
FOUNDER AS MADMAN 
Howard Hughes was an incredibly brilliant and daring American innovator who is 
posthumously remembered as a tragic figure. Back in the 1920s-30s, Hughes launched 
a number of incredible ventures. He dove into the most high-tech industries of his 
time, dabbling in aviation, undersea exploration, and the movie business. His extensive 
empire built a solid reputation and left a significant impact; Hughes Industries 
advanced technology in a wide range of sectors. It seemed his glory and brilliance 
were untouchable. 

Yet July 7th, 1946, dawned a dark day for Hughes.  

The trouble began when he launched his XF-11 prototype, a highly innovative plane 
with contra-rotating propellers designed by Hughes himself. As the plane embarked on 
its maiden flight, Hughes decided to deviate from the flight plan. He lingered in the air 
longer than he was supposed to. One of the propeller blades seized up due to a leak, 
causing a strong yaw to the right. Hughes lost control and crashed the airplane into 
three separate houses in Beverly Hills.  

Experts later ruled that the crash could have been prevented had Hughes shut or 
feathered the engine that had been causing problems. They therefore attributed the 
accident to pilot error. Had Hughes perished in this incident, at the age of 40, he would 
have possibly been remembered as the greatest American entrepreneur of the 20th 
Century. Those first four decades of his life had brimmed with daring innovation, 
massive wealth, and a gigantic scope of activities.  

Instead, the accident maimed Hughes, leaving him with a severely burned body, 
broken bones, and a lasting neuropathy due to fried nerves. Unfortunately, Hughes’ 
greatness was overshadowed by his ensuing descent into neurotic madness. A 
catastrophic downfall and ignominy marred the following 30 years of his life. 

“You see, Howard, we’re not like everyone else. Too many acute angles. 
Too many… eccentricities. We have to be very careful not to let people in 

or they’ll make us into freaks.” –Katherine Hepburn, The Aviator 

Today, Hughes seems best remembered today for such embarrassments as his H-4 
Hercules flying boat, “the Spruce Goose”. The H-4 was a true behemoth, with a 
wingspan larger than a city block—to this day, it retains the record for having the 
largest airplane wingspan. It was designed during World War II as a flying transport 
vessel, meant to carry troops across the Atlantic while altogether eliminating the 
threat of submarine attacks. 

In theory, it was a good idea. But the H-4 was plagued by engineering issues, partly 
due to its massive size and innovative materials (since aluminum was in short supply, 
used elsewhere in the war effort, Hughes used an early form of wood-based composite 
for the plane’s fuselage). Despite the challenges, the vessel was manufactured and 
delivered, yet far too late to serve during the war effort. Thus, beyond basic flight 



testing, the H-4 was never put to practical use. There is debate to this day as to 
whether it ever truly flew or simply hovered above the water due to ground effect.  

By his own admissions, Hughes projected a great deal of himself into this project. The 
glory of building the greatest airplane in history was one of the key components 
holding him together, particularly after his terrible accident. It gave him reason to get 
out of bed, fueled his passion, and gave him a purpose in life. Even when government 
funds were taken off the project, Hughes continued by funding it with his own money. 

The H-4 was a telling episode in the Hughes saga. Its creation chronicles the most 
telling aspects of Hughes’ shifting personality. While daring and innovative, the delays 
in the project’s development were thanks to Hughes’ obsessive perfectionism. He 
notoriously fussed over details that demanded delays, wholly incongruous with the 
war-time atmosphere that demanded speed and efficiency. 

The debacle led to Hughes’ repeated interrogations by Senate hearings and house 
raids by the FBI, both of which further scarred him emotionally and likely contributed 
to his breakdown. The innovator’s quirks multiplied and strengthened over time to the 
point where hypochondria lead him to allegedly wearing tissue boxes on his feet and 
refusing to leave his hotel room for years on end. Today this is what Hughes is 
primarily remembered for. 

Many people have tried to wrap their minds around such an absolute fall from grace. 
Why? How? But the answers aren’t easy. The precise reasons are multi-faceted. 
Hughes had been one of the greatest stars of his era, a candidate for historic, 
entrepreneurial greatness.  

The terrifying observation is that even a magnate like Hughes can fall.  

 

Just Another Manic Monday 
Founders have the capability to taste the extremes of both worlds. Their trajectory 
allows them to rocket to tremendous heights. Just so, they have so much further to 
fall. They might risk everything, only to collapse back upon themselves as a modern 
Sisyphean tragedy. 

Hormesis is a medical term that refers when a modest amount of a toxin, poison, or 
radiation confers certain mild protective effects on an organism. The principle is that, 
in some contexts, a little of what does one bad, does one good. It’s the difference 
between taking medicine to heal and overdosing on medicine to die. Just so, negative 
emotions (stress, fear, regret) can be beneficial in specific doses that force you to 
become stronger, more determined, more productive, or more alert. The right degree 
of stress can be the prefect drive: positive and manageable stress, or eustress. 

Founders are susceptible to mental breakdowns. In fact, the best entrepreneurs have 
experienced them—but have bounced back. It’s not about walking through Hell; it’s 



about continuing to walk until you clear the fire. It is not a question of avoiding 
breakdowns or failures or mistakes. It is a matter of learning to manage and endure 
them, to overcome them, to rise from that hellfire like a reborn phoenix. You will 
emerge stronger than ever before.  

The character traits that skyrocketed Hughes to success are incredibly powerful when 
they manifest to just the right degree. No more, no less; again, a balance. It isn’t  so 
much a matter of quirks or malfunctions—for we all have them, and they will 
inevitably manifest at some point—but rather how they are used and sublimated. 
Sublimation, in this context, means finding an outlet for psychogenic illness. You have 
the choice to stew as the prisoner of your own mind, or to find ways of externalizing 
and wielding the emotions that would otherwise cloud your mind.  

“Narcissism and self-deception are survival mechanisms without which 
many of us might just jump off a bridge.” –Todd Solondz 

If you were to categorize the human condition as a series of reactions to traumatic 
experiences, then there is nothing more telling than our adaptations towards these 
experiences. Though painful and potentially permanently damaging, it is through the 
endurance of trauma that we discover our how deep our reserves of strength lie. We 
develop lifelong calluses against similar wear and tear on our psyches, and our scars 
become our armor. 

I hypothesize that there are a range of psychological conditions which may provide 
considerable benefits if experienced at a small degree (sub-clinical), but prove 
catastrophic at a higher concentration unless countered by effective coping 
mechanisms. The following are only a handful of such conditions. And so, with history 
as my witness, I present... 

ý Narcissism 

Wall Street Insanity tackled narcissism in one of their articles, titled “Why 
Narcissism Leads to Success”.1 Quoting a line from the book The Real Genius of Steve 
Jobs—“[Steve Jobs] gets stopped for driving a hundred miles an hour, honks angrily 
at the officer for taking too long to write up the ticket, and then resumes his journey at 
a hundred miles an hour. He sits in a restaurant and sends his food back three times. 
He arrives at his hotel suite in New York for press interviews and decides, at 10 P.M., 
that the piano needs to be repositioned, the strawberries are inadequate, and the 
flowers are all wrong”—the article ends with another quote by The New Yorker 
journalist Malcolm Gladwell: “The great accomplishment of Job’s life is how 
effectively he put his idiosyncrasies—his petulance, his narcissism, and his 
rudeness—in the service of perfection.” 

In moderation, narcissism is healthy. It takes a bit of narcissism to survive the bruises 
to one’s ego when others start attacking your dreams. Narcissism allows us to persist 
with conviction in the face of profound disagreement. Yet the dark side of narcissism 

																																																								
1	http://wallstreetinsanity.com/why-narcissism-leads-to-success/		



emerges as a dangerous and chilling lack of empathy. It results in ignoring wise 
counsel and neglecting the needs of others. It can also result in Victory Disease, where 
early easy successes evoke a messianic quality in a Founder that fuels the pride 
before the fall. 

ý Autism and AS 
What do mathematical savant Jerry Newport, Pulitzer-prize winning author Tim Page, 
genius computer hacked Gary McKinnon, and Britain’s Got Talent finalist Susan Boyle 
have in common?2 Asperger Syndrome—a condition on the autism spectrum, that 
dampens emotional connections externally, yet evokes considerable depth of feeling 
internally. Many AS individuals experience elements of alexithymia, the difficulty of 
naming what one is feeling. Typically described as being “High IQ, Low EQ”, AS 
individuals often have considerably more empathy for non-human beings than the 
general populace. This may enable an AS Founder to gain a universalistic perspective 
at the expense of impaired social relations with neurotypical individuals.  

While language skills, memory, and intelligence are often boosted to brilliance, this 
Founder’s interests may be more narrow or obsessive in nature. The brilliance can 
come at a cost of severe social challenges when engaging in common society, 
possibly explaining why up to 85% of AS adults are unemployed. This may lead to 
desperate attempts to create economic value in other ways, or to create individual 
cultural “norms”. Furthermore, many AS females were overlooked, since originally AS 
was erroneously categorized as an “extreme male brain” condition. Female 
socialization also seems to encourage mirroring behaviors that mask AS behavior, 
making even self-identification challenging.  

 
Many mistake the “social blindness” of AS individuals and contribute it to poor taste 
or an abrasive personality. Yet the matter is one of not being able to successfully 
manipulate others or of having any inclination to do so. So much of social interaction 
involves deceiving others in small ways (“Mmmm, delicious!” or “That dress looks 
great on you!”), and we feel affronted if others do not deceive us as we wish to be 
deceived. Choosing an AS life or business partner can be a spectacular reality check 
and a grounding influence that encourage a truer rationality.  
 

ý ADHD 
Grammy-winning singer and songwriter Justin Timberlake can bring sexy back and 
will make you cry a river, despite self-describing himself as having “ADD mixed with 
OCD”. Celebrities like Will Smith and Jim Carrey channel their energy through acting. 
Olympic medalists like swimmer Michael Phelps and decathlete Bruce Jenner cope 
through sports. Extreme Makeover: Home Edition star Ty Pennington tackled carpeting. 
CEOs Richard Branson (Virgin), David Neeleman (JetBlue Airways), and Paul Orfalea 
(Kinko’s) poured their heart and soul into business. 
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Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder makes a person impulsively desire 
instant gratification. This is often a crutch, since deferred gratification is traditionally 
correlated with success, especially in light of the entrepreneurial mindset that caters 
to long-term ROI, patience, and steady pursuit of goals. When success is a marathon 
instead of a sprint, the positive aspects of ADHD will suffer. If harnessed correctly, 
however, ADHD can fuel frenetic creative output. ADHD has aided exceptional 
researchers, celebrities, and entrepreneurs who cultivate this special ability of 
hyperaware focus. 

World-class chef Jamie Oliver celebrates healthy eating as a coping mechanism for his 
ADHD; today he’s an avid advocate for eliminating junk food from school lunches to 
help treat attention disorders. Singer Solange Knowles credits her “high energy” to 
ADHD, and says she is happier for it. James Carville led the political campaigns for Bill 
Clinton and Tony Blair, despite adult-onset ADHD. Even greats such as Walt Disney, 
John F. Kennedy, and Albert Einstein were said to have ADHD—and part of their 
maverick brilliancy is due to their wielding of this uniqueness. 

ý OCD 
OCD, or Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, is often characterized by repetition (an 
overwhelming compulsion to perform “rituals”, or a pattern of specific tasks), a need 
for control (aligning furniture, stocking the fridge with specific foods, ensuring there 
are two books on a table instead of three), or germ phobia. Expert psychologists claim 
Charles Darwin, Nikola Tesla, Ludwig van Beethoven, Stonewall Jackson, Charles 
Dickens, and Michelangelo exhibited symptoms of OCD3. 

It’s the reason Jessica Alba repeatedly washes her hands, why Katy Perry brushes her 
teeth six times a day, why David Beckham always rearranges hotel furniture, why 
Woody Allen obsesses about death, and why Donald Trump refuses to shake hands or 
press elevator buttons. There’s also Leonardo DiCaprio—who admits he allowed his 
OCD to worsen in order to more successfully portray Howard Hughes in the academy-
award-winning movie The Aviator (directed by Martin Scorsese, also diagnosed with 
OCD).4  

 
The Right Degree of Madness 
A bit of madness is magic. It might be exactly what you need to propel you forward, 
like a jolt of electricity that makes you jump high enough. But there’s a fine line 
between passion and obsession. Obsession can help Founders endure conditions that 
others could not tolerate—like homelessness or crazy sleep schedules—because of 
their monomaniacal preoccupations. It is Founders who might create the bizarre 
products that no one else dares to try, because they refuse to heed “reason”. Yet 
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Founders might overdo it in their furious pursuit of that path visible only to them, 
leading themselves—and their families, reputations, and businesses—to ruin.  

Founders face many difficulties. Some they bring upon themselves, merely from the 
fact that they’ve stood up against the hurricane and are walking forward instead of 
cowering on the ground and merely existing. Some hardships are unprecedented, 
unexpected, or unfair. Regardless, the Founder must learn to overcome them all. There 
will be co-founder fallouts, customer abandonment, new competitors with deeper 
pockets or better funding, disputes over trademarks and IP, core employees bailing, 
suppliers going bust, unexpected tax bills and regulatory changes, hate campaigns, 
and so on.  

If you owe a debt, you must eventually pay up; financial debt may be forgiven, but 
overtaxing your personal endurance is an invitation for failure and even death. It gets 
worse if Founders neglect their core necessities—their families and friends, their 
eating and exercise habits, their health regime and medical checkups, or their sleep 
and mood cycles.  They can push too fast, too far, and end up boiling in a cauldron of 
vulnerabilities. Then the day comes when they get stuck in this melting pot of mental, 
physical, emotional, and spiritual weaknesses… and they fry. 

Not everyone finds the power within themselves to stand up for second, third, or tenth 
round in the boxing ring, although we all have that untapped strength inside. Those 
who give up are simply those who become embittered and who withdraw in toxic 
shame or despair. They are those who haven’t realized that failure is essential for 
teaching us how to get back up and succeed. Falling is a stepping stone in the art of 
Founding. 

“There is no great genius without some touch of madness.” –Seneca 

Founders learn how to tap into this power. They know a little bit of magic goes a long 
way. Embrace the madness. We fuel the passion and ignite our energy. We can be 
single-minded, optimistic, and should—to a degree—be obsessive in order to achieve 
our goal. Remember, balance. To choose to attack the impossible requires a degree of 
bravery and willful naiveté. Only a minority of people dare to cultivate that.  

Wield your mind before it wields you. 

	


