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    CORMAC MCCARTHY


    AMERICAN NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Providence, Rhode Island in 1933.


      	Notable works:


      	Blood Meridian or the Evening Redness in the West (1985), novel


      	Border Trilogy (1992-1998), series of novels


      	The Road (2006), novel

    


    Cormac McCarthy is often cited as one of America’s most important contemporary writers, particularly for his 1985 novel Blood Meridian. While he had been pursuing writing as a career as early as the 1960s (his first novel, The Orchard Keeper, was published in 1965), he did not start to garner widespread acclaim and commercial success until the publication of his later works, including Blood Meridian and especially his Border Trilogy, starting with All the Pretty Horses (1992).


    McCarthy’s writing is known for two primary reasons: his depictions of the American South, and his writing style. In particular, McCarthy has attracted praise for his use of dialect in his novels focusing on the South, while his writing style is noted for stripping away as many commas, apostrophes and punctuation marks as he can, even removing quotation marks for dialogue.

  


  
    NO COUNTRY FOR OLD MEN


    A WORLD THAT OLDER MEN ONCE UNDERSTOOD FALLS TO CHAOTIC VIOLENCE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: McCarthy, C. (2010) No Country for Old Men. London: Picador.


      	1st edition: 2005


      	Themes: crime, the rise of chaos, family, fate and chance, senseless violence, self-sufficiency, rural America

    


    It is 1980 in rural Texas. Local county sheriff Ed Tom Bell finds himself in an increasingly violent world that he understands less and less every day. Llewelyn Moss, a Vietnam veteran and a welder by trade, stumbles across the aftermath of a drug-deal gone bad while out hunting. Instead of reporting the incident, he decides to take the briefcase full of money he finds there and run off with it. This brings him to the attention not only of Sheriff Bell, but also of two rival cartels and the murderous, psychopathic Anton Chigurh. Moss is forced to flee through all of Texas and Mexico to avoid the forces after him, including the Sheriff, who is trying to make sure Moss survives the situation he has gotten himself into, and Chigurh, who will stop at nothing, even being given the money, to kill Moss.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    SHERIFF BELL’S THOUGHTS


    Sheriff Ed Tom Bell reflects on the execution of a young man that he once witnessed. Similar reflections occur at the beginning of every subsequent chapter. Following this, a man in custody named Anton Chigurh kills the Deputy who arrested him and flees from his office.


    LLEWELYN MOSS AT THE CRIME SCENE


    Hiking away after a missed shot that scattered the antelopes he was hunting, Llewelyn Moss comes across three bullet-ridden vehicles surrounded by several dead men. One, still alive but barely, begs for water. Moss finds another dead man some distance away, as well as a briefcase containing several million dollars. He is “scared in a way he [doesn’t] even understand” (p.17).


    Moss takes the money and returns home to his trailer, where he talks briefly and obliquely to his wife, Carla Jean, about what occurred. At 1:06 the following morning he wakes and contemplates the fortune he has taken, then takes a gallon of water to the crime scene, where he discovers that the dying man has been killed. There follows a drawn-out gunfight along a nearby river by which Moss attempts, and finally does manage, to escape.


    CHIGURH ON THE MOVE


    The police begin moving in reaction to Chigurh’s murderous escape. Meanwhile, Moss finally gets home to his trailer, where he tells Carla Jean to skip town.


    Chigurh reaches a gas station. He gets into a strange discussion with the proprietor, which ends with Chigurh making him call a coin toss. The threat of fatal violence hangs over the scene, but the man calls it correctly and Chigurh leaves. Later that evening, he meets with two men and goes with them to Moss’ abandoned truck and then to the crime scene, where he kills them and acquires a receiver that tracks the briefcase of money.


    LOOKING FOR LLEWELYN MOSS


    Moss parts company with Carla Jean, leaving her on a bus to her grandmother’s. Sheriff Bell is called to a crime scene, along with a deputy named Wendell: the scene of both the original crime and the more recent incidents that took place nearby. Later, Bell and another deputy, Torbert, discuss the gruesome deaths, where Bell reflects, “I aint sure we’ve seen these people before. Their kind. I dont know what to do about em even” (p.79).


    Chigurh has found Moss’ abandoned trailer and ransacks it. He begins making inquiries in the surrounding area regarding Moss’ whereabouts. Moss, meanwhile, is hiding in another town. He gets a motel room, patches himself up and gathers supplies, including a shotgun, quickly realising that despite Carla Jean telling him not to hurt anyone, “he knew that he was probably going to have to kill somebody” (p.87). He hides the briefcase of money deep in his motel room’s air duct.


    LEAVING THE MOTEL, AND TROUBLE AT THE HOTEL EAGLE


    Bell and his deputies follow the trail Chigurh and Moss leave behind. DEA agent McIntyre, who has been sent to help Bell investigate, arrives via helicopter.


    The main plot is briefly interrupted by a vignette of Chigurh taking a shot at a bird with a silenced pistol. This is one of many instances depicting his capacity for random acts of cruelty – though his shot misses.


    Moss purchases a second room at the same motel, deducing that someone has broken into the first one. He fishes the briefcase from the second room’s air duct, then leaves the motel.


    Chigurh arrives at the motel. A group of men from one of the involved gangs have taken over Moss’ first room. Chigurh kills them, finds the drag marks left in the air duct by the briefcase, cleans himself quietly of blood, and leaves.


    Moss has taken a cab to another city, where he takes a room at the Hotel Eagle. He inspects his briefcase of money, and finds the transponder inside. Setting it in the bedroom drawer, he goes and pays the clerk to call him if anyone suspicious walks into the hotel.


    Moss wakes up of his own accord, thinking someone could be coming. He catches Chigurh walking into his room. Moss does not kill him, instead choosing to disarm him and run. Chigurh pulls out his silenced pistol and a shootout follows through the hotel lobby and outside, with other parties joining in the firefight. Moss escapes, bleeding heavily, and manages to hide the briefcase and cross the U.S.-Mexico border to get help at the Piedras Negras Hospital before passing out. Chigurh himself has a leg wound, but kills all the parties who had joined in the shootout. Chigurh executes the last man left alive after ordering him to look Chigurh in the eye.


    FINDING MOSS


    Bell meets Carla Jean, now staying with her grandmother. Bell attempts to gather information on Moss from her at the Sunshine Café. She does not let any key information slip, even saying that she would die before snitching on Moss. As readers, we learn here that Moss was a soldier in the Vietnam War (1955-1975).


    Bell is called to the crime scene at the Hotel Eagle late at night. When he returns home, he has a brief discussion with his wife about Moss, for whom he appears to have genuine sympathy and worry.


    A man named Wells discusses Chigurh with someone who seems to be a high-ranking cartel officer. The two characterise Chigurh as an actual psychopath, unable to be controlled and even, according to the officer, “invincible” (p.140).


    Wells is waiting by Moss’ side when he wakes at the hospital. He tells Moss as explicitly as he can how dangerous a man Chigurh is – outlining how Carla Jean is in danger also, and that even if Moss kills Chigurh there will be an endless number of other men sent after him until the money is recovered – and how he, Wells, is the only one who can help at this point. Moss sees why Wells would help him: he would “rather deal with [Moss] than this sugar guy” (p.155). He gives Moss his phone number and leaves, expecting him to call later even if Moss thinks he will not.


    MOSS AND CHIGURH DISCUSS TERMS


    Chigurh meticulously cleans his leg wound and spends five days recovering at a motel. He tracks the transponder, and then finds and corners Wells at the Hotel Eagle. Wells offers to pay him off, but Chigurh says that his wound changed him, “Changed [his] perspective. [He’s] moved on in a way” (p.173). Chigurh explains the reason he was under arrest at the beginning of the novel: killing someone with whom he provoked a fight. Wells calls him “goddamned crazy” (p.175). Chigurh keeps talking to him about their positions, for so long that Wells begins commanding him to get it over with (i.e. kill him). Chigurh finally does.


    Moss calls Carla Jean. He tells her that he might have found someone who can help them (Wells). He calls Wells, but Chigurh answers. Chigurh tells him that unless they meet, Carla Jean will be “accountable. Same as you [Moss]” (p.184).


    Moss crosses the U.S.-Mexico border back into Texas. Meanwhile, Sheriff Bell has arrived at the second crime scene at the Hotel Eagle: Wells’ murder.


    FINDING MOSS


    Chigurh kills the ranking man who had hired Wells. Carla Jean flees to El Paso with her grandmother, and Chigurh searches the grandmother’s house shortly after.


    Moss retrieves the briefcase from where he hid it, then pays a cab driver to take him to San Antonio. He buys a gun and a car. While driving out of the city, he picks up a girl hitchhiking. He makes her drive so that he can rest, his wounds still hurting him.


    Carla Jean calls Sheriff Bell from El Paso. She has decided to tell Bell where Moss last called from. We are then shown a small scene at the end of the chapter, showing that cartel members have wiretapped Bell’s home phone and have now caught on to Moss’ trail.


    Moss and the hitchhiking girl have several conversations about one another, omitting key details, as they head west toward El Paso (for Moss) and California (for her), stopping at a diner, truck stop and finally at a motel in Van Horn for the night.


    THE END GAME


    Bell makes it to Van Horn, only to find that Moss and the girl have been killed overnight. Bell goes to El Paso to tell Carla Jean of Moss’ death in person.


    Chigurh meets with the cartel leader for whom the briefcase of money was originally meant. He gives him the money instead of keeping it for himself, deciding to strike up a business relationship.


    After Carla Jean attends her mother’s funeral, she finds Chigurh waiting for her at home. He has come to fulfil his earlier promise to kill her, since Moss decided against giving the money to Chigurh in order to end the situation. He decides, like with the gas station proprietor from near the beginning of the novel, to decide her fate with a coin toss, which she calls incorrectly. He calls it bad luck. After a discussion, almost a sermon, like he had with Wells, he shoots her.


    Chigurh, in an ironic twist, gets in a severe car accident. He survives with some broken bones and pays off bystanders to say they did not see him there before leaving the scene.


    BELL’S FINAL THOUGHTS


    Bell has decided to retire soon. He goes to his uncle Ellis’ home and talks for a long time with him – in a way, their discussion synthesises all the reflections we read from Bell at the start of each chapter. Bell confesses to Ellis that the act for which he received a Bronze Star in World WarII (1939-1945) was followed by abandoning his squadron to a German grenade volley. He thought the guilt would go away, but when it did not he “thought that maybe [he] could make up for it” (p.278). This has been what he has tried to do during his long tenure as sheriff.


    Bell talks to the bystanders that Chigurh paid off after getting a call about Carla Jean’s murder. From one of them he finally manages to get a profile, albeit a vague one, on Chigurh. But we never see Chigurh captured or killed, if he ever is. The denouement shows Sheriff Bell winding into retirement, and the novel ends with a last reflection of his: a dream he had of his father after he died.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    SHERIFF ED TOM BELL


    Ed Tom Bell is the sheriff of Terrell County, Texas. He is reaching an older age, and finds it difficult to apply his older and more coherent moral systems to what he sees as an increasingly chaotic and violent world. While he attempts to protect Llewelyn Moss and his wife Carla Jean, both are ultimately killed, and the failure of Bell’s values to subdue the forces which killed them leads him to retire come the novel’s end.


    While Llewelyn Moss seems to be the protagonist of the novel, since the story revolves around the act of him taking the money, Sheriff Bell fits the role more aptly. His perspective and reflections are core to the novel’s themes, coming as they do at the beginning of every chapter, and he acts in a sense as the detective in a detective-fiction that unfolds in tandem with his discoveries.


    Bell is more or less disregarded by the other main characters, Moss and Chigurh. Bell in fact reflects that “probably the only reason [he is] even still alive is that they have no respect for [him]” (p.217), further evidence of the way the world he knew (the country of old men, as the title says) is slipping into depravity, violence and chaos that he cannot even begin to control.


    Though it is not revealed until near the end of the novel, Bell has spent his time as sheriff attempting to work away the guilt he had accrued after abandoning his fellow


    LLEWELYN MOSS
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