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No Country for Old Men by Cormac McCarthy* 

OUTLINE 

Part I  

• Sheriff Ed Tom Bell remembers going to the execution of a psychopathic killer. 
• He foreshadows something worse that “might be coming down the pike” (4). 
• Chigurh brutally murders a young deputy and escapes from jail in the deputy’s cruiser. 
• Chigurh pulls an unsuspecting driver over, murders him, and steals his car. 
• While hunting, Moss comes across what must have been a drug deal gone bad 
• Moss tracks down the “last man standing” (15) and finds a satchel full of money. 
• Moss goes home and Carla Jean nags him about where he’s been.  
• Moss gets up in the middle of the night. He tells Carla Jean he is “fixin to go do something dummern 

hell” (24). 
• Moss goes back to the scene of the drug deal and is pursued by armed men in trucks. 
• He escapes but is wounded in the shoulder 

Part II  

• Ed Tom remembers a time when he came across an old boy who was willing to “actually throw down on 
a law enforcement officer and open fire” (39). 

• Bell and Wendell find the stolen cruiser and the body of Bill Wyrick, Chigurh’s second victim 
• Bell learns of the murdered deputy, and tries to console Sheriff Lamar, who worries that they are 

“looking at something we really aint never seen before” (46). 
• Moss makes it home and tells Carla Jean she needs to leave town, that his truck will lead people to their 

trailer. 
• Chigurh toys with a gas station attendant, making him call a coin toss for a chance “to win everything” 

(56). 
• Chigurh meets two other men at the scene of the drug deal gone bad. He murders them both and takes 

the receiver (60-61). 

Part III  

• Ed Tom contemplates the pros and cons of technology and the parameters of his job. 
• Bell opines, “It takes very little to govern good people. Very little. And bad people cant be governed at 

all” (64). 
• Bell is called out to a car on fire. It’s Wyrick’s vehicle.  
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• Bell and Wendell go out to the drug scene on horseback. They come to the conclusion that there has 
been more than one skirmish. 

• The autopsy report on Wyrick cannot determine what he was shot with because there was “no exit 
wound” (78). 

• Chigurh finds Moss’s trailer, breaks in and takes a phone bill with him. 
• Moss goes to Del Rio, gets a hotel room, and hides the satchel and the money in an AC duct. 
• Coming back from dinner, Moss notices that someone is in his room. He goes to a different hotel and 

then goes shopping for a gun and tent poles. 

Part IV  

• Ed Tom remember the early days of running for Sheriff. 
• He consider that he “was always lucky,” but the day he met his wife Loretta “was the luckiest” (91). 
• Bell and Wendell make it to Moss’s trailer and realize someone has already been there. 
• DEA agent McIntyre tries to come to grips with the scene that is the remnants of the drug deal gone bad 

(95-98). 
• Moss rents another room adjacent to his first and fishes out the satchel and money using tent poles and a 

hook made from coat hangers. 
• Chigurh breaks into Moss’s original room and kills the Mexicans who were there waiting for Moss, but 

he cannot find the money. 
• Bell realizes that Wyrick was killed with a cattle gun, explaining why there was not exit wound. 
• Moss checks into the Hotel Eagle and discovers the transponder in the stacks of money. 
• Moss hides and gets the drop on Chigurh as he comes into Moss’s room (112). 
• Moss is shot by Chigurh as he was trying to get away from the hotel.  
• Moss crosses the bridge into Mexico. 
• Chigurh, although wounded by Moss, does away with a number of bad guys in a vicious shootout in the 

street. 

Part V  

• Ed Tom contemplates the nature of truth. He ponders that it is something that “dont move about from 
place to place and it dont change from time to time” (124). 

• Ed Tom tracks down Carla Jean in Odessa. She is wary of the Sheriff and his questions, but she does 
share how she met Llewelyn some three years ago, married him soon after. 

• Carson Wells is hired by a man in a big office building to hunt down Chigurh. 
• Wells checks into the Hotel Eagle, and soon finds Moss in the hospital on the Mexican side of the bridge 

(148). 
• Wells tries to get Moss to realize that Chigurh will not make any deals, and that he is likely to go kill 

Carla Jean. 

Part VI  

• Ed Tom contemplates the changing times, and again speaks admiringly of his wife Loretta and her 
support for his unusual career situation (159). 

• Chigurh procures medical supplies and performs surgery on himself, holding up for a number of days to 
recover from the wound he suffered from Moss’s shot at the hotel. 

• Chigurh finds and kills Wells at the Hotel Eagle. 
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• Moss talks to Chigurh on the phone. Chigurh offers to let Carla Jean live if Moss gives him the money 
back (184). 

• Moss leaves the hospital and heads back to the American side of the bridge. 
• Ed Tom finds the receiver at the Hotel Eagle. 

Part VII  

• Ed Tom talks about how much times have changed, using an old school survey to prove his point (198). 
• Chigurh finds and kills the man who hired Wells to kill him. 
• Chigurh goes to Carla Jean’s mother’s house, but they are already gone. 
• Moss retrieves the money and buys a truck and a Tec-9. 
• Moss picks up a young hitchhiker (211). 
• Carla Jean calls Sheriff Bell to tell him where Llewelyn is, but the phone is tapped and soon black 

Barracuda is headed towards Moss (214-15). 

Part VIII 

• Ed Tom considers how brazen the drug traffickers have become, even making homemade bombs out of 
mason jars and hand grenades (216-17). 

• Moss eats and chats with the hitchhiker. 
• The hitchhiker says, “I Was always lucky” (234). 
• Ed Tom makes it to Fort Stockton too late. Moss and the hitchhiker have both been killed (237). 
• Chigurh goes to Moss’s room and gets the money. Ed Tom just misses running into him.  

Part IX  

• Ed Tom complains of the futility of his situation, how ends up “lookin like a fool” trying to hunt 
Chigurh – “He’s a ghost” (248). 

• Chigurh returns what’s left of the money and offers his service to a man in a fancy office. 
• Carla Jean comes home from her mother’s funeral to find Chigurh waiting for her (254). 
• Chigurh tells Carla Jean to call a coin toss. She refuses, and he kills her (261). 
• Chigurh is in a bad collision and badly injured as he leaves Carla Jean’s mother’s house. 
• Bell visits Cousin Ellis and confesses that he did not deserve his medal from the wat, that when “you go 

into battle it’s a blood oath to look after the men with you and I dont know why I didn’t (278). 

Part X  

• Bell contemplates his medal, his dead daughter, and the unsolved case of the drug deal gone bad. 
• Bell gets a lead on the gun that was taken from Chigurh’s truck (286). 
• Bell talks to David DeMarco but get very little out of him. 
• Bell tracks down the other boy from the wreck and tries to make sense of it all. 

Part XI 

• Ed Tom goes and talks to Moss’s father, who says, “He was the best rifle shot I ever saw” (294). 
• Ed Tom tries to talk to a fugitive in prison, but still gets nowhere on Chigurh. 
• Ed Tom tells a lawyer, who is asking if he is looking for a phantom, “No, he’s out there. I wish he 

wasnt. But he is” (299). 
• Bell has a quiet moment with Loretta and the horses (302). 
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Part XII 

• Bell again contemplates “where we’re headed,” that we are “bein bought with our own money” (303). 
• Bell leaves the courthouse for the last time. He is not just sad. “He felt like this before but not in a long 

time…he knew what it was. It was defeat” (306). 

Part XIII  

• Ed Tom relates a dream to Loretta. In the dream his father “was goin on ahead and that he was fixin to 
make a fire somewhere out there in all that dark and all that cold and I knew that whenever I got there he 
would be there” (309). 

 

 

QUOTES and COMMENTARY 

1. Early on in McCarthy’s novel, Sheriff Ed Tom claims, “Somewhere out there is a true and living prophet of 
destruction and I dont want to confront him. I know he is real.”  Clearly the sheriff is having doubts about 
his role as sheriff and his ability to keep his county safe, but even more than that, he knows that he cannot 
“put his soul at hazard” (4). 
 

2. “There had to be a last man standing,” Moss tells himself when he stumbles across the carnage that 
remained after the failed drug deal.  Much of McCarthy’s tale hinges on the idea of luck and fate, but here 
Moss makes the conscious decision to go find this last man, and the money, and sets in motion a series of 
events that will seal his fate, condemning him not to be the “last man standing” (15). 
 

3. Ed Tom says that he reads the papers every morning “just to try and figure out what might be headed this 
way,” but it “keeps getting harder” (40).  This is a common theme for Bell – and McCarthy – this idea of 
times changing for the worse, and the seemingly hopeless nature of this fight to stop what is coming. And, 
clearly, what is coming is not good. 
 

4. “Anything can be an instrument,” Chigurh tells the gas station proprietor after he saves his life by correctly 
guessing the toss of the coin. “Small things. Things you wouldn’t even notice….People don’t pay attention. 
And then one day there’s an accounting” (57). Clearly it is not just the coin – Chigurh, too, is an instrument. 
He is the accountant. He does the accounting. He is the angel of death, and he is as cold and heartless as the 
coin that just spared the proprietor’s life. It matters not at all the proprietor lived. And it would not have 
mattered any more – or less – if the coin had pointed in a different direction, down a different and harsher 
path. 
 

5. “I’m not sure we’ve seen these people before. Their kind,” Ed Tom muses. “I don’t know what to do about 
em even. If you killed em all they’d have to build a annex on to hell” (79). Again, the sheriff is struggling 
with the seeming futility of his job and the way times have changed. And, as much as some might think it is 
just Ed Tom getting old, it is clear that the nature of the beast, the audacity of the evil that is coming – or is 
already upon us – has indeed changed.  And, if a good man like Ed Tom is helpless against this evil, there 
does seem to be little hope for the rest of us. 
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6. Ed Tom claims, “People complain about the bad things that happen to em that they dont deserve but they 

seldom mention the good. And what they done to deserve them things” (91). This is certainly true. We feel 
wronged by the bad that comes our way, but we always seem to think that we deserve the good that happens 
to fall in our laps. Perhaps it is just like Chigurh’s coin – a random chance – or simple dumb luck. No 
rhyme, no merit, just fate. 
 

7. According to Wells, Chigurh is “a peculiar man. You could even say that he has principles. Principles that 
transcend money or drugs or anything like that” (153). He is an enigma. And, sadly, this puts Moss at a 
distinct disadvantage. Chigurh is not susceptible to the temptations that so many men fall victim to. And he 
will not be reasoned with. There is nothing to discuss. Moss will have as much chance of dealing with 
Chigurh as he would have of persuading a spinning coin to land heads instead of tails. 
 

8. Ironically, it is Wells himself who tries to convince Chigurh of a different path, to take a bribe, to let him 
live. But Chigurh does not want Wells’ money – “it’s in the wrong currency” (173).  Again, one cannot 
bargain with Chigurh. One cannot bribe death. They both deal in the same currency. 
 

9. “If the rule you followed led you to this,” Chigurh asks Wells, “of what use was the rule?” (175). This query 
parallels many of Ed Tom’s musings. Why do the good suffer so? Why do bad men reap so much reward?  
Again, the cold randomness of it all seems to contradict what we have been taught – and what we so 
desperately want to believe.  The rule, the compass, appears to be askew. 
 

10. Ed Tom, having seen many examples of Chigurh’s brutal handiwork, is not quite sure what to make of the 
man he is hunting. “I dont think he’s a lunatic though,” Ed Tom admits (192).  And he is right. Chigurh is 
sane – clear and cunningly sane, which only adds to the horror that he poses. 
 

11. There is a recurring theme of chance in McCarthy’s novel, to be sure. The whims of fate and luck are seen 
many times throughout the encounters of all the characters, but there is also no ignoring the power of 
choice, of the existential despair that the responsibility of freedom of choice engenders. Moss sums this up 
succinctly when he tells the young hitchhiker that “yesterday is all that does count. What else is there? Your 
life is made up of the days it’s made out of. Nothin else” (227). Just as he made the choice to track down 
and take the money, she made the choice to get into his truck that fateful day. What one does decides one’s 
fate. 

 
12. Chigurh, too, despite his occasional coin tosses, echoes this existential idea. He explains it this way to Carla 

Jean: “Every moment in your life is a turning and every one a choosing. Somewhere you made a choice. All 
followed to this. The accounting is scrupulous. The shape is drawn. No line can be erased” (259).  Our 
choices are infinite, but as we choose we eliminate what might have been. We cannot go back, but we do 
choose, despite the fact that we  – like Carla Jean, and even Chigurh – cannot control the turn of the coin. 
 

13. Moss’s father explains to Ed Tom that some people claim the “it was Vietnam brought this country to its 
knees. But …it was just the icin on the cake” (294-95). He might just be right. It can often be difficult to 
discern the symptom from the illness, the cause from the result. 

 
14. Ed Tom considers the lure of the money, the temptation of Mammon (299), and asks, “What do we think is 

goin to come of that money? Money that can buy whole countries. It done has. Can it buy this one? I dont 
think so” (303). Unfortunately, Ed Tom is wrong. It has bought this country. And the cost is much much 
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higher than the price tag on the drugs themselves. Again, we are dealing with a very different – and far more 
precious – currency. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION(S) 

How much of our lives is subject to fate – how much can we actually choose? 

Are times getting worse, or do the older generations simply sing the same old song? 

Is there any way to stop the drug trade, or at least the violent nature of the drug trade? 

Might the drug problem not be the problem at all? Could the drug problem be a mere symptom of another more 
insidious issue? 

 

 

 

 

*Please note – Although this sample is based on a work of literature, and we do focus on nonfiction in 
ENC 1101, the basic format for this assignment – the outline, the quotes and commentary, and the 
tentative research question(s) – is basically the same.   

If you do this assignment well, you will have a clear and accurate recap of your book, some strong quotes 
and commentary (with accurate citations of page numbers), AND a good question (or questions) to help 
guide your future research. 


