
57. Full Throttle

Full Throttle, a phrase that embodies Elon Musk’s relentless drive for innovation,
perfectly encapsulates the monumental achievement of 2020 when SpaceX
reestablished America’s capability to launch astronauts into space. Following the 2011
retirement of NASA’s Space Shuttle program, the United States had to rely exclusively
on Russia’s Soyuz spacecraft for human transport to the International Space Station
(ISS), an arrangement that came with both financial burdens and geopolitical
complications. This changed dramatically with the successful launch of SpaceX’s
Falcon 9 rocket, topped with the Crew Dragon capsule, which transported NASA
astronauts into orbit, making history as the first private company to achieve this
milestone. The event captured global attention, drawing an audience of over ten
million viewers and attracting high-profile attendees, including then-President Donald
Trump and Vice President Mike Pence, who saw it as a powerful symbol of American
leadership reclaiming its dominance in space exploration.

For Musk, this mission was deeply personal and represented far more than a
technological triumph—it was the culmination of nearly two decades of struggle,
perseverance, and an unshakable belief in private enterprise’s ability to revolutionize
spaceflight. Despite his usual pragmatic and non-religious approach to problem-
solving, he admitted to an uncharacteristic moment of silent prayer, reflecting the
sheer weight of the moment for both SpaceX and the broader aerospace industry. The
mission’s success not only validated Musk’s long-standing vision that private
companies could rival and even surpass government agencies in space exploration,
but it also underscored SpaceX’s remarkable efficiency compared to traditional
aerospace contractors. This was most evident when contrasted with Boeing, which,
despite receiving a more substantial NASA contract for the development of a similar
commercial crew vehicle, was plagued by delays, technical failures, and cost overruns



that prevented them from keeping pace with SpaceX’s rapid progress.

With the successful launch of Crew Dragon, SpaceX cemented its position as NASA’s
most reliable commercial partner, reshaping the expectations for the future of manned
spaceflight. Rather than slowing down to celebrate, Musk and his team immediately
pressed forward, launching multiple unmanned satellites and further strengthening
their dominance in the private space industry. However, Musk was not one to allow
success to breed complacency—his leadership style, marked by an insatiable appetite
for rapid iteration, efficiency, and cost-cutting measures, continued to push SpaceX
employees to their limits. His demand for constant improvement, though controversial,
ensured that SpaceX did not rest on its achievements but instead maintained its
momentum toward even more ambitious goals.

Musk’s intense approach to leadership, while at times unforgiving, had a proven track
record of yielding results. Unlike traditional aerospace giants weighed down by
bureaucratic inefficiencies and rigid corporate structures, SpaceX thrived on a culture
of rapid problem-solving and risk-taking. Engineers like Kiko Dontchev played an
instrumental role in this environment, embodying the company’s ethos of relentless
innovation by working alongside Musk to troubleshoot issues in real time. The ability to
continuously refine and improve designs, seen most notably in the development of the
Crew Dragon spacecraft, reinforced SpaceX’s reputation as the industry leader in
commercial spaceflight.

The significance of this moment stretched far beyond SpaceX itself; it was a
resounding victory for privatized space exploration as a whole. The launch
demonstrated that commercial spaceflight could operate at a fraction of the cost and
time required by government agencies, offering a compelling case for continued
investment in private-sector-driven innovation. Musk, however, was not content with
merely revolutionizing low-Earth orbit travel—he viewed this accomplishment as just
one step toward a far grander vision. His ambitions extended beyond Earth’s orbit,
with aspirations for deep-space missions, lunar colonization, and, ultimately,
establishing a human presence on Mars.



Full Throttle encapsulates a defining period in modern space exploration, where
technological audacity, private industry, and national pride converged to reshape the
future. The launch of Crew Dragon was more than just a victory for SpaceX; it was a
turning point for humanity’s pursuit of interplanetary travel. Through sheer
determination, risk-taking, and unrelenting ambition, Musk and his team propelled the
world one step closer to a reality where space is not just the domain of astronauts and
government agencies, but an accessible frontier for future generations.


