
9. Go West

Chapter 9: Go West - Silicon Valley, 1994–1995

In the mid-1990s, the allure of Silicon Valley's burgeoning tech scene captivated ambitious students,
including Elon Musk, who was then a student at the University of Pennsylvania. Unlike his peers who
pursued careers in finance on Wall Street, Musk was drawn to the innovative and entrepreneurial spirit of the
West. Rejecting offers from lucrative finance internships, he ventured to Silicon Valley in the summer of
1994, securing two internships that aligned with his interests in electric vehicles, space, and video games.

During the day, Musk interned at Pinnacle Research Institute, researching a "supercapacitor" with potential
applications for electric cars and space technology. His work concluded that the technology represented a
significant departure from existing solutions, highlighting his early ambition for transformative innovation in
energy. By night, he worked at Rocket Science, a video game company in Palo Alto, solving complex
programming challenges that senior engineers could not. Despite his success and the offer of a full-time
position, Musk recognized his desire for a broader impact beyond the gaming industry.

Musk's fascination with technology wasn't limited to the digital realm; he had a profound interest in tinkering
with physical objects, notably cars. He enjoyed working on his BMW 320i, enhancing its performance with
parts salvaged from junkyards. This hands-on approach also reflected in road trips that showcased his
problem-solving abilities, whether upgrading his car's transmission or fixing it when it broke down,
illustrating his intrinsic drive for engineering challenges.

The narrative also touches on Musk's journey back to Silicon Valley after graduating from Penn. Alongside
Robin Ren, he embarked on a cross-country adventure, stopping to marvel at the complexities of the newly
opened Denver airport's automated baggage system. This experience underscored the challenges of over-
automation, a lesson Musk would revisit in his future ventures.

As the internet age dawned with the sensational public offering of Netscape, Musk recognized the
transformative potential of the web. Despite preparing to join Stanford's PhD program, he decided to pivot
towards the internet, conceiving an idea for an online business directory that would leverage the burgeoning
technology of the web. This decision, fueled by advice to seize the moment of the internet revolution, marked
Musk's definitive shift towards becoming an internet entrepreneur, setting the stage for his future endeavors
in technology and beyond.

This chapter encapsulates Musk's formative years in Silicon Valley, highlighting his early passion for
technology, willingness to explore uncharted territories, and his decision to forgo traditional paths in favor of
pursuing groundbreaking opportunities in the nascent internet industry.


