
48. Fallout

Fallout from 2018 proved to be one of the most tumultuous periods in Elon Musk’s career, marked by
personal struggles, corporate instability, and intense public scrutiny. As the pressure to keep Tesla afloat
mounted, Musk found himself caught in a whirlwind of controversies that took a toll on both his mental well-
being and the company’s market value. During a revealing interview with David Gelles of The New York
Times, Musk admitted to experiencing extreme exhaustion, spending long nights on Tesla’s factory floor, and
sacrificing personal relationships in his relentless drive to push the company forward. He spoke candidly
about the immense stress he faced as Tesla worked to meet ambitious production goals, which left him with
little time for rest or family. Additionally, Musk took the opportunity to refute allegations attempting to tie
him to Jeffrey Epstein, dismissing any connections with the disgraced financier. While his honesty was
meant to reassure investors and the public, the interview backfired, raising concerns about his emotional state
and Tesla’s leadership stability, leading to a sharp 9% drop in Tesla's stock.

In an effort to regain control of the public narrative, Musk made a highly publicized appearance on The Joe
Rogan Experience, where he discussed a range of topics, including artificial intelligence, space travel, and
Tesla’s future. However, what dominated the headlines was the viral moment when Musk took a puff of
marijuana on camera, an act that sent shockwaves across Wall Street and triggered a wave of controversy.
Given that SpaceX held lucrative government contracts, Musk’s actions prompted a NASA investigation into
the company's workplace culture to ensure compliance with federal regulations. The incident only fueled
speculation about Musk’s unpredictable behavior, reinforcing his image as an unconventional CEO who
defied corporate norms. Yet, even amid the backlash, Musk maintained his signature blend of humor and
showmanship, using the podcast to showcase The Boring Company's "Not-a-Flamethrower," a product that
blurred the lines between novelty and innovation. This moment encapsulated Musk’s ability to intertwine
entertainment and business, though it did little to dispel growing concerns about his erratic decision-making.

Behind the scenes, Musk’s relentless work ethic was taking a toll on his personal relationships. His once-
close bond with his brother, Kimbal Musk, began to fray due to a dispute over financial matters related to
Kimbal’s restaurant ventures, leading to a period of estrangement. For Musk, whose inner circle was already
small, this rift was particularly significant, highlighting the strain his high-pressure lifestyle placed on even
his closest relationships. At the same time, Musk’s relationship with Grimes faced its own challenges, as the
intensity of his work left little room for personal commitments. The couple’s high-profile romance, which
had captivated the media, now found itself tested by the growing weight of Musk’s responsibilities and
public controversies.

Adding to the turmoil, Tesla saw the departure of several high-ranking executives, further deepening
concerns about the company’s future. JB Straubel, Tesla’s co-founder and chief technology officer, made the
difficult decision to step down after 16 years of working alongside Musk, marking a significant shift in the
company’s leadership. Other key figures, including Jon McNeill and Doug Field, also left Tesla,
underscoring the immense internal pressure facing the company’s executive team. These departures,
combined with Musk’s unpredictable leadership style, painted a picture of a company in chaos, struggling to
balance rapid growth with the realities of maintaining stability.

Despite the controversies and internal upheaval, Musk remained undeterred in his pursuit of Tesla’s long-
term vision. His ability to withstand immense criticism and adversity set him apart from traditional
executives, even as it fueled debates over his leadership style. While the events of 2018 threatened to
overshadow Tesla’s achievements, they also underscored Musk’s resilience and unyielding commitment to
pushing the boundaries of innovation. This chapter in his journey revealed a man navigating the fine line
between visionary genius and reckless ambition, willing to endure personal and professional hardship to
realize his boldest ambitions. The fallout from this period would serve as a defining moment in his career,



shaping the way he approached leadership, controversy, and the delicate balance between work and personal
life.


