock it off. 
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For most of us, self-reflection and 
humility are good things. But most of 
us aren't Elon Musk.iv 
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Rivalry 

 

Musk vs. Bezos. We could all see this coming, 
right?  

————— 

Amazon was set to announce on Friday 
that it's paying $1.2 billion to buy self-
driving startup Zoox, according to a 
report, and Elon Musk just wasn't 
having it. 
 
So, Musk did what Musk does. He 
tweeted at Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos: 
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Now, the truth is that Musk's Tesla is 
light years ahead of other competitors, 
having built more than 1 million cars 
and vaulted over competitors to 
become the most valuable car 
company in the world, with a roughly 
$179 billion market cap. 
 
Zoox is a rounding error against the 
$1.3 trillion value of Amazon; in fact, if 
the reports of the acquisition are true, 
Amazon is acquiring it for a fraction of 
the $3.2 billion it was valued at two 
years ago, according to the Financial 
Times. 
 
Moreover, the FT opines that Amazon 
might not really be planning to go after 
the consumer self-driving car market 
anytime soon. Rather, it might create "a 
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ride-hailing fleet," or else "focus on 
integrating autonomous technology 
into its delivery network." 
 
Still, Musk has been targeting Bezos all 
over the place lately, tweeting his 
support for the idea of breaking up 
Amazon earlier this month.  
 
And they've had a feud for quite some 
time--although it's focused more often 
on the rivalry between Musk's SpaceX 
and Bezos's Blue Origin. 
 
But after seeing this tweet, I can't help 
but think of what Steve Jobs would 
have thought. 
 
Because long before Amazon and 
Tesla, and long before Twitter, and 
long before Musk and Bezos were--
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well, not before they were born, but a 
long time ago--Jobs engaged in some 
trash talking of his own. 
 
The year was 1981, and Apple (then 
Apple Computer) had only recently 
gone public and turned Jobs and 300 
members of his founding team into 
multimillionaires. But it suddenly faced 
a juggernaut: IBM, which announced it 
would be getting into the personal 
computer market. 
 
As Walter Isaacson wrote in his 2011 
biography, right after IBM announced 
its new computer, Jobs had his team 
buy one and tear it apart. They 
concluded that the IBM offering 
"sucked" and amounted to "a half-
assed, hackneyed attempt."  
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With "cheeky confidence," as Isaacson 
put it, Jobs decided to take out a full-
page ad in The Wall Street Journal to 
"cleverly position the upcoming 
computer battle as a two-way contest 
between the spunky and rebellious 
Apple and the establishment Goliath 
IBM." 
 
Its headline: "Welcome, IBM. 
Seriously." (You can see the ad at that 
link.) 
 
Now, as things turned out it wasn't that 
simple. As Isaacson also wrote, "Apple 
became cocky, not realizing that 
corporate technology managers might 
feel more comfortable buying from an 
established company like IBM rather 
than one named after a piece of fruit." 
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And for a long time, IBM dominated 
the personal computer market. 
 
Meanwhile Jobs lost control, was 
forced out of Apple, and had to start an 
entirely different company, only to 
have it acquired by Apple and 
eventually become a more dominant 
player again. 
 
Case in point: I'm writing this on a 
MacBook Air, with my iPhone on the 
desk beside it. 
 
And that's the lesson. Great rivalries 
among tech entrepreneurs seem 
inevitable.  
 
I suspect Musk might be happy to be 
compared to Jobs. And Musk acts as if 
he's wanted a rivalry with Bezos for 
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years. On a popular basis, it appears 
he's finally getting it. 
 
But tech and business stories end in 
funny ways sometimes. While it's clear 
today Tesla is the dominant player in 
electric vehicles and perhaps even self-
driving technology, there's an obvious 
question to ask: Would you bet against 
Amazon? 
 
If there's a strategy behind Musk's 
rivalry, maybe trying to get under 
Bezos's skin and make that question 
harder to answer is part of it.   
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Motivation 

A while back, we were told, Apple 
considered buying Tesla. Here’s a big 
takeaway. 

————— 

We learned yesterday that Apple tried 
to buy Tesla, at least according to an 
analyst who insists his sources are 
solid, and that it was willing to pay a 
substantial premium over what the 
public markets said the company was 
worth--but only under one condition. 
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What stopped it from happening, 
according to Craig Irwin of Roth Capital 
Partners, who first was interviewed on 
CNBC's Squawk Box and later followed 
up with the network via email, was that 
"Apple wanted Elon Musk to step 
away, and that was a deal killer." 

Earlier, Irwin had cited the attempted 
Apple acquisition, which he said 
happened in "around 2013," as an 
explanation for why he's bullish on 
Tesla now. 

Irwin said he figures that if Apple was 
willing to buy in 2013, it would 
probably be willing to do so now, too, 
even though Musk told his company's 
employees in an email last week that 
Tesla only has enough cash left to last 
another 10 months. 
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Here's how Irwin described the 
reported deal attempt six years ago: 

Around 2013, there was a serious bid 
from Apple at around $240 a share. 
This is something we did multiple 
checks on. I have complete confidence 
that this is accurate. Apple bid for 
Tesla. 

I don't know if it got to a formal 
paperwork stage, but I know from 
multiple different sources that this was 
very credible. 

I've tried to get comment from either 
Apple or Tesla, along with Irwin, but 
I've received no reply. It's not the first 
ever report about Apple being 
interested in Tesla, although it's by far 
the most detailed I've seen. 
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If it's right, however, I'm both 
fascinated by how long the details 
stayed secret, and by the story that the 
numbers would tell. To deconstruct: 

Tesla closed yesterday at $205.08, so a 
$240 per share offer seems like a much 
bigger number. But there's also the 
issue of total valuation, since Tesla has 
many more outstanding shares now 
than it did in 2013. 

According to Macrotrends LLC, for 
most of 2013, Tesla had about 119 
million shares outstanding; today, it 
has about 173 million. So, the 2013 
Apple offer would have valued Tesla at 
about $28.5 billion, while today's 
market cap is about $35.3 billion. 

However, we want the 2013 Tesla 
market cap, and as it happens, the 
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share price was all over the map that 
year: from around $37.50 a share in 
January to a high of $193.37 in 
September. Let's take the high day, 
however, when the implied market 
capitalization of Tesla would have been 
just over $23 billion. 

Add it all up, and assume that Apple's 
offer came in September, when the 
stock hit its 2013 high, and it would 
mean Apple was willing to pay a $5.5 
billion premium for Tesla, which is 
about 24 percent--but only (if Irwin is 
right) if it could buy Tesla without 
having to also bring along Musk.  

That's brutal, And stunning. And 
virtually every other exclamatory 
adjective I can think of.  
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It was also wrong in the short term, as 
the Musk-led company's stock 
increased to as high as $279.70 in 
2014. 

Of course, six years ago is basically 
ancient history. And it's impossible to 
know how Tesla would be doing now if 
it were part of Apple. 

Would there be a Model 3? Would an 
Apple-owned Tesla have the same 
kinds of production and distribution 
challenges?  

Would an Apple-owned Tesla, without 
all the "funding secured" and "pedo 
guy" distractions be doing better? 

Or would it, without Musk, be a 
company without the same kind of 
passion and success? 
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As long as we're asking questions, if 
Tesla does in fact wind up in a situation 
where it needs an outside suitor like 
Apple to survive, what are the odds 
that Musk stays in control? 

Last week, Musk reportedly emailed 
every single employee at Tesla to warn 
of "hardcore" cost-cutting. Even with 
$2.2 billion on hand, he said, that's 
only enough for Tesla to keep going 
another 10 months. 

Musk's cost-cutting solution: He said 
he and the chief financial officer will be 
personally reviewing all expenses 
within the company--"no matter how 
small." 

Let's just say it, that's insane: The CEO 
and CFO of a 45,000-employee 
company say they plan to sign off, 
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page by page, on "all expenses of any 
kind anywhere in the world, including 
parts, salary, travel expenses, rent, 
literally every payment that leaves our 
bank account." 

Of course, if you're working at Tesla--or 
for that matter if you're buying a Tesla--
you're betting that what looks like crazy 
from the outside is actually the sight of 
frenetic genius. 

You're betting that Musk is truly the 
indispensable? man. And the romantic 
in me (who thinks Teslas are beautiful 
cars, by the way), hopes you're right. 
But if this 2013 report and the numbers 
are right, it looks like Apple wanted to 
bet that you're wrong.v  
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Choices 

 
Do you want to be king? Or do you want to be 
rich?  

————— 

Another day, another Elon Musk tweet 
that moves markets and causes 
controversy. 
This time, it was his decision to float the 
idea of taking Tesla private, via a 9-
word social media post in the middle 
of the trading day.  
Boom. Tesla's stock price jumped, and 
even though the company suspended 
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trading for a while soon after (more on 
that in a second), it was up about 11 
percent on the day. Eventually, Tesla 
followed up with a longer statement 
(reprinted below), which it says was first 
sent to all employees as an email. 
 
In the email, Musk says he's serious 
about considering the idea of going 
private, for three main reasons: 

1. Stock price volatility. "As a public 
company, we are subject to wild 
swings in our stock price that can 
be a major distraction for 
everyone working at Tesla, all of 
whom are shareholders." 

 
2. Short term-ism. "Being public also 

subjects us to the quarterly 
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earnings cycle that puts enormous 
pressure on Tesla to make 
decisions that may be right for a 
given quarter, but not necessarily 
right for the long-term."  

3. The target on his back. "Finally, as 
the most shorted stock in the 
history of the stock market, being 
public means that there are large 
numbers of people who have the 
incentive to attack the company." 

 
Now, his tweet invited speculation that 
Musk had violated SEC regulations 
simply by offering it--which is probably 
even more incentive for him to want to 
go private.  
 



 

 
 

- 63 - 

Doing so might be the best solution if 
he's serious--perhaps not permanently, 
but at least in the medium term, much 
like Michael Dell did with his 
eponymous company. 
 
But set aside Tesla's ultimate future. 
Musk's tweet summarized in just a few 
short words the most important, 
fundamental conflict that every 
successful entrepreneur has to sort out. 
That question is: Do they want to rule, 
or be rich? 
Musk already is rich (an estimated $22 
billion or so as of this writing), but the 
question still persists for him.  
Is he still willing to cede control and 
answer to investors as the CEO of a 
public company--including answering 
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to a market that values short-term 
gains?  
Or does he truly think that he knows 
best, and that Tesla's best chance to 
achieve the great goals he's set out for 
it, is for him to lead without having to 
worry about what the markets think? 
Noam Wasserman, a professor at the 
USC Marshall School of Business, wrote 
about this very issue a few years back 
in his book, The Founder's Dilemmas. 
He points out that only 25 percent of 
companies that go public still have 
their founding CEO in place on the day 
of their IPO.  
And, he suggests that's a good thing--
because the kind of founder who can 
start a company and build its early 
products is rarely the same kind of 
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leader who can thrive at the head of a 
big public company. 
But, it's going public, or else being 
acquired by a larger company that 
might itself be public, that usually leads 
founders to great wealth. So, it comes 
down to that key question. 
Did you start your company because 
you want to run it, or did you start it 
because you want to get rich?vi 
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Hardcore, Part 1 
Musk says that nobody can change the world 
working 40 hours a week. Here’s how he says he 
compares to that standard.  

————— 

Elon Musk is completely burned out. 
Somehow, he's apparently still going. 
 
Musk "alternated between laughter 
and tears," during an interview with 
The New York Times Thursday, and 
said this past year had been 
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"excruciating" and "the most difficult 
and painful year of my career."   
 
There's so much to unpack in this 
interview. Musk explains the 
circumstances around his controversial 
"funding secured" tweet from earlier in 
the month--we'll get to that in a 
second--but also describes a frankly 
bleak existence and a lifestyle that 
makes you wonder how much longer 
he can possibly keep it up. 
 
It's not just that he's barely sleeping, 
and relying on Ambien when he does 
have the time to sleep, which he says 
partially explains his Twitter habit. 
 
It's not merely that he claims to be 
working insane hours: 120 hours per 
week recently. (Keep in mind, there are 
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only 168 hours in a week to begin 
with.) 
 
It's that he sounds miserable, driven, 
obsessed, to the point that even he 
acknowledges the toll it's taking on his 
health: 
 
"Mr. Musk said he had not taken time 
off of more than a week since 2001, 
when he was bedridden with malaria." 
 
"'There were times when I didn't leave 
the factory for three or four days -- days 
when I didn't go outside,'" he said. 
"'This has really come at the expense of 
seeing my kids. And seeing friends.'" 
 
"Mr. Musk stopped talking, seemingly 
overcome by emotion." 
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"He turned 47 on June 28, and he said 
he spent the full 24 hours of his 
birthday at work. 'All night -- no friends, 
nothing,' he said, struggling to get the 
words out." 
 
This is followed by a recounting of how 
he very nearly had to miss being best 
man at his brother's wedding due to 
commitments at Tesla, and how he just 
slipped in and out of the celebration 
before getting back to the factory. It 
makes you wonder anyone could live 
like that for years at a time. 
 
Reading it, I just wanted to give the guy 
a hug. That is a very rare feeling toward 
billionaire tech entrepreneurs. 
 
Among the many striking points in the 
interview is the description of the 17-
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year stretch in which Musk describes 
taking no extended time off. That span 
goes back before SpaceX, before 
Tesla, obviously, and before The 
Boring Company.  
 
For Musk, it covers three marriages, the 
births of both his twins and triplets, and 
the tragic loss of his newborn son in 
2002.  
 
Reading about all that activity, you can 
start to fill in a lot of context around 
some of the frenetic tweeting he's 
done: including both "pedo guy" and 
"funding secured." (I am aware these 
comments might be the entire reason 
for his apparently vulnerable interview.) 
 
As for the "funding secured" tweet, as 
it's now known, Musk says he woke up 
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on Aug. 7, worked out, and drove to 
the airport (in a Tesla Model S). On the 
way, he tweeted, "Am considering 
taking Tesla private at $420. Funding 
secured." 
 
No, he said, he hadn't shared his tweet 
with anyone before posting it. Yes, he 
said, he chose $420 because 420 is 
slang for marijuana--although he also 
said he hadn't been high. 
 
Tesla's stock soared, before trading 
was stopped and the SEC started 
issuing subpoenas. Now, Tesla's board 
is apparently trying once more to 
recruit a chief operating officer to take 
some of the pressure off of Musk. 
 
But you wonder if he could step away 
even if he had the opportunity.  
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Did he regret the "funding secured" 
tweet? the Times asked. Would he 
scale back his social-media use? 
 
"Why would I?" Musk reportedly 
replied.vii  
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Hardcore, Part 2 
I have to admit. When I wrote this column, I 
started to wonder if Musk might be losing it.  

————— 

It's happened again. Elon Musk has 
reportedly sent yet another all-hands 
email to every single employee at 
Tesla--and it's been quickly leaked to 
the media. 

Once again, it involves Musk cajoling, 
insisting, and begging Tesla 
employees to act in a specific, strange 
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way--something some of us on the 
outside might call, totally insane. 

Here's what we know about the email, 
plus why it matters, and why Musk's 
use of three short words displays just 
how crazy it must be to work at Tesla 
right now.  

"No matter how small..." 

I'm a Tesla fan. I think the cars are 
beautiful. But the company has staked 
almost everything on its ability to 
produce and deliver the (formerly) 
$35,000 Model 3 at scale. It's coming 
up short, demand is dropping, and it's 
burning cash. 

 



 

 
 

- 75 - 

Tesla raised $2.7 billion earlier in May, 
but it also posted a $700 million loss in 
the last quarter. It reportedly has about 
$2.2 billion left.  

"This is a lot of money, but actually only 
gives us about 10 months at the Q1 
burn rate to achieve breakeven!" Musk 
wrote to his employees, as first 
reported by Fred Lambert of Electrek.  

As a result, Musk said, it's now-- 

extremely important...to...examine 
every expenditure at Tesla, no 
matter how small.... 

... 

That is why, going forward, all 
expenses of any kind anywhere in 
the [world], including parts, salary, 



 

 
 

- 76 - 

travel expenses, rent, literally 
every payment that leaves our 
bank account must [be] 
reviewed.... 

"Reviewed," emphasis mine, 
apparently means either reviewed by 
Musk personally or by Tesla's brand 
new chief financial officer, Zack 
Kirkhorn. Kirkhorn will supposedly 
review and sign every single page of 
every document authorizing payment;  

Musk himself will read and sign one 
page out of every 10. 

"This is hardcore," Musk added, "but it 
is the only way for Tesla to become 
financially sustainable and succeed in 
our goal of helping make the world 
environmentally sustainable." 
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I don't care what industry you're in, if 
your business is bigger than a football 
team, it's borderline insanity for the 
CEO and the CFO to take on the role of 
an office manager, approving every 
single expense report. 

Now, maybe it's hyperbole. Maybe this 
is like when I get exasperated and tell 
my preschool-aged daughter that if she 
doesn't stop bothering the cat, she 
won't be allowed to watch television 
again until she's age 12. 

I know it's an idle threat. I think she 
knows it. But it at least it conveys that I 
think it's a big deal. 

Similarly, it's a big deal for Tesla to cut 
costs. Last year, Tesla laid off 9 percent 
of its workforce; this year it laid off 
another 7 percent--another move 



 

 
 

- 78 - 

announced in a 1:20 a.m. Musk email 
to all remaining employees. But it 
hasn't been enough. 

And this move just reeks of mistrust 
and micromanagement. That 3-word 
phrase: "This is hardcore."  

Highly committed, extraordinarily 
dedicated. Over the top obsessed. 
(We'll skip the pornography definition, 
but it's the same idea). 

It's like, "Epic, dude." If you want to 
work at Tesla, you're going to have to 
be "hardcore." 

I can't imagine a more bro-y way to 
express devotion. It tells you that, yes 
indeed, Tesla plans to do something 
crazy, that the CEO knows just how 
crazy it is but is doing it anyway, and 
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that if you want to work at Tesla, you'd 
be better be on board with the crazy. 

Actually, that's the whole underlying 
message. While it's easy to forget Musk 
isn't actually Tesla's founder (he came 
in as chairman when he led its first big 
investment round in 2004, and took 
over as CEO in 2008), he's been the 
constant. 

Sure, there's SpaceX, and Boring, and 
a few other ventures, but Musk and 
Tesla are melded together the way few 
CEOs and companies are.  

There's Jeff Bezos and Amazon, Mark 
Zuckerberg and Facebook, even Steve 
Jobs and Apple--and Tesla is 100 
percent Musk.  
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So if you're going to be one of the 
roughly 45,000 people working at 
Tesla, you're betting on Musk more 
than anything else. 

You're betting on the attention-
grabbing CEO who reportedly works 
120 hours a week, who sometimes 
sleeps in the factory, who dreams big 
and comes up with wildly innovative 
ideas, who tries to run multiple 
companies at the same time as if the 
laws of time and space don't apply to 
him, and who has a Twitter habit that 
gets him into a string of distracting 
legal messes. 

You're betting that the playwright 
George Bernard Shaw was right when 
he wrote:  
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The reasonable man adapts 
himself to the world; the 
unreasonable one persists in 
trying to adapt the world to 
himself. Therefore all progress 
depends on the unreasonable 
man. 

And you're betting that if Musk is crazy, 
he's crazy like a fox. 

Sound like a good bet? Hardcore, man. 
I hope it works out for you.viii  

 

  



 

 
 

- 82 - 

 
 
 
 

People, 1 
 

I feel like it’s unusual that Musk’s Twitter habit 
hasn’t come up more often yet. Here’s a story of 
when he used it for a good purpose, that tells you 
something about an advantage he’s created. 

---------- 

Ask 100 business leaders to identify 
their companies' most important 
assets, and I'll bet 99 will say the same 
thing: "Our people." 

Most of the time, they'll be right. Often 
enough, they'll actually believe it. 
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But that simple, near-universal truth 
belies a big problem, something you 
probably face in your business, too--
namely, how do you find, recruit, and 
retain these truly excellent people? 

With that in mind, let's talk about Elon 
Musk. 

Between Tesla, SpaceX, Neuralink, and 
The Boring Company, recruiting and 
retention is a constant concern for 
Musk.  

So, I paid attention over the weekend, 
when he asked any engineer who had 
applied to Neuralink, and who thought 
their application had been "incorrectly 
overlooked," to respond to him on 
Twitter. 
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It's not the first time Musk has used 
Twitter like this. For example, earlier 
this year he called on Twitter for 
applicants who wanted to work in A.I. 
at Tesla--which he said would mean 
reporting directly to him and having 
contact "almost every day." 

He also called on Twitter for applicants 
at SpaceX earlier this year ("A super 
hardcore work ethic, talent for building 
things, common sense & 
trustworthiness are required, the rest 
we can train."). 

And, he did something similar for the 
autopilot program at Tesla a few years 
back. ("Should mention that I will be 
interviewing people personally and 
Autopilot reports directly to me.") 
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Now, is "recruiting by tweet" effective? 
Musk has 38.8 million Twitter followers, 
so he certainly has a large audience 
with whom to get the word out.  

And it seems there have been at least a 
few serious replies to his Neuralink 
tweet among the 200 or so who 
responded. I suspect (and hope!) that 
he at least has someone looking 
through the replies for legitimately 
overlooked candidates. 

That said, whether this kind of "we're 
hiring, apply directly to me" 
announcement works at scale or not for 
Musk, I think it's worth considering, and 
maybe even blatantly copying. 

 



 

 
 

- 86 - 

At the least, there are some good 
takeaways for anyone who runs a 
business, and who needs to recruit top 
candidates continuously: 

1. Let people know. 

The size of your platform doesn't really 
matter. Simply the fact that you're the 
boss, and you're announcing that 
you're looking for top candidates, does 
two things--even if you don't have a 
specific job open: 

First, it increases the possibility, even if 
slightly, that you'll hear from a top 
candidate who might not otherwise 
think of you. 
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Second, it also advertises to the world 
that your company is doing well-- 
enough to consider hiring people, 
anyway. 

2. Make it possible to go around the 
system. 

This probably applies more to 
companies that are large enough to 
have organized recruitment and hiring 
systems. But inviting people to apply 
directly to the boss creates a safety 
valve for candidates who might 
otherwise get caught up in the 
bureaucracy. 

Perhaps you still want to delegate the 
first rounds of recruiting. That makes 
sense. 
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But why not create another channel--
especially one that costs so little--to 
identify people you find interesting and 
funnel them into your hiring process? 

3. Create social proof. 

Maybe your platform is .01 percent the 
size of Musk's, but if raising the idea of 
working for you can create a 
conversation among potential 
applicants--whether online, on social 
media, or in person--that's a good 
thing. 

This doesn't only apply to tech 
companies seeking to hire engineers.  

You could run a pizza place and be 
looking for students to work part-time, 
or a factory, hoping to recruit workers 
away from a competitor. 
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The more your announcement sparks 
these kinds of people to talk positively 
about you among themselves, the 
better. 

4. Build a bit of a barrier. 

This point is a bit of a paradox, but 
especially with his Neuralink tweet, 
Musk immediately created a barrier to 
entry, even while opening a call for 
applicants.  

Basically, you'd have to be interested 
enough to work for him that you'll 
announce your desire to do so to the 
world (via tweet). 

Maybe tweets aren't your thing, so this 
might mean asking people to reply to 
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you in a specific way, or at a specific 
time or on a specific day. Maybe the 
owner of our pizza place example, 
above, talks with potential applicants 
only from 2 p.m. to 4 p.m., when 
business is slow.  

You don't want to make it overly 
difficult to apply, but adding some sort 
of small barrier at least weeds out 
some people who have no chance of 
being a good fit.   

Are you going to staff your entire 
company recruiting this way? Probably 
not. 

But if directly calling for applicants 
brings you just one or two really good 
employees who might never have 
thought of working for you otherwise, 
wouldn't that be worth the minimal 
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effort? If so, hire them--and tweet a 
note of thanks to Elon Musk.ix 
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People, 2 

As I write this, Musk, and Tesla, are riding high. 
But what Musk had to at one point in his car 
company’s history, when it wasn’t. 

————— 

Elon Musk announced thousands of 
layoffs at Tesla today via an internal 
email.  
 
Let's just say it: Laying people off really 
sucks, no matter what. It's a hard thing 
for any CEO to do, at least if he or she 
is also a legitimate human being. 
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But there are three key sentences 
within Musk's 545-word message that 
truly stand out as the most important: 
 
One sentence lays out the prudent but 
brutal reasoning behind leaving more 
than 9 percent of loyal Tesla 
employees suddenly without a job. 
 
The other two sentences seem to offer 
a surprising, unintentional clue into the 
toll that this big, difficult decision might 
have taken on Musk. It's even more 
intriguing because it looks like one of 
these two sentences might have been 
included in error. 
 
Below, we'll quickly explore the 
background, pull out the three key 
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sentences--and then include the full 
text of the email 
 
Background: Since January, Tesla has 
added 8,000 jobs, bringing them to 
about 46,000 total employees. This 
round of layoffs however, meant 
dropping 4,100 people--about 9 
percent of the total. 
 
As part of the company's effort 
eventually "to reduce costs and 
become profitable," as Musk put it in 
his email, "we have made the difficult 
decision to let go of approximately 9% 
of our colleagues across the company." 
 
Are the cuts a surprise? That depends 
on your point of view. 
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But the company has missed some of 
its production targets, and it's facing 
some of the harshest criticism in its 
history. Tesla's goal is to roll out 5,000 
Model 3 cars per week, and it's not 
clear whether that's going to happen 
by its target of the end of June. 
 
Key sentence No. 1: the business 
justification 
 
It's not quite true that Tesla has never 
laid off employees before, but this is 
the biggest number by far. And even 
though Musk made the case that it was 
necessary, 9 percent feels like he's 
possibly cutting pretty close to the 
bone. 
 
The key justification? It's summarized in 
this sentence: 
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"I also want to emphasize that we are 
making this hard decision now so that 
we never have to do this again." 
 
I've interviewed a lot of entrepreneurs 
and CEOs over the years. We've talked 
about the experience of having to lay 
people off. It's emotionally fraught for 
many of them. 
 
The best among them basically had the 
same advice: If you have to cut staff, do 
it once, and do it as hard as you think 
you can stand, so you don't have to do 
it again. One round of layoffs is very 
rough; a second round can be truly 
horrible. 
 
Key sentences Nos. 2 and 3: the error 
that might reveal everything 



 

 
 

- 97 - 

But here are the other two sentences, 
that I think are even more interesting.  
 
One of them might well have been 
included by accident. I think they might 
unintentionally reveal just how much 
hard it is for Musk to realize that 4,100 
people are losing their jobs, and he's 
the one who has to deliver the news. 
 
Here are the two sentences: 
 
"I would like to thank everyone who is 
departing Tesla for their hard work 
over the years." 
 
--and then, a paragraph and a half 
later-- 
 
"To those who are departing, thank 
you for everything you've done for 
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Tesla and we wish you well in your 
future opportunities."  
 
Do you see what I'm getting at? Maybe 
it will be even clearer when we reprint 
the whole email below. This almost 
looks like an editing error: two 
sentences saying exactly the same 
thing, just 93 words apart.  
 
He simply can't stop thanking the 
people he's kicking out for all they've 
done for the company. 
 
I doubt he meant to say it twice. Maybe 
he needed a better copyeditor--
although, this is one of the most 
important and soon-to-be-pored-over 
emails he's sent, and Tesla is one of the 
500 biggest companies in America. It's 
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a big deal if their corporate 
communications team screwed this up. 
 
So, I'm going to go out on a limb, and 
suggest that maybe it's both: an 
editing error, sure, but also--possibly--
also an unintentional subliminal 
message, suggesting Musk really, 
really, really feels both grateful and 
guilty about having to make this move. 
 
You can say he's an unfeeling Tony 
Stark; that's your right. I mean, the man 
is selling quasi-flamethrowers to the 
greater populace of Los Angeles, 
which doesn't exactly scream empathy. 
 
But I think it's tearing him up to have to 
do this, both because of what it means 
for the soon-to-be-ex-employees--and 
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also what it says about the mistakes 
Tesla made in getting to this point.x 
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People, 3 

Lots of companies have employee handbooks. At 
Tesla, apparently, they and an “Anti-Handbook 
Handbook.” Here’s what it tells us. 

————— 

If you're running a big organization, 
there are really only a handful of tools 
you can use to lead effectively. 
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The biggest is to design and reinforce 
the right kind of culture. At Tesla, that's 
Elon Musk's No. 1 job. 

This week, Tesla's internal Anti-
Handbook Handbook, which is 
apparently provided to every new 
employee at Tesla, leaked via an article 
by Mark Matousek on Business Insider. 

It's a unique document, and it's pure 
Musk, preaching to employees about 
intense ambition, work ethic, and 
company culture. 

It's also fun for outsiders to read, and it 
might be the kind of thing your 
business should copy. Here are its key 
takeaways: 
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1. It establishes and reflects culture. 

Let's assume this four-page handbook 
is among the first official "welcome to 
Tesla!" documents that new employees 
receive. If so, it's on point for the 
culture that Tesla tries to project as a 
company.  

The first line reads: "We're Tesla. We're 
changing the world. We're willing to 
rethink everything." 

A lot of companies might say 
something like that, but the Tesla 
handbook at least keeps up the theme. 

It goes on to explain that this won't be 
a traditional employee handbook, 
because employee handbooks "tell 
you how poorly you can behave before 
you get shown the door." 
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Instead, Tesla says, "We prefer to have 
incredibly high standards and to hire 
exceptional people." 

If you want the other model, where 
they show you the lowest acceptable 
standard, the handbook says, "you'll be 
more successful somewhere else. We 
don't mean to sound harsh; it's just the 
truth." 

You might like that, you might not. But 
it's pretty clear the culture that it's 
trying to portray. 

2. It has a consistent and fitting tone. 

This is a very conversational handbook. 
But it doesn't fall into the trap of 
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thinking that conversational has to be 
funny. 

When I found myself smiling or 
laughing while reading it, it was 
prompted by recognizing that so many 
documents at other companies are 
either full of legalese or seem like they 
were written by a committee. 

So, while this document attacks some 
of the common problems most 
companies risk running into, it does so 
with a consistent and unusual tone. 

In keeping with the idea that it won't 
just set the baseline of expectations, 
the Tesla handbook includes lines like 
the following, under headings like 
"Communication," "Job Duties," and 
"Goals and Feedback."  
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"Anyone at Tesla can and should email 
or talk to anyone else according to 
what they think is the fastest way to 
solve a problem for the benefit of the 
whole company.  

You can talk with your manager, you 
can talk to your manager's manager, 
you can talk directly to a VP in another 
department, you can talk to Elon." 

"'No one told me' is an excuse that will 
never fly here." 

"Your No. 1 job -- everyone's No. 1 job 
-- is making this company a success." 

"If you can't be reliable, this isn't the 
place for you." 

"'You're tardy' is something kids are 
told in school. This isn't school." 
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3. It doesn't skip the administrative 
stuff. 

There is a separate, internal Tesla 
website where employees can find 
information about things like "pay 
policies, meal and rest breaks, time off, 
and leave policies." 

The handbook provides a link to all 
that, but doesn't include the whole text 
in this initial document. 

I think that's a good balance. There are 
both legal requirements and practical 
ones. But the Anti-Handbook 
Handbook makes clear that these big 
picture expectations are the most 
important.xi 
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Leadership 
They say a true leader must be willing to share 
credit, but take the blame. This story is about 
Musk doing that—before there even was anything 
to be blamed for. 

————— 

It must be lonely being Elon Musk. 

He's in a nearly unique position: the 
CEO of multiple companies at once, 
wildly dedicated, probably 
overcommitted, and with a mouth and 
a Twitter account that constantly get 
him into trouble. 
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That's why I did a double-take when I 
heard Musk, on the eve of the historic 
NASA launch of two astronauts aboard 
a SpaceX spacecraft, say something 
incredibly mature, self-aware, powerful, 
and flat-out right. 

"I'm the chief engineer of this thing, so 
I'd just like to say that if it goes right, 
it's credit to the SpaceX-NASA team," 
Musk told CBS This Morning before the 
initial launch date Thursday. "If it goes 
wrong, it's my fault." 

Those last seven words are the key: If it 
goes wrong, it's my fault. 

Look, anything Musk says instantly 
becomes meta. Despite all the trouble 
his words sometimes cause him (see: 
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"pedo guy" and "funding secured"), I'm 
convinced he almost always knows and 
understands the context.  

That's why I consider, but ultimately set 
aside, the fact that Musk clearly seems 
to have rehearsed this line and 
planned to say it to NASA officials at 
the very outset of his CBS interview. 

That's OK. Because it's right. It's 
uncomfortable at times, but if you want 
to lead people successfully, you need 
to be willing to do two things: 

1. share the credit, and 
2. take the blame. 

That second part can be painful. It's 
beyond the comfort level of many 
leaders. But if they're sincere and 
follow through, it's also what separates 
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some good leaders from the truly great 
ones.     

As a bit of a history nerd, the 
antecedent for Musk's statement that 
immediately popped into my mind was 
the contingency announcement that 
General Dwight D. Eisenhower wrote in 
advance of D-Day in 1944, in case the 
invasion failed.  

Eisenhower's draft statement read in 
part: 

The troops, the air and the Navy 
did all that Bravery and devotion 
to duty could do. If any blame or 
fault attaches to the attempt it is 
mine alone. 
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Thankfully, that contingency was moot, 
and certainly we hope and pray that 
Musk's contingency here will be moot 
as well -- and that there will be a safe, 
successful launch Saturday. 

 (The original launch scheduled for 
Thursday was delayed.) 

But if I were one of the two astronauts 
sitting aboard the Falcon 9 rocket, I'd 
feel just a little bit better knowing that 
Musk at least professes to take the 
responsibility so personally. 

Maybe doubly so, considering the 
(completely unrelated) explosion of an 
unmanned next-generation Starship 
rocket on Friday. 
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"It weighs very heavily. It's really all I 
can think about right now," he said in 
the same interview. "I have to kind of 
mentally block it because otherwise it 
would be emotionally impossible to 
deal with."xii 
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Management 
As you’ll see, this second-to-last story had a 
personal angle for me. It’s an interesting example 
of managing expectations, while literally shooting 
for the stratosphere. 

————— 

I live in a suburb outside New York 
City, but I spend a fair amount of time 
in rural New Hampshire. 

My wife's parents live there, and we 
love visiting. It's a beautiful place, lots 
of opportunity to experience nature 
and awe. 
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But there's one practical problem: 
internet connectivity.  

It's so rural that it's hard to get really 
reliable, fast, consistent broadband.  

That makes it difficult for people like 
me to stay up there for long periods of 
time, since nearly 100 percent of my 
work requires a fast internet 
connection. 

I've explored lots of stopgap solutions, 
and of course, I'm not alone in this 
quandary. A study in 2018 found about 
one quarter of Americans who live in 
rural areas can't get reliable, high-
speed internet. 
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That's why I've been watching with 
high personal interest as Elon Musk's 
Starlink satellite internet service begins 
to roll out.  

I'm on the waiting list for the public 
beta test, which is apparently just 
getting its first non-employee 
participants. 

While reviewing the reports, I suddenly 
realized that there's something genius 
about the way that Musk and other 
smart leaders sometimes introduce 
new product offerings like this--
intentionally setting very low 
expectations, which lines them up for 
great success as a result. 
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Take, for example, the name of the 
Starlink beta test itself: the "Better Than 
Nothing Beta." 

"As you can tell from the title, we are 
trying to lower your initial 
expectations," said Starlink's emails to 
the users who have been selected for 
the first go-round, according to CNBC. 
"Expect to see data speeds vary from 
50Mb/s to 150Mbs and latency from 
20ms to 40ms over the next several 
months as we enhance the Starlink 
system. There will also be brief periods 
of no connectivity at all." 

Against that low bar, almost any kind of 
positive result would vastly overdeliver. 
And so far, some beta users who have 
had the opportunity to try it out have 
been taking to social media to 
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announce that they've seen much more 
than Starlink promised. 

"Starlink is a game changer," wrote one 
beta tester. "[B]efore I was getting 0.5-
12mb/s now I get 100-160mb/s." 

Now, perhaps you're thinking, 
"Hmmm, how do I apply this rule to my 
business?” 

If so, I think it's definitely worth 
considering--but also know that there 
are a few factors required to give any 
shot a chance of success. 

First, this only works if you can identify 
true customer pain.  

Believe me, after living in an urban or 
suburban area, not having access to 
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high speed internet in a rural area is 
significant customer pain.  

(Attention world: I'm eager for Starlink, 
but I would be willing to pay a lot for 
any effective solution.) 

Second, you need customers who are 
willing to accept a short-term, less-
than-ideal solution, as part of their 
hope for a better, longer-term solution. 

Third, somewhat related, you likely 
need scarcity. Starlink's messaging 
works here in part because there are 
few other options, and because the 
number of beta test slots is still small.  

According to PCMag, Starlink's public 
beta focuses on rural users in Idaho, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, 
Oregon, Washington, and Wisconsin; 
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those of us a bit farther east have to 
continue to wait. 

Fourth, there has to be minimal 
downside. This is why "better than 
nothing" works for high-speed internet 
connectivity, but it would not work for 
something where failing to meet a 
minimal standard would result in really 
bad outcomes.  

Finally, perhaps most crucial: 
Remember that you're trying to set 
expectations low for your customers, 
not for yourself or your team.  

The backbone of Starlink would be a 
network of ultimately thousands of 
satellites in low earth orbit, which 
would cost at least $10 billion to build 
and launch. 
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But as CNBC points out, SpaceX 
anticipates that overall revenue could 
eclipse $30 billion a year, which would 
be something like 10 times what the 
company currently makes from its 
rocket business. 

So, that's the plan: Leverage low short-
term expectations for customers, while 
setting high expectations internally. 

Could a version of this work for your 
business, too?xiii 
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Moments 
As a final column, I once went back and compiled 
a compendium of some of the many moments 
when Musk sent big, important messages to the 
entire worker base at Tesla, only to have them 
lean quickly to the press. Here are some of the 
highlights. 

————— 

Does Elon Musk just take out his 
phone, type  'everyone@tesla.com,' 
and let things fly? 
 
Cases in point: The two truly stunning 
emails (here and here) that he's sent to 
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the entire company in the last 48 
hours--raising the specter of his own 
employees possibly sabotaging Tesla. 
 
Here are 10 especially head-shaking 
things to take away from them. 
 
1. He's working all the time. 
There are actually two "sabotage 
emails" in the last little while, but we'll 
focus on the first one--the bigger one--
to begin with. The first thing to notice: 
the time at which it was sent, 
apparently Sunday evening at 11:57 
p.m. 
 
2. He's surprisingly calm in the face of 
insane news. 
In the Big Sabotage email, Musk says 
he's learned that a Tesla employee 
"conducted quite extensive and 
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damaging sabotage to our operations 
... [including] making direct code 
changes to the Tesla Manufacturing 
Operating System." 
 
His response? He says he's "dismayed 
to learn" of it. Doesn't "dismayed" 
seem like a very mild word in this 
situation? 
 
3. He's on his phone constantly. 
Let's just point out that during the 
weekend that Musk says he learned 
about somebody trying to sabotage his 
company during one of its most 
important periods ever, he still 
managed to spend a lot of time on 
Twitter. 
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4. He suggests he's handling things 
internally. 
Let's go back to the Big Sabotage 
email itself. There's no mention of the 
FBI being brought in, or law 
enforcement or anything in this 
company-wide email about sabotage 
at a publicly traded company. Just 
weird.  
 
"[T]he investigation will continue in 
depth this week," he writes. "We need 
to figure out if he was acting alone or 
with others at Tesla and if he was 
working with any outside 
organizations." 
 
5. He's strangely proud of his hiring 
and promotion decisions. 
Musk says the Big Saboteur was 
motivated because he wasn't 
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promoted within the company, and 
adds that "[i]n light of these actions, 
not promoting him was definitely the 
right move." 
 
That's true of course, but it's kind of an 
obvious-slash-weird point. It's like 
someone saying, "In retrospect, not 
marrying that guy who turned out to be 
an axe murderer was the right choice." 
 
6. He embraces paranoia. 
Granted, if there's ever a good time to 
be paranoid in business, I suspect that 
"when you're facing your most 
important challenge and you think 
you've found a saboteur" might be it. 
 
Still, Musk's language is striking: "As 
you know, there are a long list of 
organizations that want Tesla to die. 
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These include Wall Street short-sellers, 
who have already lost billions of dollars 
and stand to lose a lot more. Then 
there are the oil & gas companies, the 
wealthiest industry in the world ..." It 
goes on. 
 
7. How much of this is just to motivate 
people? 
It all comes in the context of Tesla's 
most important production ramp-up 
ever, a point Musk understandably 
makes very clear. 
 

"Please be extremely vigilant, 
particularly over the next few 
weeks as we ramp up the 
production rate to 5k/week. This is 
when outside forces have the 
strongest motivation to stop us. ... 
Looking forward to having a great 
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week with you as we charge up 
the super exciting ramp to 5000 
Model 3 cars per week!" 

 
8. And, he's back at it hours later. 
Barely 10 hours later: a new email, 
same subject line: "Some concerning 
news." 
 
9. He's really worried about sabotage. 
"Late last night we had another strange 
incident that was hard to explain," 
Musk writes. "Small fire on the body-in-
white production line." 
 
It makes you wonder. Do strange, 
unexplained things like this happen all 
the time in major manufacturing 
processes?  
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Is the strange thing here the event, or 
the fact that Musk immediately tells the 
entire company about it. 
 
10. He embraces paranoia again. 
This time he uses the word himself: 
"Could just be a random event, but as 
Andy Grove said, "Only the paranoid 
survive."xiv   
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in April 2021. 
Check out to see if there’s an update 
at: books.understandably.com. 
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Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
Don’t forget to submit comments 
and reviews at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
Notes and links follow below. Where 
you see simply a URL and a date, that’s 
where to find the original articles and 
the dates of publication: 

 
 

i https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/want-to-raise-successful-kids-
elon-musks-mom-says-these-5-habits-matter-most.html 
ii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/in-6-words-elon-musk-
explained-why-so-many-people-are-afraid-to-take-risks-achieve-
greatness.html 
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iii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/people-are-attacking-elon-
musk-its-for-most-absurd-reason-ever.html 
 
iv https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/with-11-short-words-elon-
musk-just-showed-a-tiny-glimpse-of-self-awareness-humility-this-
needs-to-stop-right-now.html 
 
 
v https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/apple-tried-to-buy-tesla-it-all-
fell-apart-for-a-truly-stunning-reason-according-to-a-new-report.html 
MAY 22, 2019 
 
 
vi https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/with-9-short-words-elon-musk-
just-revealed-single-most-important-issue-facing-every-successful-
entrepreneur.html 
AUG 8, 2018 
vii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/elon-musk-says-he-isnt-
sleeping-hasnt-taken-off-more-than-a-week-since-2001.html 
AUG 17, 2018 
 
viii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/with-a-single-8-letter-word-
elon-musk-just-showed-how-crazy-it-would-be-to-work-at-tesla-right-
now.html 
MAY 18, 2019 
 
 
ix https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/elon-musk-just-shared-a-smart-
recruiting-trick-on-twitter-yes-you-should-definitely-copy-it.html 
SEP 21, 2020 
 
 
x https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/elon-musk-just-laid-off-9-
percent-of-tesla-how-does-he-feel-about-it-theres-a-surprising-clue-
in-his-email.html 
JUN 12, 2018 
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FEB 16, 2020 
 
 
xii https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/with-7-short-words-elon-musk-
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MAY 30, 2020 
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it.html 
NOV 8, 2020 
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