
45. Descent into the Dark

Descent into the Dark unfolds as a striking portrayal of Elon Musk’s most emotionally
and professionally grueling years, spanning 2017 and 2018. This period tested his
endurance in ways he had never faced before, as he grappled with a storm of personal
crises, escalating business pressures, and growing public scrutiny. The dissolution of
his relationship with actress Amber Heard left him heartbroken, while strained family
dynamics further fueled his emotional turmoil. At the same time, Tesla was under
immense pressure to prove its ability to mass-produce electric vehicles efficiently, with
the Model 3 seen as the company’s defining moment. With investors growing restless
and competitors eager to see Tesla stumble, Musk found himself in an unrelenting
cycle of stress, working exhaustively to ensure that Tesla’s future remained secure.

Musk’s emotional and mental well-being took a visible hit during this time, swinging
between exhaustion and bursts of intense focus. He became known for his
unpredictable behavior, ranging from erratic social media posts to impassioned,
sometimes tearful interviews where he admitted to working nonstop, often sleeping on
Tesla’s factory floor. His anxiety about Tesla’s survival reached an all-time high,
leading him to adopt an extreme work schedule that left little time for anything else.
His employees noted that he would sometimes skip meals, ignore the need for sleep,
and push himself to physical and mental breaking points in pursuit of Tesla’s ambitious
goals. At one point, Musk was so overwhelmed that he collapsed onto the conference
room floor, unable to join a critical Tesla earnings call until Tesla’s then-president Jon
McNeill convinced him to continue.

Amidst this personal turmoil, Musk remained fixated on Tesla’s mission, with the
success of the Model 3 being the most crucial milestone. The stakes were
enormous—Tesla needed to ramp up production to 5,000 Model 3s per week to prove
its financial viability, an undertaking that Musk himself dubbed "production hell."



Unlike traditional automakers that had refined their mass-production techniques over
decades, Tesla was attempting to build a high-quality, all-electric vehicle at scale for
the first time, putting immense strain on its manufacturing process. Musk took an
unconventional approach, making direct interventions in production and implementing
radical changes in Tesla’s operations. His belief in automation had initially led Tesla to
install an excessive number of robots on the assembly line, but when these machines
proved inefficient, Musk pivoted to reintroducing human labor in key areas, an
admission that even the most advanced technology could not always replace skilled
workers.

Despite his innovative leadership, Musk's aggressive demands led to friction within the
company, with some executives struggling to keep up with his relentless expectations.
He would frequently fire employees on the spot for failing to meet performance
targets, and his confrontational style created an environment of high pressure and
unpredictability. While some employees thrived under the intense work culture, others
found it overwhelming, leading to turnover within Tesla's leadership team. Yet, Musk’s
determination was unwavering—he personally inspected production lines, slept at the
factory to oversee operations, and enforced an "all hands on deck" mentality that
ultimately helped Tesla achieve its production goals. His decision to construct a
temporary outdoor assembly line under a giant tent—a move dismissed by critics as
desperation—proved instrumental in meeting Tesla’s targets, demonstrating his
willingness to take risks and defy conventional wisdom.

Beyond Tesla, Musk’s personal struggles continued to manifest in the public eye,
adding to the chaos of this period. His erratic tweets and candid admissions of his
mental health battles sparked widespread concern among investors and the media,
leading many to question his ability to lead effectively. He openly acknowledged
symptoms of what he described as bipolar tendencies, though he was never formally
diagnosed, leaving room for speculation about whether his behavior was a result of
extreme work stress or an underlying condition. Regardless of the cause, Musk’s
willingness to push himself to the limit was undeniable, a trait that both defined his



success and took a heavy toll on his personal well-being.

Ultimately, this chapter in Musk’s life encapsulates the paradox of his leadership—an
unrelenting pursuit of innovation and efficiency, tempered by the immense personal
sacrifices he endured. His ability to drive Tesla through its most critical phase ensured
the company’s survival, solidifying its position as the leader in electric vehicles.
However, the cost of this achievement was undeniable, with Musk enduring some of
the darkest moments of his life, both emotionally and physically. Descent into the Dark
offers a glimpse into the extreme highs and lows that come with being a visionary
leader, revealing the sacrifices Musk made and the challenges he faced to turn Tesla
into a global powerhouse.


