
46. Fremont Factory Hell

Fremont Factory Hell encapsulates one of the most grueling yet transformative periods
in Tesla’s history, when Elon Musk pushed his team to their limits to overcome a
production crisis. In early 2018, Tesla struggled to scale the production of its Model 3
beyond 2,000 units per week, yet Musk set an audacious goal—ramping up to 5,000 by
the end of June. Wall Street analysts and industry experts doubted Tesla’s ability to
meet such an ambitious target, and short-sellers capitalized on the skepticism, betting
against the company’s success. These investors, who profited when Tesla’s stock fell,
went as far as employing drones and factory insiders to track production numbers in
real time, intensifying Musk’s determination to defy expectations. Rather than viewing
it as a simple business challenge, Musk framed the situation as an existential battle,
fueling his well-known tendency to take personal offense at any notion of failure.

Amid mounting pressure, Musk immersed himself in factory operations, personally
inspecting the production lines in what he called “walks to the red,” an aggressive
method of identifying and eliminating bottlenecks. He questioned every aspect of the
manufacturing process, challenging engineers to justify each step and frequently
ordering the removal of parts and sensors he deemed unnecessary. Musk, once a
staunch advocate for full automation, had an epiphany—his over-reliance on robotic
machinery was slowing production instead of accelerating it. In response, he ordered
the reduction of automated systems in favor of human labor, which proved more
adaptable and efficient for specific assembly tasks. His leadership during this period
became even more hands-on, with engineers and workers recalling his constant
presence on the factory floor, where he personally engaged in problem-solving to
expedite production.

As the challenges mounted, Musk sought increasingly unconventional solutions to keep
production on track. One of his boldest and most controversial moves was erecting a



temporary assembly line under a massive outdoor tent. This improvised facility,
created as a workaround to zoning restrictions under the pretext of minor vehicle
repairs, shocked both critics and industry observers. Many saw the move as a sign of
Tesla’s desperation, questioning whether the company was spiraling out of control.
However, the tent-based assembly line proved surprisingly effective, employing a
simplified gravity-fed system that helped streamline production. While some internal
executives resisted the idea at first, Musk’s insistence on finding a way to ramp up
production at any cost ultimately prevailed, demonstrating his relentless approach to
problem-solving.

Despite some successes, concerns over workplace conditions and safety standards
loomed over the Fremont factory. Employees endured long shifts, often working in
extreme conditions with little rest, leading to a growing perception that Tesla’s
workplace culture was excessively demanding. Reports of injuries and exhaustion
surfaced, fueling criticism that Musk’s aggressive production targets came at the cost
of employee well-being. Yet, Musk remained unwavering in his belief that the short-
term sacrifices were necessary for Tesla’s long-term survival. His leadership style,
often described as mercurial and demanding, forced his workforce to operate at an
unparalleled pace, leaving little room for doubt or hesitation.

As the deadline approached, the atmosphere inside the Fremont factory became
increasingly intense. Musk, fully committed to achieving his production goal, decided
to camp out at the factory, refusing to leave until the target was met. Even on his 47th
birthday, he chose to work through the night, fine-tuning operations and motivating his
team to push harder. The grueling effort paid off—by the end of June, Tesla achieved
its goal of producing 5,000 Model 3s per week, a milestone that cemented the
company’s status as a legitimate force in the auto industry. Musk declared the victory
as proof that Tesla had evolved beyond a struggling startup into a serious car
manufacturer.

The chapter concludes with Musk unveiling what he called “the algorithm,” a set of
principles distilled from the hard-earned lessons of the Fremont crisis. His five-step



approach to manufacturing emphasized rigorous questioning of every part and
process, eliminating inefficiencies, optimizing workflows, accelerating production, and
only reintroducing automation when truly beneficial. Beyond manufacturing strategy,
Musk imparted key managerial insights, stressing the importance of hands-on
experience, constructive criticism, and leadership by example. The Fremont crisis,
while nearly breaking Tesla and its workforce, ultimately reinforced Musk’s philosophy
that innovation thrives under pressure and that radical thinking often leads to
industry-defining breakthroughs. The experience served as both a testament to Tesla’s
resilience and a blueprint for overcoming seemingly insurmountable obstacles in
pursuit of groundbreaking technological advancements.


