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    About the Author


    ASHLEE VANCE is a technology writer. He spent several years writing about Silicon Valley and technology for the New York Times, The Register and The Economist. He then went to Bloomberg Businessweek where he has written dozens of cover stories and features. Like Elon Musk, Ashlee Vance was born in South Africa but grew up in the United States and graduated from Pomona College.


    The author's website is at www.AshleeVance.com.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, view points and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Elon Musk (Ashlee Vance)


    1. The early days


    Elon Reeve Musk was born in Pretoria, South Africa, on June 28, 1971. His father Errol was an engineer and serial entrepreneur and as a child, Elon would sometimes accompany his father to Zambia where Errol owned part of an emerald mine. Elon's mother, Maye, was a dietician and well-known fashion model. Elon's family expanded with the birth of his brother Kimbal and soon thereafter his sister Tosca.


    Blessed with a photographic memory and a prodigious appetite for reading, Elon did well at high school although the other students didn't take well to his academic prowess. Unfortunately, his parents divorced during his teenage years and at age seventeen Musk left South Africa for Canada. His mother Maye was a Canadian citizen and Elon was able to get a Canadian passport thanks to that. He arrived in Montreal unannounced and spent about a year traveling around Canada, working odd jobs and looking up distant family members.


    Eventually, Elon ended up enrolling at Queen's University in Kingston, Ontario. He chose Queen's because Elon considered it had more good-looking women than other universities. By the time his brother and sister joined him in Canada, Elon and Kimbal would get into the habit of cold-calling interesting people and asking if they would be available to meet at lunch. They got to meet all kinds of influential people that way including the head of marketing for the Toronto Blue Jays baseball team, a business writer for the Globe and a top executive at the Bank of Nova Scotia.


    Elon Musk studied business and competed in university speaking contests with a brand of intensity and competitiveness that would become his trademark later in life. He also started selling computer parts and fully built PCs in his dorm to make some extra cash. He was beginning to excel academically and after two years at Queen's, Musk was able to transfer to the University of Pennsylvania on a scholarship. He decided to pursue an economics degree from Wharton School and a bachelor's degree in Physics.


    Musk did even better at Penn. He and Adeo Ressi, his roommate, left the dorm and rented a ten-bedroom house near the campus. During the week they would study but on the weekends, they transformed their house into a nightclub where they would charge five dollars admission for all-you-can-drink. It was not unusual for as many as five hundred students to turn up on a Friday or Saturday night – allowing Elon and Adeo to make an entire month's rent in one night. The parties became legendary around campus.


    While at the University of Pennsylvania, Musk wrote a paper detailing "the power station of the future" which consisted of giant solar arrays in space transferring power to Earth via microwave. (His professor gave him a 98 for that paper). He also wrote a second paper which talked about putting all the world's information in a single database and a third which talked about the commercial potential of ultra capacitors as energy storage devices. (He got a 97 for this paper.)


    "Musk's clear, concise writing is the work of a logician, moving from one point to the next with precision. What truly stood out, though, was Musk's ability to master difficult physics concepts in the midst of actual business plans. Even then, he showed an unusual knack for being able to perceive a path from a scientific advance to a for-profit enterprise."


    – Ashlee Vance


    Musk briefly toyed with the idea of getting into the videogame business after college but didn't feel he would be able to make much impact if he went down that path. Instead, he wanted to do something important in one of the three areas which he believed were right on the cusp of significant technology breakthroughs – the Internet, renewable energy and space. Musk vowed to pursue projects in all three areas simultaneously which most of his acquaintances viewed as crazy at the time. He wasn't so much consumed by the idea of becoming rich – instead Elon Musk wanted to make a difference in the world and believed he could.


    "I really was thinking about this stuff in college. It is not some invented story after the fact. I don't want to seem like a Johnny-come-lately or that I'm chasing a fad or just being opportunistic. I'm not an investor. I like to make technologies real that I think are important for the future and useful in some sort of way."


    – Elon Musk


    2. Start-up


    In the summer of 1994, Elon Musk and his brother Kimbal set off on a road trip across the United States driving a beat-up 1970s-vintage BMW 320i. They started at San Francisco where Elon had an intern for the summer and ended up back at Pennsylvania. Along the way, the brothers discussed all sorts of ideas including starting an online network for doctors.


    Elon's internships had been with two Silicon Valley companies, Pinnacle Research Institute (which was exploring ways ultracapacitors could be used in electric and hybrid vehicles) and Rocket Science Games (who were just starting to work on moving video games from cartridges to CDs.) The fact Musk was in effect holding down two full-time internships simultaneously didn't go unnoticed, nor did his legendary ability to pull all-nighters to meet deadlines.


    "He had boundless energy. Kids these days have no idea about hardware or how stuff works, but he had a PC hacker background and was not afraid to just go figure things out."


    – Bruce Leak, Rocket Science Games


    Musk loved what he saw in Silicon Valley and as soon as he graduated with dual degrees, he headed back to Silicon Valley to pursue a doctorate in materials sciences and physics at Stanford. Musk dropped out of Stanford after two days and talked Kimbal into moving to Silicon Valley so they could conquer the web together.


    "The first inklings of a viable Internet business had come to Musk during one of his internships. A salesperson from the Yellow Pages had come into one of the start-up offices. He tried to sell the idea of an online listing to complement a regular listing a company would have in the big, fat Yellow Pages book. The salesman struggled with his pitch and clearly had little grasp of what the Internet actually was or how someone would find a business on it. The flimsy pitch got Musk thinking, and he reached out to Kimbal, talking up the idea of helping businesses get online for the first time."


    – Ashlee Vance


    With that, the Musk brothers decided to launch Global Link Information Network which eventually would be renamed Zip2. The company hoped it would be able to convince restaurants, clothing shops, hairdressers and the like to list on a searchable directory tied to maps.


    Zip2 rented a small office (twenty feet by thirty feet) in a three-story building in Palo Alto and started hiring employees. To get an Internet connection, Musk struck a deal with an Internet service provider on the floor below and strung an Ethernet cable down the stairwell of the building. Elon concentrated on doing the coding while Kimbal started selling door-to-door.


    Their father provided $28,000 in start-up funding for Zip2 but money was so tight for the first three months, Elon and Kimball slept at the office at night on a couple of mattresses on the floor. They showered at the local YMCA and ate at the local Jack in the Box. Elon even managed to convince a South Korean engineer to do an internship at Zip2 in exchange for room and board. The poor kid had no idea what he was getting himself into.


    Selling listings on an Internet directory was a very hard sell in late-1995. The sales team really struggled and no one was buying. Despite that, the Musk brothers remained confident. In fact, to make their service seem more important, they took their standard PC on which the service ran and put it into a huge case which they would wheel around. Prospective investors would then be led to believe Zip2 was running on a mini-supercomputer.


    In early-1996, the venture capital firm Mohr Davidow Ventures heard that two South African brothers were trying to make a Yellow Pages for the Internet. After meeting with Elon and Kimbal Musk a few times, they agreed to invest $3 million into Zip2. With that funding, it was decided Zip2 would also create a software package that could be sold to newspapers allowing them to build their own local online directories for real estate firms, auto dealers and classified ads.


    The injection of venture capital backing also meant Zip2 could hire high-caliber talent. A new CEO was recruited along with software engineers and others. Elon Musk was made chief technology officer which rankled as he wanted to be CEO. However, as Elon tended to be blunt and dismissive of anyone who questioned him and certainly not accommodating of questioners, shuffling him off to a technical role made a lot of sense in the bigger picture perspective.


    The change in direction for Zip2 worked out surprisingly well. Media heavyweights like the New York Times, Knight Ridder, Hearst Corporation and others not only signed up for the service but would contribute $50 million in additional funding for Zip2. This was before Craigslist came on the scene with free classifieds and Zip2's platform for online services started to gain momentum. The company moved to bigger offices and then moved again in 1997. Zip2's trademark "We Power the Press" started to be credible and increasingly correct.


    In April 1998, Zip2 announced it would merge with CitySearch, its main competitor, in a deal valued at around $300 million. Elon Musk was initially in favor of the deal but turned against it and mounted an internal campaign to scupper the deal. The board eventually cancelled the merger which left Zip2 in a precarious position as it was losing money. Fortuitously, PC maker Compaq was interested and offered to pay $307 million in cash for Zip2. The board accepted the offer and Elon Musk came away with $22 million for his shareholding in Zip2. His brother Kimball made $15 million.


    "Years later, after he had time to reflect on the situation, Musk realized that he could have handled some of the situations with employees better. Employees at Zip2 would go home at night, come back and find that Musk had changed their work without talking to them, and Musk's confrontational style did more harm than good. 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 mania with cash in his pockets, which was better than what many of his compatriots could say. From that point on, Musk would fight to maintain control of his companies and stay CEO."


    – Ashlee Vance


    3. X.com and PayPal


    Now armed with cash, Elon Musk decided it was time to launch a full-service online bank. Most people considered this was an audacious move given the fact consumers at that time were reluctant to even enter their credit card details on websites. After all, Amazon was just starting to sell books online. Even more daunting, the regulatory hurdles which would need to be negotiated looked like an intractable problem but Elon Musk was confident he would be able to run the gauntlet. He incorporated X.com in March 1999 and started recruiting software engineers and developing his business plan.


    "It had taken Musk less than a decade to go from being a Canadian backpacker to becoming a multimillionaire at age twenty-seven. Musk invested about $12 million into X.com, leaving him, after taxes, with $4 million for personal use. Musk's decision to invest so much money in X.com looks unusual in hindsight. 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. Musk would certainly go on to rely on outside investors, but he put major skin into the game as well."


    – Ashlee Vance


    If it succeeded, X.com would be revolutionary. However, Musk was aware he was taking on an industry which not only had deep pockets but also very entrenched players. He therefore assembled a start-up team which included two Canadians with deep experience in finance, Harris Fricker and Christopher Payne. They teamed up with Musk and Ed Ho, a former Zip2 executive.


    Within five months, his three cofounders had tired of the ongoing personality clashes with Elon Musk and left X.com to do their own thing. Musk was forced to rebuild the company from the ground up and to seek venture capital backing to carry on. He achieved that through sheer persistence and by November 1999, X.com had secured a banking license, a mutual fund license and a partnership with Barclays. X.com went live as one of the world's first online banks at Thanksgiving 1999. X.com offered bank accounts and investments in three mutual funds at first. X.com managed to secure 200,000 customers within the first couple of months of operation.


    X.com's success didn't go unnoticed and within months, it had a major competitor in the form of Confinity which was started by Max Levchin and Peter Thiel. Originally, Confinity was started to make it possible for owners of Palm Pilot handhelds to send money to each other via the infrared ports on the devices. When that market proved to be too small, Confinity began focusing on the web and how to make e-mail based payments. Their new service was known as PayPal and they became locked in a battle with X.com to attract the most users. Tens of millions were spent on promotions as the two companies went head-to-head.


    In March 2000, X.com and Confinity decided it made more sense to join forces rather than outspend each other into oblivion. PayPal had the hottest product but X.com had the more sophisticated services so the combined entity was still called X.com and Elon Musk was the largest shareholder of
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