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        For Toby, who is also full of bright ideas
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            Introduction – Pretoria, South Africa, 1981

         

         ‘Five … four … three … two … one …’

         Everyone else was out and Elon had the back garden to himself. The fuse was lit. He and the cat were at a safe distance. The moment had arrived.

         ‘… zero!’

         With an impressive whooosh! the rocket whizzed into the air.

         ‘We have lift off! Yes!’

         The cat fled. Elon squinted into the cloudless sky, following the rocket’s path. It soared way beyond the roof of the house, until it was just a speck up above him. Then the fuel ran out and it plummeted back to the ground, smashing into the patio.

         This was his most impressive launch yet. The rocket had travelled up 50 metres or more, it hadn’t exploded, and Elon and the cat were both unharmed. What a result.

         ‘Right,’ said Elon, gathering up the broken bits of rocket. ‘I’m going to make an even better one.’

         As we’re about to find out, Elon’s childhood passion for rocket-building never left him. He did make an even better rocket – in fact, he’s now making the most powerful space rocket in the whole world.

         But before we follow Elon’s rockets into orbit, let’s find out a bit more about him.

         This is Elon Musk today
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         He looks like a pretty ordinary kind of guy, but beneath that cool exterior lurks a brain the size of a planet. He’s an expert on rocket science, has a new and revolutionary idea about once a week, and never forgets a fact. He’s an entrepreneur engineer and inventor who’s sent mice into orbit, built awesome electric cars, inspired a mega-successful movie, and become one of the world’s richest people.
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         But what about the supercars and the mansions?

         Elon does have a point there. He’s used his own money to fund the super-powerful spacecraft he’s developing. Another of the amazing things he’s doing is a mind-blowing mission to save the human race from extinction – by helping us become a multiplanetary species, starting with a colony on Mars.

         But Elon wouldn’t be building the biggest space rockets in the world without single-minded determination and total belief in what he’s doing. Before his incredible success, he had to cope with a good deal of failure.
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         Maybe you have your own ambitions for saving humanity or changing the world for ever. If so, or even if you just like the sound of the rockets, the fast cars and the space mice, you are definitely going to be interested in Elon’s story. There’s a space greenhouse in here as well, and lots of video games. Oh, and Justin Bieber turns up at one point …
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         Exactly! What are you waiting for? Turn the page to find out all about the incredible life of the awesome Elon Musk.

      

   


   
      
         

            1 Elon’s Easter Eggs and Blasting Stars

         

         So, how does a rocket-building, Mars-colonizing billionaire start off in life? In Elon’s case (and, to be honest, he’s just about the only rocket-building, Mars-colonizing billionaire out there), he lived with his family in Pretoria, South Africa. Was he a boy genius who was full of money-making ideas and amazed everyone with his scientific knowledge? Yes, of course he was. But let’s start at the beginning.

         Elon was born in 1971, and back then South Africa could be a tough place to grow up. The government separated people of different races – children even had to go to different schools – and black people didn’t have the same rights as white people. Things were extremely unfair, and often a little tense, to say the least. On the other hand, the Musks were well off. They didn’t own a private jet or anything flash like that, but Errol Musk, Elon’s dad, was a successful engineer, and Maye Musk, his mum, was a nutritionist and model.

         You might want to take a moment to get your head around the full horror of this next bit, because – even though they could easily have afforded it – Mr and Mrs Musk didn’t give their children any pocket money! How on earth did Elon and his younger brother and sister – Kimbal and Tosca (the family liked interesting names) – get their hands on unhealthy snacks, toys and comics?
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         Two of Elon’s younger cousins had similar pocket-money problems. They lived close by – their mum and Elon’s mum were twin sisters – and when Elon came up with some brilliant plans, they were keen to get involved. Despite the unimaginable horror of not having any pocket money, the children were allowed plenty of freedom to do what they wanted and so some of those plans actually succeeded. Here’s one of the best:

         An Eggstreme Solution

         By the time Elon was around 15, he’d already had a lot of practice finding solutions to the pocket-money problem, and now he turned his attention to chocolate. He couldn’t help noticing that Easter eggs were expensive, but chocolate bars were cheap, so he put a business idea to Kimbal and his cousins:
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         The cousins took their Easter eggs around the wealthiest streets in Pretoria, and used a clever sales pitch to sell them for about ten times the going rate.
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         It worked! The cousins made a tidy sum.

         If you were just off to buy some cheap chocolate and silver foil, stop right there. Easter eggs are much cheaper now so this clever scheme wouldn’t work today.

         Adventurous Oldsters

         Elon and his cousins were certainly an adventurous bunch, and that might have had something to do with their grandparents, Joshua and Wyn Haldeman. Sadly, grandad Joshua died when Elon was only three, but granny Wyn lived on to tell the children about their many daring adventures. She even gave slide shows to prove her stories were true. Among other things, the two oldsters …

         
            	
Flew a single-engine plane all over Canada, with their kids in the back.
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            	Moved to South Africa and became the first people ever to fly a single-engine plane from there to Australia – a whopping 30,000 miles!

            	
Came joint first, beating professional drivers, in a 12,000-kilometre car race through Africa.
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            	Searched for the fabled Lost City of the Kalahari Desert, which meant the whole family camping in the African bush with hungry hyenas, leopards and lions circling. Wyn had to patrol the perimeter with her rifle.
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         Superheroes and Explosions

         Elon absolutely loved a good adventure story, whether it was true or made up, and he soon discovered the wonderful world of reading. He was mad about comic books like Superman, Batman, Spider-man and Green Lantern, and science fiction and fantasy novels too. One of his all-time favourite books was The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams, partly because it taught him that asking the right question makes it easier to find the right answer, but also because it’s brilliantly funny and has some of the best aliens ever.
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         If you’ve ever spent a whole afternoon with your nose in a book, you’re in good company – reading was one of Elon’s favourite hobbies. Some days he read for a solid ten hours. In fact he liked reading so much that before long he’d finished all the fiction books in the school library. He went to the local public library and finished all the fiction there as well. After that he turned to non-fiction.

         He soon realized there was an awful lot of stuff he didn’t know, and set about putting that right as quickly as he could. With no internet, he worked his way through massive encylopaedias that covered every subject under the Sun and, having an amazing memory, he soon had loads of fascinating facts at his fingertips. The family found that asking Elon was much quicker than looking things up for themselves.
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         Elon found science really exciting, and, as we’ve already seen, he especially liked rockets – he was fascinated by the speed they could travel and the explosive fuel they used. Having a fair bit of time on his hands, and without any pesky adults around, he started making and testing out rockets he designed himself. Obviously, this was extremely dangerous – so definitely don’t try it at home (or anywhere else for that matter). Most dangerous of all was the rocket fuel that Elon concocted – he experimented with different chemicals causing several loud explosions.
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         When Elon gets interested in something, he tends to stick with it, so nearly blowing up his own home didn’t put him off. Soon he was dreaming of becoming an astronaut and travelling in a much bigger space rocket (one that didn’t explode).

         Tough Times and First Love

         Despite Elon’s comfortable life, with holidays abroad and stuff like that, things weren’t always happy at home.
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         Elon’s mum and dad got divorced when Elon was nine years old. His mum took the three children to live in Durban, more than 600 kilometres away, while his dad stayed in Pretoria. Elon must have found that hard, because after a couple of years he decided to move back to his dad’s. Later Kimbal moved back too, but the family was still divided and everyone was unhappy about that.

         However, Elon had found something to distract him: he had fallen in love. But it wasn’t that sort of love affair …
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         Elon saw a computer for sale in an electronics shop in Johannesburg and fell head over heels. He loved reading and he loved science, but he was properly in love with computers. When Elon was born, computers were big and clunky and not very powerful. But by the 1980s some were actually small enough to sit on a desk and cheap enough for people to buy and have in their own homes.

         This new technology well and truly blew Elon’s mind and he pestered his dad until he got a PC of his own. It came with a manual for a programming language called BASIC, which Elon managed to master in three days flat. That included the nights – Elon couldn’t rest until he’d cracked it. This was probably some sort of record because, for ordinary humans, BASIC is supposed to take about six months to learn!

         Blasting Stars

         Then, of course, there were computer games. They didn’t have the fancy graphics we have today, but they were still a lot of fun. Now that Elon had learned computer programming, he didn’t see why he couldn’t create his own game, and you won’t be surprised to learn that that’s exactly what he did.

         Elon’s game was called Blastar. It was a shooting game set in space (blast star – see what he did there?). Players had to destroy an alien spacecraft carrying hydrogen bombs and ‘status beam machines’ (whatever they are). For a 12-year-old, that in itself was no mean achievement, but there was more. Calling himself E. R. Musk (because he thought it was the sort of name a science fiction writer might have), Elon actually managed to sell the code for the game to a computer magazine. It was the first time he really showed off his phenomenal business skills, and he made a tidy $500 – now that was serious pocket money.

         Space rockets and million-dollar software companies were just around the corner.

         Elon Introduces the Latest Technology

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
            
[image: ]
               Today a basic laptop has around 800,000 times the memory of Elon’s PC, but back in the ‘80s having a PC in your own home was absolutely amazing.
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               Hardly anyone had heard of the internet back then and being able to record and watch a movie at home seemed incredibly exciting.
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               All the best games were in the arcades. The machines there wouldn’t fit inside your home.
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         Elon’s Arcade

         Picture the scene: it’s the 1980s and you’re obsessed with video games. Do you:

         
            a) Spend all your spare time in a video arcade

            b) Go into business and open a video arcade yourself

            c) Do both of the above?

         

         You can probably guess what Elon and his brother, sister and cousins did. After all, they were the perfect team, with their expert knowledge of the best games available. They didn’t think twice about finding a shop, renting it and ordering some enormous games machines (the size of a sofa).

         They were all set to make a fortune when disaster struck: it turned out they needed permission from the local council to go into business, and to get it at least one of them had to be eighteen years old. Elon was the oldest, but he was still only sixteen. The cousins hadn’t told their parents what they were up to – in case they interfered – and when the kids were forced to ask for help, the grown-ups did not go along with the plan …
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         The arcade never opened.

         Grim School Days

         Away from his family, school life for Elon was grim. He was super brainy, but small for his age and not very good at sport. Unfortunately, being big, tough and sporty helped kids to win friends at Elon’s school, but being brainy didn’t. Plus, Elon was a bit different from most of the other kids.
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         Poor Elon was picked on and bullied. He tried minding his own business, but that didn’t keep him away from trouble. One day he was sitting innocently eating his packed lunch at the top of some stone steps when …
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         Elon ended up unconscious and had to stay in hospital for a week. You’d think the children who’d attacked him would have been expelled from school and flung into prison or something, but, unbelievably, they weren’t even punished. The school said it was just schoolboy high spirits. The teachers seemed to think bullying was part of growing up and that kids should learn to get on with it – they wouldn’t get away with that today.

         Bill Gates, the mega-successful founder of Microsoft, once said:
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         The bullies probably never imagined that one day someone as brilliant, clever and important as Bill Gates would become Elon’s friend. And, sadly, his wise advice came too late.

         Elon went to a different school once he’d recovered, and things were better there, but the injuries to his nose left him with permanent breathing problems – a painful reminder of his grimmest time at school.

         Despite his amazing brain, Elon wasn’t always top of the class. He got excellent marks in the subjects he liked, but wasn’t too bothered about the ones he didn’t. He’d get really fired up about some things – for instance he argued passionately in favour of solar energy in a science debate, but he was way ahead of his time and the rest of the class thought he was talking rubbish. Why bother with new-fangled ideas involving the Sun when you could dig up coal, oil and gas instead?
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         Avoiding the Army

         You might expect that Elon couldn’t wait to finish school, but in South Africa in the 1980s school leavers had something absolutely awful to look forward to – military service. At the age of eighteen, all white men had to join the South African army for two years, and one of the army’s main jobs was to make sure everyone stuck to the government’s horrible, racist rules.

         Elon definitely did not want to join up, so when he was seventeen, before he found himself in uniform saluting a sergeant major, he started to think of a way out. He was still in love with computers, so where better to head than America, where most of the supercool new technology was coming from? His mum was originally from Canada – which, you might have noticed, is right next to America – so that seemed like a good place to start. Elon’s adventures were about to begin.
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