

1 > back at twttr

Jack Dorsey’s time had finally come. Standing in the cafeteria of Twitter’s headquarters on San Francisco’s Market Street on June 11, 2015, he watched eagerly as Dick Costolo, a former entrepreneur who had been hired four years earlier to lead Twitter out of turmoil, delivered an unexpected message to hundreds of Twitter’s workers during their regular all-hands meeting. Costolo was resigning as CEO. He had been quietly confiding in friends since the start of the year that he had grown anguished with his role at Twitter and was ready to leave. The person to replace him, at least on an interim basis, was the man standing next to him who had helped start it all: @Jack.

Dorsey had strategized for years to complete his Steve Jobs character arc. He was unceremoniously fired as Twitter’s chief executive in 2008 and had plotted a route back to the top job ever since, allying with board members and engineering a narrative in the media that framed him as the sole visionary behind the social media service. His comeback would be triumphant—the driving creative force behind Twitter’s previous successes, back at last—just as it had been when Jobs returned to Apple.

To Twitter employees, Dorsey was a man returning from a winter in the wilderness. He stood in front of them with a new executive title and a thick brown beard that descended past the collar of his shirt and framed his lean, angular face and icy eyes. Although he had served as the chairman of the company for years and was renowned as a cofounder, few employees had ever seen him in person. They sized up the former model and meditation enthusiast before them and couldn’t help but view him with trepidation as he spoke in his distinctive monotone about changing the company.

Twitter needed that change fast, because it was in the dumps. There was little product innovation, no user growth—the key metric by which any meaningful social internet company is judged on—and a snowballing sense that the company couldn’t succeed. The history of dysfunction and backstabbing among the company’s founders, and the game of musical chairs in leadership, contributed to the feeling that Twitter was going nowhere. Dorsey had instigated some of the early missteps, and chaos was becoming an accepted part of Twitter’s culture. With good reason, the workers wondered: Was Jack the solution? Could he turn this company around? Or would he flame out once again?

-

>>> BORN IN 1976, Dorsey grew up in St. Louis, raised by a liberal mother and a conservative father, alongside two younger brothers. As a teenager, he became interested in the inner workings of dispatch services—an early sign that he would gravitate to building complex systems for transporting information. He attended college in Missouri and New York, but dropped out before finishing his degree. Dorsey moved to the Bay Area in 1999,1 on the eve of the dot-com bust.

It was a heady time to be in tech. The visionaries and pioneers of the internet and personal computer had governed themselves with an open, collaborative ethos that relied on loose anarchic consensus combined with unfettered technical expertise. That democratic culture appealed to Dorsey, a punk aficionado who once had blue hair. Upon arriving in the Bay Area, he moved into the Sunshine Biscuit Factory, a warehouse buried deep in the gritty eastern side of Oakland known for housing artists and hosting underground music shows. He tinkered with online programs to dispatch taxis, bike messengers, or even first responders.

Unlike a lot of the scraggly coders who flocked to Silicon Valley in pursuit of million-dollar paychecks, Dorsey was interested in aesthetics—his own and that of the products around him. He toyed with the idea of abandoning tech altogether in favor of becoming a fashion designer. He liked to change his appearance, piercing his nose or using castile soap to turn his hair into dreadlocks. His shape-shifting presentation and interests would stick throughout his life, leaving some of the people around him wondering if he was just looking for a place to fit in.

“I actually got the nose ring because there was just an impulse thing—I thought that might look really cool,” Dorsey later said on 60 Minutes. “There was no real statement that I was trying to make.”

Having taken a few freelance coding gigs around the Bay Area, including one building a dispatch service for the ferries to San Francisco’s Alcatraz2 Island, Dorsey came across Odeo, a podcasting start-up that web entrepreneur Ev Williams was building in San Francisco, in 2005. Williams had made a fortune two years earlier by selling his publishing platform Blogger to Google, and Odeo was his next act. With Blogger, Williams had taken pride in delivering publishing to the masses, allowing anyone to post their own content online with a single click. He eschewed content moderation, viewing it as an impossible task, and let most posts remain on his platform.

The twenty-eight-year-old Dorsey sent Williams his résumé and was offered a freelance coding gig3 at Odeo, where he quickly fell in with the other cyberpunks on staff. But even among that oddball crew, Dorsey stood out. He was exceptionally quiet, preferring online chats to talking in person. He faded into the background when the group worked on projects or went out for drinks. And even though he was working for the renowned Blogger founder, Dorsey did his own journaling on a competing blogging platform, LiveJournal.

For the early days of the social web, Dorsey was a prolific poster. And while his personality came out more in his LiveJournal posts, he felt like he needed something more. On both platforms, a user needed so much intention to post—drafting sentences and paragraphs of a blog or uploading and editing images from their digital cameras—before publishing. There needed to be something quicker, more stream-of-consciousness, where someone could post and share effortlessly and instantly without much thought.

“Real-time, up-to-date, from the road,” Dorsey said. His vision would mimic status updates on AOL’s instant messaging service, where users posted notes about what they were up to, what they were thinking about, or cryptic song lyrics that revealed their mood.

In July 2000, he had sketched the idea in a legal pad4 with a blue ballpoint, calling it My.Stat.Us, surrounding the product name with curlicued doodles. In the sketch, Dorsey’s status was “reading,” but other options included “in bed” and “going to park.” At the time, Dorsey frequented South Park in San Francisco, a small oval of green space in the city’s South of Market district, nestled among tech offices and apartment buildings.

The idea stayed rooted in the back of his mind as Odeo sputtered along. The start-up was struggling to get users, and when Apple added podcasts to iTunes in 2005, Odeo was dead on arrival. Dorsey saw an opportunity and started pitching his status update concept to Williams and other leaders at Odeo. One of them, Noah Glass, thought the pinging of a status update felt like a twitch. He thumbed through tw- words5 in the dictionary until he landed on twitter, the excited chirp of a bird. Twitter had a breathless, intriguing air about it. The Odeo leaders shortened it to Twttr, in keeping with the trend of vowel-less start-up names that launched in the early 2000s and making it compatible with text message short codes so that its users could send status updates from their cell phones. (The word tweet would come in 2007 from enthusiastic third-party developers who were looking to coin a verb for what they were actually doing when they posted.)

In March 2006, an early version of the service was ready to go. “just setting up my twttr,” Dorsey wrote. It was the world’s first official tweet.

The service had plenty of skeptics. But Dorsey led by example, posting short missives about his travels, the champagne he drank, and the meals he ate. His quiet manner inspired loyalty, and he seemed to listen to and trust his coworkers, rather than seeking to overrule them or order them around.

“I’m happy this idea has taken root; I hope it thrives,” Dorsey wrote later, reflecting on Twitter’s beginnings sketched in his notebook. “Some things are worth the wait.”

Twitter did thrive. In keeping with his terse way of speaking, Twitter users were limited to 140 characters per tweet—a format that also made it possible to send tweets via text message, a necessity in the pre-smartphone era. Dorsey lost the nose ring and was named the company’s chief executive, while Williams, who was its largest shareholder after supplying much of the early financing, served as chairman. Williams retained a 70 percent ownership stake6 and gave 20 percent to Dorsey. They eventually shuttered Odeo and began focusing on Twitter full time, which exploded after being named best start-up at the 2007 South by Southwest conference in Austin, Texas.

It grew so fast that it often overworked the infrastructure Dorsey, Williams, and a small team of their former Odeo coworkers had pulled together with the digital equivalent of duct tape and prayers. Outages became a regular occurrence, and during downtime, Twitter users were greeted with an illustration of a whale being airlifted by a flock of birds known as the “fail whale.” But most of the time, when it was working as intended, the site was governed by a simple principle: the tweets must flow.

Some of them were outright pornographic. Some were threats against other users. Twitter stuck with the philosophy that had worked at Williams’s Blogger—there wasn’t time for content moderation, and even if there was, no one on the team had the patience to sift through questionable tweets.

Dorsey was supportive of this laissez-faire approach but ducked the obligation of conveying Twitter’s stance to the public. He left that job to one of his cofounders, Biz Stone, and other early employees who had worked together at Blogger and believed they could replicate its approach. Besides, Dorsey was overwhelmed with the onslaught of responsibilities he faced as a first-time chief executive, floundering as he struggled to manage employees, balance budgets, and oversee Twitter’s brittle infrastructure. He was more than willing to let others tackle the thorny issues of content moderation, as he preferred to work on Twitter’s interfaces and technology. He liked convincing people that his pet project could transform their conversations—and, eventually, their lives.

By 2008, the site’s constant outages and mounting expenses were unsustainable. Twitter had more than a million users, but it often crashed when people tried to sign up or publish tweets. The problems needed to be fixed—in fact, fixing them was long overdue—and Dorsey wasn’t moving fast enough. In a coup that October, Williams and the Twitter board, which consisted of two venture capital investors, fired Dorsey. He was given a consolation seat on the board but none of the voting rights that normally would have come with it. Williams took over as CEO.

With Dorsey on the sidelines, the site he had helped create continued to explode in popularity. In 2009, Iranians flocked to Twitter to protest their country’s presidential election, cementing the company’s reputation as an online haven for free speech. Twitter became the fastest-growing website that year, skyrocketing from 1.2 million visitors in May 2008 to 18.2 million in May 2009.

Williams, Stone, and Twitter’s other leaders took a permissive approach, and the service became fundamental in the Arab Spring as protesters across the Middle East used Twitter and Facebook to protest their governments and organize themselves politically, toppling dictatorships across the region.

The company occasionally took down illegal content, like child exploitation material. But in most cases, Twitter stuck to its maximalist approach to speech. Executives nicknamed their start-up “the free speech wing of the free speech party,” a clear and unapologetic middle finger to anyone who criticized the company for refusing to take down tweets.

On the fringes of the company, Dorsey began plotting a comeback. When he wasn’t staring frostily at Williams in board meetings, he tinkered with solutions to a problem that small merchants faced when trying to accept credit card payments. Dorsey began work on a digital payments processor, tapping some of his old interests in relaying and dispatching information, and developed an elegant credit card reader, reminiscent of Apple products in its design, that could be plugged into an iPhone’s headphone jack. He gave the project a simple name: Square.

After its founding in 2009, Square was quickly adopted by small businesses. But despite his success at Square, Dorsey couldn’t take his eye off Twitter. He still was bitter toward Williams and dreamed of going back. While he was able to apply his artistry to Square, it didn’t hold the cultural sway of Twitter. Its logo wasn’t splashed across the chyrons of national news outlets. Presidential candidates, world-famous actors, and Dorsey’s favorite musicians didn’t rely on Square. And even though creating Twitter had been a group effort, it was his idea, his notebook sketch, his vision.

The first step to return to the throne was to get rid of Williams. Dorsey waged a whisper campaign, telling board members and senior Twitter employees that Williams wasn’t up to the task of running the company. Indeed, Williams was struggling. “We were just hanging on by our fingernails to a rocket ship,”7 he later said.

By 2010, Dorsey’s story had taken hold. The board removed Williams as chief executive and replaced him with Dick Costolo. It was payback from Dorsey, who had been ousted by Williams two years earlier. Dorsey eventually succeeded Williams as the board’s executive chairman, giving him back some control over the company, while Williams was shunted into a new role overseeing product.

From there, it was just a matter of Dorsey getting himself from the boardroom to the corner office. In 2013, the company went public, valued at more than $18 billion. By then, Dorsey’s stake had been diluted to less than 5 percent as the company had taken on additional investors over the years. Williams’s ownership had been whittled down8 to 12 percent.

Twitter had yet to earn a profit. The company boasted 218 million monthly active users and, in the six months leading up to its 2013 public offering, it had run up a loss of almost $70 million.

But Costolo had figured out how to weave some ads into the timeline and analysts thought Twitter showed promise in taking on Facebook. Dorsey, clean-shaven in a crisp white shirt and black suit jacket, beamed as Twitter celebrities including the actor Sir Patrick Stewart rang the bell at the New York Stock Exchange, launching his company onto the public market.




2 > #StayWoke

On the muggy afternoon of August 9, 2014, in Ferguson, Missouri, two teenagers strolled down a winding road that ran through the center of a low-slung Midwest development. Tan apartments with wooden balconies stood on either side, offering little shade. A patrol car rolled up alongside them, and the officer inside told the boys to get out of the road and walk on the sidewalk instead.

Within minutes, one of the boys, Michael Brown, Jr., was dead, shot in the middle of the street by the police officer. Videos and photos of Brown’s body began circulating on Twitter. By the next day, protesters were streaming onto the streets in Ferguson just miles from where Dorsey grew up in St. Louis.

A week later, on August 16, 2014, an aggrieved ex-boyfriend posted a lengthy online screed about a video game developer named Zoë Quinn. He falsely accused her of sleeping with a journalist in exchange for positive reviews of a video game she had created. Even though the accusation came from a jilted ex, it spread rapidly through online communities of gamers, who seized on it as an excuse to threaten Quinn with rape or death. When other women stood up for her, they, too, became fair game.

Each event wrought major change and became the subject of significant political debate, and each came with its own hashtag: #Ferguson and #Gamergate.

Dorsey closely followed the protests near his hometown, which began the day Brown was killed and continued throughout the sweltering days of August 2014. Within days of Brown’s death, Dorsey was back in Missouri, charging up his cell phone before joining the demonstrators and live-tweeting what he saw. He ditched his business casual attire, dressing in a simple white T-shirt and a St. Louis Cardinals cap, and handed out blooming red roses1 to demonstrators as they marched down Florissant Road, a thoroughfare within walking distance of where Brown had been shot.

He chafed at the unfairness of the police and the media. “Heartbreaking: witnessed the St. Louis County police run up to a woman, throw her to the ground, & arrest her. For standing still,” Dorsey tweeted the night of August 19.

Ferguson became a foundation for the larger Black Lives Matter movement that grew in the following years. But it was also pivotal for Twitter, and for Dorsey himself. His live tweets of the protests spotlighted the demonstrators and emerging citizen journalists who were also tweeting from the ground, and news outlets flocked to write about the white billionaire tech founder who had come back to his home state to engage with issues of Black racial justice.

When he returned to San Francisco, Dorsey kept his protest apparel, wearing casual T-shirts, hoodies, and jeans, and growing out his beard. He stayed in touch with some prominent tweeters from the protests, inviting them to visit the company’s headquarters in late 2014. He spoke up about racial justice issues on his personal Twitter account, and had company merch made branded with the hashtag #StayWoke and the Twitter bird logo.

Almost simultaneously, the Gamergate campaign spread like brushfire. If Ferguson highlighted the power of placing the tools of communication directly in the hands of participants, Gamergate illustrated how that power could be abused. Thousands of Twitter users—often using anonymous accounts—launched frenzied attacks against prominent women, posting their private information to contribute to further abuse and death threats. Within a month of the blog post about Quinn, #Gamergate had been shared on Twitter more than a million times.

The protests in Ferguson captured Dorsey’s attention. The complaints of men’s rights activists fell to Twitter’s general counsel—a former corporate deals lawyer named Vijaya Gadde.

Gadde’s life in corporate law molded her into a tough, risk-averse thinker with a muted, court-appropriate wardrobe and a polished coif of perfectly wavy hair. She stood out from Twitter’s hoodied rank and file, and she didn’t think that “the tweets must flow” was a practical policy for online conversation. If everyone on the service screamed at each other, some people would throw up their hands and leave the conversation altogether—and in all likelihood, the people who would leave would be the most vulnerable.

Gadde found a kindred spirit in Del Harvey, a child-safety expert who had been Twitter’s twenty-fifth hire and knew the platform’s dark side firsthand. The company had recruited Harvey, a woman with a slight stature and malleable voice that had served her well in her previous job: impersonating teens in chat rooms to reel in men for an organization called the Perverted Justice Foundation, which rose to prominence through a partnership with To Catch a Predator. At Twitter, Harvey had become the de facto garbage collector, policing the sexual exploitation of children on the platform and battling spammers. She also studied harassment and found that vitriolic threats from a handful of accounts were enough to drive users off the platform, even if their overall experiences were positive—powerful data that she used to convince Twitter executives that good speech wouldn’t naturally drown out the bad.

While Harvey could be strident, Gadde was a lawyerly voice of reason. The pair balanced each other and together they crafted a new approach to make sure the loudest voices didn’t dominate the conversation on Twitter. They hired dozens of content moderators, added new tools for blocking users and muting conversations, and began building tools that would help them detect abuse before it trended on the platform.

“Freedom of expression means little as our underlying philosophy if we continue to allow voices to be silenced because they are afraid to speak up,”2 Gadde wrote in a 2015 op-ed for The Washington Post.

But Gadde would be careful to preserve Twitter’s passive stance, she promised. “It is not our role to be any sort of arbiter of global speech. However, we will take a more active role in ensuring that differences of opinion do not cross the line into harassment,” she said. Costolo would also acknowledge the company’s shifting views on speech. “We suck at dealing with abuse and trolls on the platform and we’ve sucked at it for years,”3 he wrote in an internal email to Twitter employees following Gamergate.

Ultimately, Costolo would be overwhelmed by the dilemma. At the end of 2014, the social network had stagnated at about 300 million monthly active users and, despite crossing $1 billion in revenue for the first time, lost about $578 million. (For comparison, Facebook in that same period had 1.39 billion monthly active users, generating $12.5 billion in revenue for a $2.94 billion profit.) Stuck in amber with its 140-character limit, Twitter also failed to develop exciting new features. Its early acquisition of Periscope, a live-streaming start-up that hadn’t even launched, in 2015, failed to excite. By that summer, he was out, stressed by the hatred and coordinated abuse on Twitter and worn down by its negative impact on user growth.

In July, as Dorsey officially took over for Costolo, uncertainty reigned. Dorsey lost the facial hair—perhaps after pressure from his own mom, who had once tweeted: “Not a fan of the beard. @jack has a great face. Like to see it.”—and switched to a uniform that included a gray #StayWoke T-shirt. He was a stabilizing force. After Dorsey pushed a small round of layoffs that October, Twitter began slowly trudging toward its first full year of profit. Still, it finished 2015 with a loss of $521 million, as its valuation fluttered around the $15 billion mark. Dorsey had talked about making Twitter universal, and as easy to use as “looking out your window,”4 but, in reality, it was an addictive app for a subset of influential people and organizations, and hard to use and intimidating for the average person.

Issues with toxic content and misinformation continued. The company had never truly known how to harness its influence over politics nor the ways its platform could be manipulated. Russian intelligence agents set up sock puppet accounts that tweeted divisively about hot-button political issues, including Black Lives Matter, during the 2016 U.S. presidential election. The platform had also been essential to Donald Trump’s political career—he leveraged his bombastic Twitter personality to secure constant media attention and outrage, rising from reality TV star to Republican nominee to president.

“Such a beautiful and important evening!” Trump tweeted triumphantly on November 9, 2016, after winning the Oval Office. “The forgotten man and woman will never be forgotten again. We will all come together as never before.”

The backlash against Twitter was immediate. Democrats blamed the company for enabling Trump and profiting from his inflammatory statements, while Trump credited Twitter5 for carrying him into the White House.

As the company dealt with constant controversy, Dorsey became preoccupied with his health, adopting fad diets, yoga, and meditation, seeking balance while juggling the demands of running Twitter and Square. He started each day with what Twitter employees teasingly referred to as “salt juice,” a blend of water, lemon, and pink Himalayan salt. In a nod to its kooky founder, the company began serving salt juice in some of its cafeterias around the globe and Dorsey’s well-being obsessions began to bleed into his work at Twitter. In the wake of Gamergate and the foreign interference in the 2016 elections, he made it his mission to steer tweeters toward “healthy conversations.”

“We’re committing Twitter to help increase the collective health, openness, and civility of public conversation, and to hold ourselves publicly accountable towards progress,” he wrote in March 2018. “We aren’t proud of how people have taken advantage of our service, or our inability to address it fast enough.”

Dorsey’s personal feelings were an enigma. Sometimes, he could be completely in tune with the problems the company and its employees faced. Other times, he appeared tone-deaf, as when he embarked on a ten-day meditation trip in Myanmar, the site of a recent social media–fueled genocide in November 2018.

When he arrived back in San Francisco that December, his assistant arranged for a birthday surprise. As they traveled around India months earlier, Dorsey had become enamored with the country’s monkeys, like the pink-faced rhesus macaques that were common on the grounds of Twitter’s Delhi home base. To relive that memory, his assistant had an animal trainer bring a pair of simians into the office.

It provided a brief laugh, before Twitter’s chief moved on to meetings, leaving the primates in a conference room for passersby to gawk at. Later, someone filed a complaint with human resources.

Dorsey had gotten control of Twitter, but it was a zoo and he was no zookeeper.




3 > “This is actually me”

On July 15, 2018, Elon Reeve Musk awoke at home in Los Angeles, forty-seven years old and jet-lagged from a trip to Thailand and Shanghai. His thirty-year-old girlfriend, Claire Elise Boucher, an ethereal pop singer who performed as Grimes, was still asleep beside him.

It was early that Sunday morning and, instinctively, Musk did what he always did in a quiet moment—he took out his phone. He would sometimes play mobile strategy games, or check his email, which overflowed with updates from his employees and Google Alerts for his own name, set up tactically to track news about himself. Despite having encouraged coverage of his own antics as an entrepreneur and executive, Musk had thin skin and wanted to know everything about how the public perceived himself and his companies—Tesla Motors, SpaceX, Neuralink, and the Boring Company. That morning, however, he focused on his primary addiction: Twitter.

Musk had amassed more than 22 million followers on the social media service and posted more than 5,000 tweets, opining about his companies’ milestones, cracking jokes, and attacking his critics.

After some scrolling, Musk came across a link to a CNN video. He clicked and was confronted with an unfamiliar face. Sitting in a verdant Thai jungle, Vernon Unsworth, a serious-looking Brit in a white tee, wrinkled his forehead as questions were put to him. This man is talking about me, Musk realized.

“What are your thoughts on what Elon Musk’s idea was?” asked a faint voice off-screen.

Unsworth smiled thinly, as if unsure whether to share his thoughts or not. “He can stick his submarine where it hurts. It just had absolutely no chance of working,” he replied.

“Just a PR stunt.”

Musk grew furious. He watched the interview again. Then he watched it again. His whirlwind trip to Thailand had revolved around the very thing Unsworth was criticizing. After a made-for-retweets story about a youth soccer team trapped in a cave went viral, he had hustled a coterie of SpaceX engineers and a custom-built mini submarine to the Southeast Asian nation to attempt an emergency rescue. The twelve boys and their adult chaperone had been lost in a partly submerged cave in the northern part of the country for eighteen days. But as Unsworth had pointed out in his interview, there were so many twists and turns in the cave, the metal tube of the submarine would have never made it past the first fifty meters of the dive.

Musk would not let the insult stand. He googled Vernon Unsworth and found news articles about the British expat who apparently lived around Chiang Rai, Thailand. Unsworth, who began caving as a teenager and had assisted in rescues in the United Kingdom, had moved to Thailand to explore its network of caves and had been brought into the effort because of his knowledge of the caverns where the boys were trapped. He lived in the country with his partner, a forty-year-old nail salon owner.

“This guy is creepy,” Musk thought to himself as he burrowed further into his do-your-own-research rabbit hole. He googled “Chiang Rai” and found an article that said the northernmost major city in Thailand was the child sex trafficking capital of the world.

After less than an hour of googling, Musk reopened Twitter. Two days earlier, Bloomberg Businessweek had published an interview with the billionaire in which he had acknowledged his lack of impulse control on the platform. “I have made the mistaken assumption—and I will attempt to be better at this—of thinking that because somebody is on Twitter and is attacking me that it is open season,” he told the magazine. “That is my mistake. I will correct it.” But not yet. First, he had to respond to Unsworth.

Starting at 6:56 a.m. in Los Angeles, he began an online barrage of false accusations. “Never saw this British expat guy who lives in Thailand (sus) at any point when we were in the caves,” he tweeted, before asserting in a second tweet that his team would make a video showing the submarine making it all the way to the cave system where the boys had been trapped. Never mind that Musk’s submarine had not arrived in Thailand until the rescue was well underway, and eight of the twelve boys had already been freed.

“Sorry pedo guy, you really did ask for it,” he tweeted.

The insult instantly ricocheted around the internet. The notion of pedophilia fueled bizarre online conspiracies. In 2016, internet rumors about a DC pizzeria that hosted a child sex trafficking ring, which later became known as Pizzagate, led to a gunman firing shots at the restaurant. The following year a crazed political movement known as QAnon began to foment around the idea that a cabal of child-molesting government officials were conspiring against President Donald Trump.

Musk was summoning a deluge of online conspiracists to harass an otherwise anonymous civilian whose expertise had just aided the successful rescue of children. But Musk’s supporters had blind faith in him—after all, he had a sterling reputation as a businessman pushing humanity toward a future of a cleaner Earth and space travel. Musk’s reputation was that of the smartest people on the planet. Surely he must know something about Unsworth that the average person did not?

“Bet ya a signed dollar it’s true,” he tweeted later that day, continuing his tirade against Unsworth.

Three days later, Musk tweeted an apology: “My words were spoken in anger.” But he couldn’t let it go, and continued to seed rumors about Unsworth months after his initial tweets. In September 2018, Musk doubled down on his accusation that Unsworth was a pedophile with more tweets and emails to a BuzzFeed News reporterfn1 in which he wrote the Brit was a “child rapist” who took a “child bride who was about 12 years old.”

A few weeks later, Unsworth sued Musk for defamation.

-

>>> ON DECEMBER 3, 2019, Musk was once again looking at his tweets about Unsworth. But this time, he sat on a raised stand above the gallery of the federal courtroom in downtown Los Angeles. Musk stared ahead vacantly and pursed his lips. He listened to Unsworth’s attorney’s questions, shifting his eyes as he gathered his thoughts, before issuing laconic replies that belied his swaggering online persona.

The reporters, fanboys, and critics who had packed the courtroom to catch a glimpse of the world-famous billionaire didn’t know what to think. There he was, hunched over in a black suit, white shirt, and bluish-gray tie. Could this be the same person who built the world’s most important electric car manufacturer, or proclaimed he would die on Mars? Musk was anything but commanding.

Defamation cases are historically hard to win in the U.S., but Unsworth’s case against Musk seemed strong. Musk didn’t deny tweeting the claims about Unsworth, and though he had initially apologized for his remarks, he continued to make allegations of pedophilia.

Faced with such an open-and-shut case, most members of elite society would have settled, offering a six- or low-seven-digit sum to make the lawsuit go away. After all, what was a few million dollars to a man worth around $20 billion? Why would Musk bog himself down with the embarrassing burden of legal discovery, depositions, and a trial when he had important companies to run?

Unsworth’s lawyer, L. Lin Wood, a high-profile defamation attorney from Georgia, prodded him with questions about his online habits. He asked Musk what people posted on Twitter.

“They can assert facts, fiction, and anything that comes to mind,” Musk responded.

“You told me, I believe, that it was a place where, in conversations, people could convey facts, state opinions, or even insult people. Right?” Wood asked.

“I mean, Twitter is a free-for-all where there’s all sorts of things, you know, that sort of aren’t true, untrue, half true, where people engage in sort of verbal combat effectively,” Musk said.

“I mean, there’s everything on Twitter.”

This was Musk’s defense. The plaintiff was simply a “creepy, old white guy expat living in Thailand,” Musk said, and he did not mean that Unsworth was literally a pedophile. His lawyer, Alex Spiro, a smooth talker who completed a fellowship at the CIA before pivoting to become a high-profile attorney to the stars, built upon this strategy. His client was simply joking, he said. Never mind that Musk had tasked one of his most trusted staffers, Jared Birchall, with hiring a private eye to dig up dirt on Unsworth and reverse engineer the truth of his allegation.

If one tried to imagine a person antithetical to Musk, one might come up with Birchall. The former private wealth manager who operated in the shadows, standing behind the impressive people he worked for, safeguarding their money and interests. He didn’t tweet, and old posts on his largely defunct Facebook were mostly thank-yous to people wishing him happy birthday, videos about his love for God, and photos of his wife and five children.

A tall, broad-shouldered man with a narrow nose and dimpled chin, Birchall was guided by his faith. He was a devout member of the Church1 of Latter-day Saints who didn’t consume alcohol or caffeine and grew up in a touring family band called the Birchall Family Singers. Birchall graduated from Brigham Young University in 1999, and a decade later donated to oppose a 2008 California ballot measure to legalize same-sex marriage.

It was at Morgan Stanley, which he joined in 2010 after being fired from Merrill Lynch following a ten-year stint as a private wealth manager, that he first met Musk. The billionaire hired him from the bank in 2016, appointing him head of Excession LLC, his family office, named for an Iain M. Banks science fiction novel. Birchall catered to Musk’s every financial need, pledging himself to his boss’s every cause to gain an unprecedented level of trust.

Birchall set out on his assignment to prove Unsworth was a creep. He paid $52,0002 to someone he thought was a private investigator. But that man, who faked his credentials, turned out to be a former convict and fed Birchall and Musk false information about Unsworth.

As the four-day trial wore on, Spiro ran circles around his legal counterpart. Wood struggled to explain the basic mechanics of Twitter, and failed to goad Musk into admitting fault. His Georgia drawl and over-the-top southern charm also grated on the jury.

But Spiro spoke like a gregarious older brother back in town for Thanksgiving. Not yet forty years old, he was already a rising star at Quinn Emanuel, one of the country’s top litigation firms. His friendly, fast-talking manner had won him famous clients like Robert Kraft, the owner of the New England Patriots, and Jay-Z, the music mogul, and it also won over juries. Tall and lean, with a boxer’s nose, he had an athletic ease even as he clunked around the courtroom floor in a giant boot—he had broken his foot playing pickup basketball. The Boston-raised Harvard law grad couldn’t deny what Musk wrote. But he could spin it. His client had posted thousands of tweets over the years on a platform that was known as a place where people could argue, insult, and brawl, he said. Twitter was a war zone.

“These tweets are not allegations of crimes,” Spiro lectured the jury. “They are joking, taunting tweets in a fight between men.”

The jury seemed moved by that. Unsworth testified he felt “humiliated, ashamed, dirty” by Musk’s label and added, “I have good days and I have bad days.” Those in the court felt for the Brit, but it was nearly impossible to assess the price of those “bad days.” Then, Wood committed the fatal error. In closing arguments, he totaled what he believed his client was entitled in damages: $190 million.

When the number was announced, someone in the gallery snorted. Reporters looked up from their notebooks in amazement. Members of the jury shifted their gazes downward as if the eye-popping sum was something forbidden. It was a shocking number and, if approved by the jury, would have amounted to the largest award ever in the defamation case of an individual.

On the afternoon of December 6, the jury deliberated for less than an hour and came back with a decision. Musk was not liable for defamation. Spiro stood up as if in a trance. He—and Musk—had won. From then on, Spiro would enjoy a position of privilege in Musk’s inner circle, working alongside Birchall to make the billionaire’s every wish a reality.

“My faith in humanity is restored,” Musk told the journalists on his way out of the courtroom. Anyone who tried to follow him was bodied out of the way by a phalanx of burly guards. The billionaire disappeared down an elevator, out a back door, and into a waiting Tesla Model S.

-

>>> A TRAIL OF CAMERAS befitting a rockstar followed Musk out of the courthouse, but he was not always a household name. The eldest child of three from a divided South African family, he came to the U.S. by way of Canada, eventually earning a bachelor’s degree at the University of Pennsylvania. He was accepted into a PhD program for materials science at Stanford before dropping out to pursue a new consumer technology called “the Internet.”

In 1995, Musk and his younger brother, Kimbal, cofounded Zip2, an internet city guides company with a $28,000 check from their father, Errol Musk, a figure Musk recalled as influential yet abusive. At twenty-three, the entrepreneur toiled away at the early web service, sleeping in the office, subsisting on Jack in the Box burgers3 and Cocoa Puffs, and showering at a nearby YMCA in Palo Alto, California. It was a yeoman’s story Musk rarely failed to mention in early interviews with news outlets.

“I think the Internet is the superset of all media,” a gangly, balding Musk told CBS in 1998. “It is the be all and end all of media. One will see print, broadcast arguably, radio—essentially all media folded into the Internet.”

Even in those early years, Musk understood the value of a good story. He was a salesman at heart, developing narratives around his work ethic and visions of the future that would serve him in the decades to come. And he gravitated toward anyone with a tape recorder or camera that would give him airtime. He was also image-conscious, later correcting his receding hairline.

After four years of toiling on Zip2, he sold the company to Compaq for $305 million in 1999. He personally made $22 million4 in what was the largest all-cash transaction for an internet company at the time, and then went on to create X.com later that year. Positing that the internet would fundamentally change all industries, Musk spoke in recruiting interviews of a grandiose vision of how X.com could transform banking and displace entrenched players like Visa and Mastercard. To the thirty employees he hired to work out of an office on Palo Alto’s famed University Avenue, Musk was a charismatic founder, with a convincing pitch for his online banking moonshot and a track record. At twenty-eight, he was one of the few people in the nascent era of the consumer internet to have already sold a company. Why not hitch yourself to his star?

But before X.com could take on the big credit card corporations, Musk found himself preoccupied with another competing start-up called Confinity. Its founders, Stanford University alums Peter Thiel, Max Levchin, and Luke Nosek, had developed a product called PayPal that allowed people online to email each other money. For a while, Confinity was located in the same Palo Alto building as X.com, leading some Confinity employees to believe that X had copied their product.

The dot-com bubble burst in 2000, and by March of that year, both X.com and Confinity decided to merge under the X.com name. Musk was named the company’s chief technology officer, and later became chief executive, but immediately grated on the former Confinity employees. Obsessed with X.com after reportedly spending a small fortune on the web domain,5 he lobbied to change the name of the PayPal feature to X, despite the fact that PayPal already had brand recognition. It was seen as a mistake by the Confinity crew, which included Thiel, Levchin, and David Sacks, a law school pal of Thiel who came to lead the company’s product efforts. They saw Musk as an obstinate leader who prioritized personal glory over company success.

Musk never got to implement his vision. That September, he and his wife, Justine, left for a two-week honeymoon in Australia. Musk had also arranged for meetings with potential investors who could potentially replenish the company’s cash reserves. While he was away, the former Confinity team schemed for his removal. Sacks drafted a letter addressed to the board, outlining his lack of confidence in Musk’s leadership. He pushed for Thiel to be named chief executive.

In the press, Musk played off the change, arguing that it allowed him to flex his entrepreneurial prowess. “One has to recognize where one’s strengths lie,” Musk told the tech news site CNET after his ouster in September 2000. “It’s more interesting for me in the early stages of running a company, where the concentration is all on developing the product.” But the move left Musk fuming. Thiel didn’t only take Musk’s job—he also rebranded the whole company as PayPal, completely erasing his beloved X.

Thiel and Sacks’s gambit, whether by incredible foresight or sheer luck, paid off. Seven months later, eBay announced a deal to acquire PayPal in 2002 for $1.5 billion in stock. The acquisition would take Musk, who cleared more than $175 million, into another stratosphere of wealth. Despite his management failings, he had sold two internet companies and become one of the most successful entrepreneurs of a Web 1.0 era that would see plenty of companies rise to the heavens before exploding into flaming heaps of discarded ideas.

Before eBay had even completed its acquisition of PayPal, Musk founded Space Exploration Technologies Corp., or SpaceX, in May 2002. He committed $100 million of his PayPal windfall to space, with the goal of getting to Mars and making humans a multiplanetary species, a particular fixation of his from a childhood immersed in sci-fi novels.

Musk wasn’t the only entrepreneur trying to reimagine travel. In 2003, two engineers named Martin Eberhard and Marc Tarpenning founded an electric car start-up called Tesla Motors. Their work caught Musk’s eye and he invested $5.6 million the following year, turning him into Tesla’s largest shareholder and earning him the chairman seat on its board. SpaceX occupied the majority of Musk’s brain, but he sometimes dabbled in Tesla’s affairs and weighed in on design decisions for the company’s first car, the Roadster.

Ahead of the car’s public unveiling in July 2006, Musk’s ego took over. Hungry for credit, he emailed a public relations contractor the company had hired for the event, saying he would “like to talk with every major publication.

“The way that my role has been portrayed to date, where I am referred to merely as ‘an early investor’ is outrageous,” he wrote. “We need to make a serious effort to correct this perception.”

Following a New York Times story about the Roadster launch, in which he wasn’t mentioned at all, he raged over email and said he was “incredibly insulted and embarrassed” that Eberhard had been mistakenly referred to as chairman of the company. He threatened to end Tesla’s relationship with the communications firm.

By the following year, Musk got the attention he craved. As the company fell behind on its production of the Roadster, he fired Eberhard and took on the chief executive role himself. The company soldiered on toward building a luxury sedan, losing millions of dollars a year. SpaceX also struggled, teetering on the verge of bankruptcy after three failed launches. In 2008, its Falcon 1 rocket finally reached orbit, leading the company to win a $1.6 billion contract from NASA later that year. But the reprieve was short-lived—Musk’s personal life crumbled as he divorced from his first wife, Justine.

In early 2010, Tesla filed to go public. With no advertising budget, the carmaker depended on media coverage to stir up excitement among investors and consumers. Ahead of the IPO, Musk tried to control the coverage, using Tesla’s blog to rebut inaccurate stories and trashing a New York Times reporter who suggested his vehicles were only for the ultra-wealthy, calling him a “huge douchebag.” When the Associated Press reported on the imminent registration of Tesla’s initial public offering, he called to scream at a communications staffer, telling them that their inability to handle the story had ruined the company.

Although Musk appeared on the cover of Wired magazine with a prototype of his car’s second model, the Model S, following Tesla’s initial public offering, he fundamentally distrusted reporters and feared that a single bad story could destroy his company’s prospects. News stories were existential threats. If Musk saw an article he thought was incorrect—whether in The New York Times or an obscure financial blog in the Netherlands—he would pressure his public relations staff, sometimes emailing them well past midnight, to correct the record. Reporters who constantly questioned him or wrote too critically of Tesla or SpaceX were personally blacklisted by Musk.

His craving for narrative control led him to Twitter. Celebrities like Oprah Winfrey and Ashton Kutcher had joined the 140-character microblogging service with 58 million users, and people were seizing available handles—the unique usernames that followed the @ sign—as they would distinct website domains.

An account called @ElonMusk started parodying the ambitious yet paranoid entrepreneur in early 2009. Featuring a profile picture of a man with a wide-brimmed hat covering his face, next to a donkey, the account claimed to be the “genuine ElonMusk.” That March, the account tweeted that it was “plotting to take over the world.” The account posted a handful of times, sometimes mocking the Tesla and SpaceX chief executive, but never garnered much attention. Eventually, whoever was behind it stopped, and the account had its posts wiped. A new owner took over that summer and began following other accounts, including those of professional skateboarder Tony Hawk, actor LeVar Burton, and an organization dedicated to breaking news. It remained silent for more than a year before Musk announced himself.

“Please ignore prior tweets, as that was someone pretending to be me :) This is actually me,”6 @ElonMusk wrote on June 4, 2010.

It took him more than another year to post again, a photo of a sign for a Southern California ice rink that he had just visited with his kids in December 2011. Then the tweets started to flow. There were thoughts on philosophy, books he had read, and the occasional brag. (“Got called randomly by Kanye West today and received a download of his thoughts, ranging from shoes to Moses. He was polite, but opaque.”) His early posts were earnest, if random, and while there were some updates about Tesla and SpaceX, most of his tweets gave off the vibe of a bored middle-aged dad.

“Not sure I can handle just doing 140 char missives,” he tweeted, frustrated by the character limits on tweets.

Still, he stuck with it, tweeting at all hours and jumping between corny jokes, news articles, and photos from nights out. The posts gave a window into Musk’s mind and he spoke without the manufactured corporate sheen typical of business leaders whose messages were workshopped by communications staffers.

“Feb is huge month. Model X world premier and public reveal of our LA design studio on the 9th,” Musk wrote in January 2012 about his company’s new sport utility vehicle. It was followed by commentary on Tesla’s stock price, design improvements to a rocket, and a photo of a SpaceX engine test-fire. Twitter gave Musk the visionary a way of becoming Musk the salesman, keeping anyone interested updated on the progress of his companies. On the platform, he owned his own narrative, and he clearly explained his mission for both companies. For those who worked with him, it was one of his greatest superpowers: the ability to stay consistently on message, despite the criticism and uncertainty.

Twitter also accentuated an uglier side to Musk. Having fashioned himself the underdog, he had had no problem going after journalists and industry experts who claimed Tesla and SpaceX would fail. He used bursts of acid text to debate stories on a Tesla vehicle’s short battery life or refute reporting on what beverages he drank at breakfast. He called stories “fake.” It was a business communications style never seen before, with an extremely online chief executive willing to go to the mat over any perceived injustice.

The communications pros Musk employed had no power over his unfettered tweeting. But they also had to deal with the fallout of his unplanned pronouncements or deadlines. They regularly monitored his Twitter feed and had notifications on for his tweets, in an attempt to prepare for damage control in case reporters came calling with questions.

In January 2012, Musk hinted in one late-night tweeting session that he was separating from his second wife, the British actress Talulah Riley. “@rileytalulah It was an amazing four years,” he wrote. “I will love you forever. You will make someone very happy one day.” An enterprising reporter at Forbes saw the tweet and contacted Musk, who proceeded to explain why he was divorcing Riley. By the time Musk’s communication staff had woken up on the West Coast, it was too late. A story was already in the works.

“I’ve made a mistake,” Musk said to one of those staffers.

Musk was realizing just how effectively his tweets could be used to spin his version of events to the masses. Court filings later revealed that it was Riley, not Musk, who had filed to terminate the marriage. (Musk would later remarry Riley and divorce her a second time in 2016.)

As Musk grew richer and his companies more valuable, he attracted more media scrutiny, which, in turn, fed his paranoia. He suggested that the entrenched players, from traditional car manufacturers to Big Oil to Wall Street short sellers, worked in conjunction with traditional media outlets to sandbag his electric automaker. In 2013, when people expressed concerns about the Model S cars whose batteries spontaneously combusted, he blamed the media. “Why does a Tesla fire w no injury get more media headlines than 100,000 gas car fires that kill 100s of people per year?” he tweeted.

Musk’s tweeting fed his legend. Tesla would state later in a financial filing that its chief executive’s tweets were able “to generate significant media coverage of our company and our vehicles.” Musk’s Twitter account became a go-to platform for unplanned company announcements. He would state a goal for one of his companies, which would then force his employees to work as hard as possible to make it a reality.

-

>>> IN SEPTEMBER 2016, SpaceX prepared to take one of its most notable payloads into orbit. Facebook had contracted with Musk’s company and spent $200 million to launch a satellite called Amos-6, which was intended to bring mobile internet—beamed from space—to parts of Sub-Saharan Africa. Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s founder and chief executive, had spent years planning the move as part of his social network empire building.

As two masters of the universe, Musk and Zuckerberg were acquaintances and occasionally met to discuss larger topics like artificial intelligence. The Facebook chief sometimes hosted Musk for walking meetings around the social network’s sprawling Menlo Park, California, headquarters. Musk was particularly concerned by the possibility that companies like Facebook would harness their reams of data and technological resources to create AI that could destroy humanity. During a 2014 dinner at his Palo Alto mansion, Zuckerberg urged Musk to stop railing about the potential dangers of AI at speaking engagements and on Twitter. It was all nonsense, Zuckerberg believed. Musk, enraged, refused to back down.

Despite Musk’s disagreement with Zuckerberg, SpaceX did not turn down Facebook’s business. It needed the money and attention. The company loaded the Facebook satellite onto a Falcon 9 rocket at Cape Canaveral, Florida, and prepared for a historic launch.

The satellite never made it to space. Two days before the scheduled launch, SpaceX’s crew was running a test of the rocket’s engines when it suddenly exploded in a ball of flames, incinerating Facebook’s investment. SpaceX initially said little about the explosion, and its employees were still scrambling to find out what had happened, when Zuckerberg posted to his Facebook page.

“As I’m here in Africa, I’m deeply disappointed to hear that SpaceX’s launch failure destroyed our satellite that would have provided connectivity to so many entrepreneurs and everyone else across the continent,” the Facebook chief wrote, placing the blame solely on Musk’s company.

After seeing Zuckerberg’s post, Musk instinctively wanted to counterpunch. To him, Zuckerberg was a pretender, a man who focused on building dinky social apps, while he solved hard problems like building rockets and electric cars. But Musk held his fire, letting his grudge against Zuckerberg build inside him.

-

>>> AT TESLA AND SPACEX, Musk refused to take advice from anyone about his posts, and when one executive dared to point out that his tweets about deadlines made life harder for his employees, he demanded that they never speak to him about tweeting again. In other conversations, the boss explained that tweeting was his way to rebut and spin the press.

At his SpaceX cubicle in late 2016, he told one executive that he thought journalists were generally “idiots.”

“They need to be spoon-fed!” Musk said, miming a baby being fed mushy peas. When asked what his plan was for several big SpaceX announcements on the road map, he shrugged and simply said he would tweet.

“With Twitter, we can talk directly to the people,” Musk added. “Why do we need to go through journalists?”

By 2017, Musk’s Twitter habit had become an addiction. That year, he tweeted 1,162 times, increasing his output by nearly 60 percent from the previous twelve months to average more than three tweets a day. Most people, even those who used Twitter daily, lurked and only read tweets, but Musk tweeted freely, a stream-of-consciousness that blended juvenile jokes with audacious bets on his own companies.
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-

>>> BY MAY 2018, Musk’s resentment of the media coverage boiled over. The billionaire was fed up with what he termed “the holier-than-thou hypocrisy of big media” and proposed a solution. In Musk’s view, major media outlets were controlled by powerful people with agendas funded by special interests. Some, he suggested, used bots—or automated accounts—to manipulate public opinion on social media like Twitter. He thought that he and his companies were frequent targets.

“Going to create a site where the public can rate the core truth of any article & track the credibility score over time of each journalist, editor & publication. Thinking of calling it Pravda,” he tweeted, a reference to the official newspaper of the Soviet Union’s Communist Party.

It was an idea Musk had considered for a while, and Birchall had registered “Pravda Corp” with the California secretary of state the previous year. Pravda would be a “media” organization, Birchall wrote in paperwork that listed him as its leader. In truth, he was just the figurehead. When needed by Musk, Birchall would assume titles for the billionaire’s charitable foundation; his brain-computer interface start-up Neuralink; and the Boring Company, his tunneling start-up. (Under Birchall, little would come of Pravda.)

With Tesla sputtering to produce enough cars to meet its leaders’ projections that spring, Musk spent more time confined to the company’s factory as his Twitter account became one of his few links to the outside world. That May, his tweet output quadrupled from April, as he cultivated a parasocial relationship with his followers. Twitter was home to many fandoms—from English Premier League soccer teams to K-pop groups to Donald J. Trump—and the rabid following for Musk was no different. Fans created accounts to glorify his companies, attack his critics, and interact directly with the man himself, who, unlike many celebrities, would like or reply to tweets.

Bob Lutz, a longtime auto executive who had worked at Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors, compared Musk’s supporters to “members of a religious cult.”

“Just like Steve Jobs was worshiped at Apple, it’s the same way with Elon Musk,” he said in one 2016 interview, adding that the Tesla founder “is seen as a new visionary god who promises this phantasmagorical future, a utopia of profitability and volume.”

-

>>> IN AUGUST 2018, while Tesla struggled through a difficult period that Musk called “Production Hell,” its leader published another tweet that would haunt him legally for years to come.
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he wrote, offering a 20 percent premium on Tesla’s share price that also casually referenced stoner mythology.

It was an extraordinary post. Publicly traded companies took many precautions before making announcements that could influence their stock price and usually filed public disclosures with the Securities and Exchange Commission, particularly around mergers and acquisitions or matters of potential changes of control. Musk disregarded it all. Tesla’s stock price shot up by 11 percent.

Musk would later claim that he had an agreement with Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund to privatize the company. Yet there was no formal agreement in place, and funding was nowhere near “secured” as Musk had claimed. Some of Tesla’s own board members,7 a number of whom had grown tired of his tweeting and asked him to focus on building cars, had not even been informed of his efforts.

In an interview with The New York Times less than two weeks after his tweet, Musk wept as he acknowledged the stress he was under and discussed rumors of substance abuse. He denied using marijuana8—though Tesla’s board members were aware of other recreational drug use—but did admit to relying on Ambien to help him sleep. The next month, he went on a podcast with the comedian Joe Rogan and smoked a blunt, reigniting speculation about the causes of his odd behavior.

In late September, the SEC announced that it was suing Tesla and its chief executive for making false or misleading statements to the public. Tesla’s leader “knew or was reckless in not knowing” that his statements were false or misleading, the nation’s top securities regulator wrote. Two days later, Tesla and Musk settled. The company and its CEO would pay two $20 million fines, while Musk would step down as chairman. The agreement required that Musk enter a consent decree to appoint a “Twitter Sitter,” a lawyer at the company who would approve his tweets with material information to Tesla before they could be posted. Musk did not have to admit to wrongdoing, though he could also not deny that he misled investors. From the SEC’s perspective, the latter stipulation would prevent the billionaire from claiming he did nothing wrong.

Musk learned nothing. The $20 million fine he paid personally amounted to less than a tenth of a percent of his net worth at the time and he appointed a longtime board member and loyalist, Robyn Denholm, to chair Tesla.

Musk continued to tweet and tweet and tweet. It was unclear if there was anyone approving his tweets at Tesla headquarters, and the SEC would open investigations into two more of Musk’s tweets, including one that misstated Tesla’s production numbers and a Twitter poll in which the billionaire proposed selling 10 percent of his holdings. Little resulted from those inquiries. Musk could not and would not be contained—not by investors, not by his own board, and especially not by the U.S. government.

Beating his defamation case in 2019 further emboldened Musk to tweet whatever he liked. In July 2020, richer and more influential than ever, Musk laid out his sentiments in a giant middle finger to the regulator. He knew he was untouchable.

“SEC, three letter acronym, middle word is Elon’s,” Musk tweeted. It was neither his first nor last dick joke on the platform.




4 > OneTeam

Dorsey was late. His phone lit up with a barrage of texts from his personal assistant. Where are you?

On a balmy Houston evening in January 2020, Twitter’s chief executive was supposed to be at a party at NASA’s headquarters. But it had already started without him. Instead of his phone, Dorsey focused on the communal bowl of queso in front of him, scooping up melted yellow ooze with a few tortilla chips, as a handful of curious Twitter executives watched. Sitting around him at a posh bar in the downtown Four Seasons Hotel, they were savoring the moment. Their CEO was eating.

Consuming food might seem like a normal human activity, but for Dorsey it was anything but. Years in the spotlight had changed him. He was less relatable, and even less accessible, as he juggled the management of Twitter and Square. The snack represented his first meal of the day. He habitually skipped meals in an intermittent fasting exercise that had become popular among Silicon Valley engineers. The booze was also catching up to him. Sitting in the hotel bar—complete with low-slung leather couches, blazing fireplace, and mood lighting—Dorsey and his entourage of Twitter vice presidents and directors threw back top-shelf tequila.

Somewhat satiated and a little tipsy, he finally acknowledged his assistant’s messages, saying he was on his way and peeling himself from the bar. His employees followed dutifully, piling into a black SUV that had been waiting for them outside.

“Is this an Uber?” one of them murmured. But the driver already knew Dorsey, acknowledging him with a slight tilt of his head. The executives realized the vehicle was Dorsey’s own, manned and tracked by his personal security detail. They were whisked from the lights of downtown Houston, traveling twenty-five miles southeast to NASA’s Johnson Space Center.

Dorsey, who was expected to hobnob with officials from NASA while his employees drank and milled around the cavernous museum among the rockets, tried to pull himself together in the car. But the inebriated gaggle of staff were having none of it. They roasted him for his dietary habits and office wardrobe choices, which sometimes included a pair of running sandals. They brought up the twenty-three-year-old Sports Illustrated swimsuit model he had dated, teasing him for buying her a house. She was two decades younger than the Twitter cofounder.

“They have to be at least thirty-five or older,” one of the finance executives cracked from the back seat. Others laughed.

To any other CEO, this might have been out of line. But Dorsey welcomed the insubordination. These were his people, the folks who had been in the trenches with him running Twitter, the multibillion-dollar company and global town square he had built. Together, Dorsey and his team had survived years of doubt, criticism, and financial struggles. The few days in Houston were an opportunity to look back on troubled times and realize they had come out of it stronger.

Indeed that’s how it felt to many of the employees at the celebration called OneTeam. It was the second-ever gathering of the sort, a laudatory summit with all the Silicon Valley tech giant trappings and excesses designed to give workers the feeling they belonged to one of the kindest companies in a cutthroat industry. Employees from around the world had flown in for three days of group meetings, corporate indoctrination, and plenty of drinking. Twitter had picked Houston, the site of the devastating 2017 Category 4 Hurricane Harvey, in part to give back. First responders, citizens, and government organizations had used the platform to coordinate disaster responses and communicate emergency information during the storm, showcasing Twitter’s power.

Beyond the programming of speakers and group events and parties, everything—from hotels to food to bar outings—was covered. Some members of the C-suite even had access to a private jet that could whisk them back to their Bay Area homes if they didn’t want to spend the night in Texas. In all, Twitter spent tens of millions of dollars on the event, which was viewed by leaders as a justifiable expense that would build relationships and reinvigorate workers at a somewhat stagnating company. And at the center of Twitter’s indulgent culture-building exercise was Dorsey.

-

>>> DORSEY’S SECOND STINT as CEO had been a mixed bag. By 2019, the stock price had barely budged from where it had been three and half years earlier when he had replaced Dick Costolo. Wall Street had cooled on
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