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			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed, or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Context

			Overview

			Summary

			Timeline

			Cast of Characters

			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			Trivia

			What’s That Word?

			Critical Response

			About Truman Capote

			For Your Information

			Bibliography

			Copyright

		

	
		
			Context

			With In Cold Blood: A True Account of a Multiple Murder and Its Consequences, Truman Capote created what he called “a serious new art form: the nonfiction novel.” In 1959, when Capote first started thinking about In Cold Blood, he was already a brilliant fixture of the New York literary scene, author of celebrated short stories, essays, and novels, including the bestselling novella Breakfast at Tiffany’s. But, according to Capote, he wished to explore journalism as a potential artistic medium by applying his novelistic gifts to a true story—that of a 1959 multiple murder in remote western Kansas, its ramifications, and the psychology of its perpetrators.

			By almost any measure, he succeeded: The book, originally published as a wildly popular four-part series in the New Yorker before Random House released it in book form 1966, was met with laudatory reviews and enormous commercial success. With In Cold Blood, Capote limned the dark, violent underbelly of mid-twentieth-century America, chilling and captivating readers with his eloquent and penetrating description of the two murderers, Perry Smith and Richard Hickock, with whom he corresponded for five years, from the time of their arrest to their execution. He regularly interviewed Smith and Hickock when they were on death row, and developed a fascination with Smith in particular that critics and biographers have speculated went beyond the typical interest a journalist has for his subject.

			In Cold Blood is considered to be Capote’s personal masterpiece, as well as a pioneering work of true crime and literary nonfiction. Today, the book remains one of the bestselling true crime books in publishing history.

		

	
		
			Overview

			The town of Holcomb rises from the plains of western Kansas, where tawny fields of wheat and dusty white roads stretch long and flat beneath a wide blue sky. In Cold Blood begins here, in Holcomb, where Herb Clutter; his wife, Bonnie; and their children, Nancy and Kenyon, lived—and where they died, shot to death in in the predawn hours of November 15, 1959.

			There are two sides to In Cold Blood. The first is the story of the townspeople and investigators, who reckon with grief and fear in the aftermath of the killing. The second tells the story of the two murderers, Richard Eugene Hickock and Perry Edward Smith. Placed side by side, these two narrative threads examine the multiple facets of a particular murder, illuminating a darker side to post–World War II, small-town America.

			In Cold Blood represents the culmination of Truman Capote’s painstaking research, extensive interviews, and practiced storytelling techniques. The third-person narrative is often cinematic in style, full of transcribed quotes and detail-rich; the book cuts back and forth between delicately counterpoised scenes of the Clutter family and the two men who killed them.

			Part I: “The Last to See Them Alive” weaves the stories of the Clutters’ last day alive, the discovery of their bodies, and Hickock and Smith’s journey to Holcomb. From the first description of the crime scene to the prison execution that concludes the book, the identity of the killers is clear. What remains unknown, and what drives the suspense throughout the rest of the book, is how the murderers killed their victims, and why.

			Part II: “Persons Unknown” describes the stalled investigation, which is led by Kansas Bureau of Investigation agent Alvin Adams Dewey. Hickock and Smith, who seem to have no connection to the Clutters whatsoever, decamp to Mexico after a check-passing spree in Kansas. Our understanding of the killers’ minds and personalities deepens: Perry is dreamy, angry, and broken by a horrific childhood, while Dick is charming, cavalier, and cruel. While the people of Holcomb suspect each other and mourn the loss of a prominent family, Dick and Perry spend their money and return to the States, certain that police will never link them to the Clutter family.

			In Part III: “Answer,” their confidence proves misplaced. An old cellmate of Hickock’s named Floyd Wells puts two and two together and speaks up about Hickock and Perry. Wells once worked for Herb Clutter and told Hickock about River Valley Farm. Las Vegas police arrest the pair in December of 1959. Kansas investigators extract their confessions. Dick and Perry admit to the murders, but they themselves don’t seem to know quite why they did it. In the minds of the killers, the horrific slaughter of four carries almost no meaning.

			The final section of the book, “The Corner,” describes the murder trial and its aftermath. Dick and Perry are sentenced to death, and, after five years on death row, they are hanged. So ends the tale of an American murder.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Part I: The Last to See Them Alive

			On November 14, 1959, the members of the Clutter family are living out an ordinary autumn Saturday on River Valley Farm, unaware that it will be their last. Herb Clutter, the family patriarch, awakens at seven and eats a light breakfast before taking a walk on his farm. Later in the morning, he drives out to Garden City, Kansas, where he leads a meeting of the Finney County 4-H Club.

			Mr. Clutter’s only son, fifteen-year-old Kenyon Clutter, accompanies his father to the 4-H meeting and spends the rest of his afternoon varnishing a mahogany hope chest he made as a wedding present for his older sister Beverly. (The two eldest Clutter children no longer live at home: Eveanna, married, lives in Illinois, while Beverly is studying to be a nurse in Kansas City.)

			Nancy Clutter, the sixteen-year-old “town darling,” flits between several engagements: she chats with her close friend Sue Kidwell on the phone, teaches a neighbor girl how to bake a cherry pie, helps another local girl with a trumpet solo, and runs several errands for her mother, Bonnie Clutter, who has only recently returned from a two-week stay in a psychiatric hospital. Mrs. Clutter rises briefly, but soon returns to bed.

			Later that afternoon, Mr. Clutter purchases a $40,000 life insurance policy; after dinner, Nancy’s boyfriend, Bobby Rupp, comes over to watch television. He leaves around ten o’clock with plans to see Nancy again the next day.

			Meanwhile, a black 1949 Chevrolet leaves Olathe, Kansas, around three o’clock and drives toward Holcomb, four hundred miles away. Driver and passenger are Richard Hickock and Perry Smith, two ex-convicts who celled together at the Kansas State Penitentiary in Lansing.

			The two men talk; Perry plays his guitar. They stop in Emporia, Kansas, where they purchase a pair of rubber gloves and a roll of white nylon rope; they also try and fail to buy black nylon stockings. They eat dinner in Great Bend, and drive on into Holcomb as a full moon rises over the prairie.

			The Clutters, devout Methodists, often drive a young friend, Nancy Ewalt, to Sunday church services in Garden City—but on Sunday, November 15, 1959, the Clutter family does not seem to be awake when Nancy Ewalt arrives at their door. Nancy Ewalt and her father drive to the home of Sue Kidwell, to ask if she knows where the family might be. Sue doesn’t know. They go back to the Clutter house and the two girls go inside.

			They run out screaming. Nancy Clutter is dead.

			Later, the sheriff, along with a high school teacher, a deputy, and Mr. Ewalt, discover the bodies of the other three family members. Mrs. Clutter, like Nancy, had been bound, hand and foot, with nylon rope and killed with a shotgun blast to the head. Kenyon and Mr. Clutter lay dead downstairs: Kenyon on the couch, bound and shot like his mother and sister, and Mr. Clutter in the furnace room, with his throat cut and a bullet wound in his head.

			The news spreads through Holcomb. Mother Truitt and Mrs. Myrtle Clare, Holcomb’s mother-daughter postmistresses, see two ambulances driving toward the Clutter farm. Bobby Rupp learns of his girlfriend’s death when Mr. Ewalt stops by the Rupp farm that afternoon.

			National headlines speak of the violent murders, and rumors circulate among friends and acquaintances throughout Holcomb.

			In Olathe, Kansas, the two young killers sleep. Perry Smith collapses on a motel bed; Dick Hickock nods off on the couch at his family home. Dick and Perry are exhausted: they have driven more than eight hundred miles in the past twenty-four hours.

			Part II: Persons Unknown

			Faced with the gruesome murder of a respected family, the townspeople of Holcomb begin to fear and distrust each other. They lock their doors at night. In Hartman’s Café and at the post office, wherever people meet, theories and gossip abound. A question reverberates throughout the town: Who killed the Clutters? And another, perhaps more urgent question follows: Why?

			Alvin Adams Dewey, the Garden City representative of the Kansas Bureau of Investigation, believes with relative certainty that two suspects, not one, committed the murders. Though clues are sparse at the crime scene, investigators find two footprints: one a bloody Cat’s Paw half-sole mark, the other an impression made by a diamond-pattern sole. From a few other clues—the pillow beneath Kenyon’s head and the way Nancy was tucked into her bed—Dewey concludes that at least one of the killers felt some compassion for the Clutters.

			The investigation originally focuses on Bobby Rupp, Nancy Clutter’s boyfriend—he was the last to see the family alive. Herb Clutter had recently encouraged Nancy to stop seeing Bobby, as the Clutters were Methodist and the Rupps were Catholic. But Bobby Rupp passed a polygraph test, and Dewey believes he is innocent.

			Without a single clear suspect, Dewey, along with Kansas Bureau of Investigation agents Harold Nye, Clarence Duntz, and Roy Church, starts following up on dead-end leads and searching for possible motives and suspects.

			As Holcomb reels and the murder investigation trips forward blindly, Perry Smith and Dick Hickock plan their flight to Mexico, where Perry hopes to hunt for treasure or buy a boat and take tourists out deep-sea fishing. First, they pass several bad checks in Kansas City and make off with jewelry, televisions, and expensive suits, which they pawn. They drive to Mexico City and then south to Acapulco. They befriend a German tourist there, and fritter away their money on prostitutes and alcohol.

			In Holcomb, the Clutter funeral is a big event: more than six hundred people attend the burial. Only a few days later, Beverly Clutter, the younger of the two surviving Clutter children, gets married at the First Methodist Church in Garden City. The wedding, scheduled for December, is held early for the convenience of the relatives who came to Garden City for the funeral. Sue Kidwell and Bobby Rupp bond over their shared grief. Alvin Dewey, lacking any real leads in the Clutter murder case, becomes increasingly consumed with finding a solution to the mystery; he obsesses over the crime scene photos and loses twenty pounds in three weeks.

			In Mexico, the differences between Dick and Perry grow more apparent. Dick is vulgar, cruel, intelligent, and practical; Perry considers himself artistically gifted and dreams of becoming a famous musician. Dick preys on underage girls and spends his money on prostitutes and liquor; Perry despises sexual impulsivity and hopes one day to live out the treasure-hunting adventures he reads about in cheap magazines. Dick doesn’t want to talk about the murders, but Perry wants to understand why they did it. Though Perry once told Dick that he had killed a black man for no reason, the story was a lie—Perry had never killed before that November night in Holcomb.

			Perry’s childhood was violent and lonely. He’d always been imaginative and sensitive—throughout his life, Perry has dreamed of a giant yellow bird that rescues him and vanquishes those who do him harm. Perry was born the youngest of four children to a Cherokee woman and an Irish man, both rodeo riders. His mother, an alcoholic, left his father and took her children to San Francisco. Perry lived for a time in various orphanages, where his caretakers beat him for wetting the bed. Perry’s father eventually found and claimed him, and the two lived together until Perry joined the army. After the Korean War, they lived together again until they had a vicious falling-out.

			While drifting from state to state, Perry stole office equipment from a building in Phillipsburg, Kansas. For this crime, and for escaping from the Phillipsburg jail after his first arrest, Perry was sent to the Kansas State Penitentiary in Lansing. There he celled with Dick Hickock and bonded with a preacher named Willie-Jay.

			Out of money, Dick and Perry return to the States. They walk through the Mojave Desert and try to flag down passing cars. Dick’s plan is simple: They’ll kill the first solo driver who offers them a ride, dump the body, and make off in the car.

			Part III: Answer

			Floyd Wells worked on River Valley Farm in 1948. Later, he shared a cell with Richard Hickock at the Kansas State Penitentiary in Lansing. Relaxing in his cell one evening in November 1959, Wells hears a news broadcast about the murder of the Clutter family. Immediately, he knows who did it.

			Wells had once mentioned Herb Clutter to Hickock. Dick wanted to know if Mr. Clutter was a wealthy man, and Wells said yes. Then Dick asked if Herb Clutter kept a safe. Wells said yes, he seemed to remember a safe. Dick wanted to know everything about the Clutter family, the Clutter house, and River Valley Farm—and Wells told him, never believing that Hickock really meant it when he said he’d rob and kill the Clutters just as soon as he got out.

			But Floyd Wells hesitates to report what he knows: He fears retribution from other prisoners for snitching, and worries that he’ll be charged as an accessory to the murder. When he finally speaks up, he gives Alvin Dewey and the Kansas Bureau of Investigation the first major break in the Clutter case.

			The investigators begin to track down and interview Smith’s and Hickock’s living relatives. Harold Nye speaks with Dick Hickock’s mother and father, who live a normal, humble life in Olathe, Kansas. The elder Mr. Hickock, terminally ill, tells Nye about his son: Dick had been a high school sports star and a good student. After high school, he married and found work as a mechanic, ambulance driver, and car painter. Dick got into a serious car accident; afterward, says Mr. Hickock, Dick took to gambling and stealing, and eventually wound up in prison for pilfering a hunting rifle. The Hickocks don’t know where their son is now. But they do recall that on the weekend of Saturday, November 15, Dick took an overnight trip with a friend of his named Perry Smith.

			Back in the Mojave Desert, Perry and Dick catch a ride, but their plan to rob and kill the driver is foiled when he picks up another hitchhiker. Perry and Dick go to Omaha, then to Iowa, where they steal a 1956 two-door Chevrolet from a barn and drive to Kansas City for another check-passing spree. They nearly get caught when the Kansas City police call Dewey and tell him Dick and Perry have been spotted writing bad checks, but they manage to escape to Miami.

			Agent Nye visits Perry’s sister, Barbara Johnson, in San Francisco. Barbara hasn’t seen Perry for a long time, and she fears his violent, angry outbursts. Nye traces Dick and Perry to several motels, and tries without success to find Perry’s father, Tex John Smith.

			Perry and Dick, unaware that authorities have connected them to the Clutter murders, leave Miami and head west. Only a few minutes after they arrive in Las Vegas, Dick and Perry are arrested. Agents Dewey, Nye, Church, and Duntz travel to Las Vegas to interrogate them.

			Dick confesses first. He tells investigators that he planned to tie up the family, find the safe, and leave no witnesses. But Perry killed them all, says Dick. When Perry hears that Dick has betrayed him, he confesses, too, but says that Dick shot Nancy and Bonnie. Perry describes the murder almost as it if had been an accident, as if he and Dick didn’t really intend to kill the Clutters until the gun went off. They came to the house around midnight, woke up the family, and searched for the safe. Realizing that there was no money in the house (in fact, Mr. Clutter was famous among friends for his aversion to cash), Dick and Perry bound Nancy and Bonnie to their beds and tied up Kenyon and Mr. Clutter in the basement. Then they killed them: first Mr. Clutter and Kenyon, then Nancy and Mrs. Clutter.

			The investigators take Dick Hickock and Perry Smith back to Garden City. The townspeople turn out to watch them walk into the Finney County Courthouse and jail.

			Part IV: The Corner

			Perry Smith and Dick Hickock await their murder trial in separate cells at the Finney County Courthouse. Perry admits privately that he killed all the Clutters, but that he wants Dick to be punished, too. Neither Perry’s father nor his sister write to him or come to see him, but he starts a correspondence with an army friend named Don Cullivan. Dick plans to escape, so he spends his time fashioning a shiv, which gets confiscated. Perry also dreams of escape via jailbreak or suicide.

			The trial begins on March 22, 1960, in the Finney County Courthouse. Judge Tate presides over the packed courtroom.

			The case for the prosecution includes testimony from Sue Kidwell, Nancy Ewalt, Alvin Dewey, and Floyd Wells. The prosecution seeks the death penalty, armed with a strong case and the taped confessions of both defendants.

			Dick and Perry undergo psychological evaluations arranged by their defense lawyers. Both men submit personal statements for analysis; in these statements, Perry admits that he doesn’t know why he murdered the Clutters, while Dick writes that he planned and stuck with the robbery largely because he wanted to rape Nancy Clutter (which Perry stopped him from doing).

			Dr. Jones, a visiting psychologist who volunteered to analyze the two criminals for the defense, testifies at the trial that Dick Hickock knew right from wrong when he was at the Clutter house. Testifying about Perry Smith, Dr. Jones says that he has no opinion as to whether Smith knew right from wrong when he killed Mr. Clutter—Jones believes that Perry Smith’s personality is “very nearly that of a paranoid schizophrenic.” The court hears additional testimony for the defense from Dick Hickock’s father, Perry’s friend Don Cullivan, and a chaplain from the Kansas State Penitentiary.

			After forty minutes of deliberation, the jury returns their verdict: The court finds Dick Hickock and Perry Smith guilty on all counts. The punishment is death.

			Dick and Perry await the gallows on death row at the Kansas State Penitentiary for Men. In a nearby cell, a twenty-year-old named Lowell Lee Andrews awaits the same fate as punishment for killing his parents and sister.

			Perry goes on a hunger strike, which he soon gives up; he has no visitors, except reporters, and spends his time reading and painting. Dick occupies himself writing letters in protest of his trial and defense. Dick’s and Perry’s attorneys manage to postpone the execution several times via a series of appeals, and the two men spend almost five years on death row.

			Finally, on April 14, 1965, they are hanged. Alvin Dewey attends the execution.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			November 15, 1959: Perry Smith and Dick Hickock murder Herb, Bonnie, Kenyon, and Nancy Clutter at the Clutter home on River Valley Farm in Holcomb, Kansas.

			November 17, 1959: The Clutter family funeral is held in Garden City, Kansas. In attendance are the two eldest Clutter daughters, Eveanna and Beverly, neither of whom lived in Holcomb at the time of the murders.

			November 21, 1959: The Clutter’s second-eldest daughter, Beverly, gets married at the First Methodist Church in Garden City.

			November 21, 1959: Dick Hickock and Perry Smith go on a check-passing spree in Kansas City; the duo buys televisions, clothes, and jewelry with fake checks.

			November 21, 1959–December 30, 1959: Perry Smith and Dick Hickock flee Kansas; they spend time in Mexico and Florida before heading to Las Vegas.

			December 30, 1959: Las Vegas police arrest Perry Smith and Dick Hickock on a Kansas warrant for passing fraudulent checks.

			January 2, 1960–January 5, 1960: Agents from the Kansas Bureau of Investigation interrogate Dick Hickock and Perry Smith at the Las Vegas City Jail. The agents ask the two suspects about their movements and activities over the weekend of November 14 and 15, 1959.

			January 2, 1960: Dick Hickock confesses that he was present at the Clutter home on the night of the multiple murders. Hickock tells investigators that Smith killed all four members of the Clutter family.

			January 6, 1960: Agents from the Kansas Bureau of Investigation return Hickock and Smith to the Finney County Jail in Garden City, Kansas. En route, Smith confesses to the murders of the father and son, but says that Hickock committed the final two murders of Nancy and Bonnie Clutter.

			March 22, 1960: Dick Hickock and Perry Smith’s murder trial begins at the Finney County Courthouse in Garden City, Kansas.

			March 28, 1960: Hickock and Smith are both found guilty by a twelve-man jury and sentenced to death. The two men are imprisoned on death row at the Kansas State Penitentiary for Men in Lansing, Kansas.

			May 13, 1960–March 8, 1965: Hickock and Smith remain on death row. Their executions are postponed repeatedly as their lawyers file a series of appeals. In March of 1965, the Kansas Supreme Court decrees that Smith and Perry’s execution must go forward between midnight and 2:00 a.m. on April 14, 1965.

			April 14, 1965: Dick Hickock and Perry Smith die on the gallows at Kansas State Penitentiary.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Lowell Lee Andrews: Andrews was a prisoner on death row at Kansas State Penitentiary; his cell was near Perry Smith’s and Dick Hickock’s, and the three men spoke often while imprisoned together; at age twenty he was put away for murdering his mother, father, and sister. Although diagnosed as schizophrenic, his insanity plea was not successful and he was hanged three years before Perry and Dick.

			Roy Church: A sixty-year-old special agent of the Kansas Bureau of Investigation, Church’s nickname is “Curly”; he is said to be “the fastest draw in Kansas.”

			Myrtle Clare: The tough, opinionated postmistress of Holcomb, Kansas; before the killers were found, she believes that the Clutters were murdered by somebody from the town.

			Bonnie Clutter: Herbert Clutter’s wife; sensitive and withdrawn; suffered depressive episodes and often confined herself to her bed; she spent time in hospitals as a psychiatric patient on several occasions.

			Herbert Clutter: The patriarch of the Clutter family, and husband of Bonnie, with whom he had four children. The owner of relatively prosperous River Valley Farm, and a leader in the Holcomb community, he was a gentle man and a devout Methodist. He served on the Federal Farm Credit Board in the 1930s.

			Nancy Clutter: A pretty, kind, generous, and organized girl who earned straight-A grades and was elected class president, Nancy was Holcomb’s “town darling.”

			Kenyon Clutter: Fifteen years old, the youngest of the four Clutter children; he was somewhat reticent and sensitive; loves carpentry and machinery.

			Don Cullivan: An old army acquaintance of Perry Smith; he corresponded with Smith and served as a character witness at Smith’s murder trial. Before he found God, he led a lawless life, similar to Perry.

			Alvin Adams Dewey: Garden City investigator for the Kansas Bureau of Investigation (KBI); dedicated to solving the Clutter murder case; interrogated Smith and Hickock and attended their executions. Dewy was devoted to his family—his wife, Maria, and their two young sons. The murder of the Clutters was personal for him; he knew the family from church. He became obsessed with solving the case, to the point where his family and the townspeople were worried about his health. He is honest, hardworking, methodical, and proved to be an effective interrogator: he got Perry to confess to the murders. Although he didn’t feel much when Dick was led to the gallows, he felt for Perry, whom he believed wasn’t entirely bad.

			Marie Dewey: Alvin Dewey’s wife and a friend of Bonnie Clutter; she worried about Alvin Dewey’s health when he became obsessed with investigating and solving the Clutter murder case. The daughter of an FBI agent, she understood what her husband is going through.

			Clarence Duntz: A KBI investigator; he is a broad-faced and burly man of about fifty; nicknamed “Old Man”; interrogates Perry Smith.

			Bess Hartman: The proprietress of Hartman’s Café, Holcomb’s central meeting place; she scolds her customers for gossiping and spreading rumors about the Clutter murders.

			Paul Helm: An employee of Herbert Clutter; he works at River Valley Farm.

			Richard “Dick” Eugene Hickock: Along with Perry Smith, Hickock murders the Clutter family; a practical man of above-average intelligence; is sexually interested in underage girls; cruel and confident; loves to brag. Hickock grew up in Kansas with a lovely family. He lettered in nine sports in high school. Yet despite this, he doesn’t respect human life and will do anything to take what he feels he deserves. Incredibly impulsive, he doesn’t consider all the ramifications of his actions—especially how they might affect other people. The prison psychologist suggests that, among many other issues, he has an “attachment disorder” which prevents him from feeling emotional connections to others, and, therefore, isn’t concerned by the way he treats them, whether murdering people, molesting young girls, or running over dogs with his truck. Dick, unlike his partner, Perry, feels no remorse about murdering the Clutter family. On the other hand, he would prefer to forget and get back to drinking and chasing after girls. It’s difficult for the reader to feel sympathy for Dick.

			Barbara Johnson: Perry Smith’s only living sister; lives in San Francisco with her husband and children, and fears her own brother Perry. When Inspector Guthrie and Special Agent Harold Nye come to question her about Perry’s whereabouts, she tells them that she has not been in touch with him, that he doesn’t know that she’s moved to California—and she doesn’t want him to know where she and her family are.

			Dr. W. Mitchell Jones: A psychologist who specializes in criminal psychology and the criminally insane; he evaluates Smith and Hickock and testifies at their murder trial.

			Susan Kidwell: Nancy Clutter’s best friend; she is smart, musical, and sensitive; lives in Holcomb. It’s Susan and their friend Nancy Ewalt who are the first to see Nancy’s bullet-ridden body.

			Harold Nye: A special agent of the Kansas Investigation Bureau; nicknamed “Brother Nye”; he interrogates Hickock while he’s ill with the flu.

			Bobby Rupp: Nancy Clutter’s boyfriend, Rupp lived in Holcomb and was a high school basketball star from a large Catholic family. Bobby and Nancy had been dating for many years, and they were crazy about each other. Since he was the last to see the Clutters alive, he became the prime suspect. But he was devastated by the murders and he quickly passes a lie detector test.

			Perry Edward Smith: Murders the Clutter family with Dick Hickock; has a broad torso and short legs; broke both legs in a motorcycle accident and suffers chronic pain as a result; loves to use large words and correct other people’s grammar; considers himself “special” and artistic; half Cherokee. His childhood was lonely and he suffered from abuse. His mother, an alcoholic, died from choking on her own vomit. His father, a backwoodsman and rodeo rider who also beat his mother, refused to send his children to school and instead towed the kids around the country in a trailer. Two of his siblings committed suicide and the third is afraid of him. Perry is full of contradictions. He’s sensitive and sometimes childlike, craves an education, to be understood and given a chance. Yet, he has a violent temper, and executed the Clutter family, beginning with slitting Herb Clutter’s throat.

			Tex John Smith: Perry Smith’s father; backwoodsman and former rodeo rider; he never visits Perry in prison.

			Alfred Stoecklein: The resident employee at River Valley Farm; he lives one hundred yards from the Clutters’ main house, but does not hear gunshots on the night of the murder.

			Floyd Wells: Dick Hickock’s cellmate after Perry Smith left prison; once worked on Herb Clutter’s farm, and tells Hickock about the Clutters and the layout of their house; tips police off to Hickock and Smith’s guilt.

			Willie-Jay: The assistant to the chaplain at Kansas State Penitentiary; Perry Smith’s mentor and friend in prison before the murders.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“At the time not a soul in sleeping Holcomb heard them—four shotgun blasts that, all told, ended six human lives.”

			These words close the opening scene of In Cold Blood. The shotgun blasts are those that killed the Clutter family, and that led to Dick Hickock and Perry Smith’s executions. Holcomb was a sleepy Midwestern farming town, where horrific and random acts of violence did not occur. The Clutter family was an integral part of the community; Mr. Clutter was involved in local politics, and their children were popular and had bright futures ahead of them. These first two sentences also set the book’s tone. As a “nonfiction novel,” the writing is literary, but the content is true.

			“‘I didn’t want to harm the man. I thought he was a very nice gentleman. Soft-spoken. I thought so right up to the moment I cut his throat.’”

			Confessing to the Clutter killings, Perry uses these words to describe his murder of Herbert Clutter. Alvin Dewey, who listens to Perry’s statement, is left unsatisfied. The way Perry tells it, the Clutter murder was practically an accident, motiveless and pointless.

			“But the confessions, though they answered questions of how and why, failed to satisfy his sense of meaningful design. The crime was a psychological accident, virtually an impersonal act; the victims might as well have been killed by lightning. Except for one thing: they had experienced prolonged terror, they had suffered.”

			Here the author considers Perry’s confession, and KBI Investigator Alvin Dewey’s personal take on this version of what happened at the Clutter home. Dewey—like many readers—expects a motive that makes rational or emotional sense. Instead, Perry seems to have committed the murders without any particular intent. However, lightning strikes happen by chance and are over in seconds; the crimes committed on November 15, 1959, were deliberate, and its victims had time to take in what was happening and suffer. 

			“‘Feeling wouldn’t run half so high if this had happened to anyone except the Clutters. Anyone less admired. Prosperous. Secure. But that family represented everything people hereabouts really value and respect, and that such a thing could happen to them—well, it’s like being told there is no God. It makes life seem pointless.’”

			Capote quotes a Holcomb schoolteacher who describes the social and psychological aftermath of the shooting. The Clutter family was deeply respected in the community. If something so horrible could happen to such great people, then, the thinking goes, it could happen to anyone. In such a small town, losing a family like that is like losing members of your own. This also shows the ripple effect of the pointless act of violence committed by Smith and Hickcock.

			“‘I’m a normal.’”

			Dick Hickock is quoted with these words several times throughout In Cold Blood. Even on death row Dick maintains, despite his criminal activities and sexual perversions, that he is average, normal; just a regular man. Dick is trying his best to maintain his integrity—he isn’t the sick, twisted man that his family, the police, and the legal system are making him out to be. However, not coming to terms with his own perversions makes him unable to truly understand his own depravity.

			“‘It would be meaningless to apologize for what I did. Even inappropriate. But I do. I apologize.’”

			These are Perry Edward Smith’s last words, delivered from the gallows at Kansas State Penitentiary in Lansing, Kansas, on April 14, 1965. Perry was more sensitive than his partner Dick Hickcock, and to an extent, was able to comprehend and feel remorse for his part in murdering the Clutter family.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					According to Truman Capote, In Cold Blood was inspired by a three-hundred-word article on page 39 of the November 16, 1959, New York Times. Headlined “Wealthy Farmer, 3 of Family Slain,” the article described the unexplained murder of the Clutter family in Holcomb, Kansas. Capote, who had been casting about for a nonfiction subject, decided that the Clutter murder would be the topic of his next big writing project.

					Though Richard Hickock and Perry Smith believed that Herbert Clutter kept $10,000 in a safe at his home on River Valley Farm, Herbert never carried cash. Hickock and Smith left the Clutter home with only about fifty dollars, for which they had murdered four innocent people.

					Truman Capote dedicated In Cold Blood in part to Harper Lee, who accompanied Capote to Holcomb County, Kansas, in 1959. (Lee had just finished her first novel, To Kill a Mockingbird.) Lee and Capote’s legendary friendship had its origins in their childhoods—they met as young children in Monroeville, Alabama, where they lived next door to each other.

					Perry Edward Smith bequeathed everything he owned to Truman Capote.

					Truman Capote’s research notes for In Cold Blood comprised over 8,000 pages.

					Capote took no interview notes while researching In Cold Blood, nor did he did tape any of the conversations he had with Holcomb residents, police officers, or the two murderers. According to the author, his preparation for writing the book included memory-training exercises, through which he learned to recall and transcribe conversations with 95 percent accuracy.

					In Cold Blood has inspired three films since its publication. The first, a straight adaptation of the events described in the novel, was directed by Richard Brooks in 1967 and earned four Academy Award nominations. In 2005, Philip Seymour Hoffman portrayed Truman Capote in Capote, a biographical film following Capote during the writing process In Cold Blood—Capote was also nominated for five Academy Awards; Seymour Hoffman won Best Actor. Another biographical film, Infamous, followed in 2006, with Toby Jones as Truman Capote and Sandra Bullock as Harper Lee.

					Truman Capote never finished another book after In Cold Blood. Though he continued to publish short stories and nonfiction pieces, his health and his career entered a period of decline following the success of In Cold Blood. After two decades spent battling substance addictions and alcoholism, Capote died of liver disease on August 25, 1984, at the age of 59.

					In September 2016, an anonymous buyer purchased Truman Capote’s ashes at auction for $43,750. The ashes, which originally belonged to Capote’s friend Joanne Carson, are housed in a wooden Japanese box.

					In addition to a veritable who’s who of international celebrities, including Frank Sinatra, Mia Farrow, Andy Warhol, Elizabeth Taylor, Norman Mailer, Katharine Graham, and Henry Fonda, Truman Capote invited a group of folks he met while in Holcomb, Kansas, to his exclusive Black-and-White Ball held at the Plaza Hotel in New York City on November 28, 1966.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			4-H Club: A youth development organization administered through the US Department of Agriculture. The Clutters were dedicated members of the Garden City, Kansas 4-H club.

			Cat’s Paw boots: A brand of shoe that leaves a distinctive double-circle footprint. A bloody Cat’s Paw footprint was discovered at the scene of the Clutter murders.

			The Corner: A nickname prisoners at the Kansas Penitentiary give to the execution chamber.

			M’Naghten rule: By this rule, a defendant is presumed sane unless the defense can prove that he or she could not tell right from wrong at the time of the crime. In Kansas in 1959, the M’Naghten rule was the only legal basis for determining whether or not a criminal could be found not guilty by reason of insanity.

			Old Grad: A nickname for an ex-convict; a former prison inmate. Perry Smith and Dick Hickock use this term to describe their old friends from prison who have since been released.

			Voir dire: A legal term for the preliminary examination of a witness or juror by a judge or attorney.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A #1 New York Times bestseller

					Edgar Award for Best Fact Crime winner

					One of the 100 Best Novels, The Guardian

			

			“[Capote] spent more than five years unraveling and following to its end every thread in the killing of Herbert W. Clutter and his family. In Cold Blood, the resulting chronicle, is a masterpiece—agonizing, terrible, possessed, proof that the times, so surfeited with disasters, are still capable of tragedy.” —The New York Times

			“The book … is plotted and structured with taut writerly flair. Its characters pulse with recognisable life; its places are palpable. Careful prose binds the reader to his unfolding story. Put simply, the book was conceived of journalism and born of a novelist.” —The Independent

			“In Cold Blood is the best documentary account of an American crime ever written … The book chills the blood and exercises the intelligence just because it reports, without much novelistic comment or simplification, what one is persuaded really and horribly happened.” —The New York Review of Books

			“It’s a magnificent job—this American tragedy—with the incomparable Capote touches throughout. There may never have been a perfect crime, but if there ever has been a perfect reconstruction of one, surely this must be it.” —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“It was Capote’s genius to understand that this midwest killing had a mythic quality, and that the sinister murderers opened up the dark underbelly of postwar America.” —The Guardian

		

	
		
			About Truman Capote

			Born in New Orleans on September 30, 1924, Truman Capote had a tumultuous childhood: His parents divorced when he was four, and his mother, an alcoholic, sent him to live in Monroeville, Alabama, with her relatives. In Monroeville, Capote befriended a neighbor: her name was Harper Lee, and many believe she based the character of Dill in To Kill a Mockingbird on him.

			Capote had taught himself to read and write by the age of five, but he did poorly in school. In 1933, he moved to New York where he lived with his mother and stepfather, a Cuban man named Joseph Garcia Capote. At seventeen, after graduating from high school, he secured a job with the New Yorker. Over the course of the following few years, he published several short stories—including “Miriam” in 1945, for which he won an O. Henry Award—and achieved early literary recognition.

			He became a cultural star upon the publication of his debut novel, Other Voices, Other Rooms, in 1948. He was twenty-three years old. A collection of short stories titled A Tree of Night followed in 1949, and a collection of travel writing, Local Color, was released in 1950.

			Capote, by now a true literary success with a firm place in New York high society, had begun what would turn out to be a lifelong pursuit of celebrity. He vacationed in the Hamptons and Switzerland, traveled widely, and often lived abroad with his partner, Jack Dunphy (Capote was openly gay). During the 1950s, he produced many of his most famous short stories, including Breakfast at Tiffany’s in 1958.

			Determined to pursue a more journalistic project, Truman Capote began working on what would become In Cold Blood in 1959. This endeavor took him five years. The “nonfiction novel,” published in 1966, was a huge success: The book was an instant bestseller, and Capote made millions of dollars from sales alone.

			However, In Cold Blood proved to be the last major work Capote would publish in his lifetime. His later writings—several short stories and essays—never approached the success of his earlier work. In 1975, he published selections from what he hoped would be his masterpiece, an unfinished social satire titled Answered Prayers; in the thinly fictionalized published excerpts he betrayed the secrets and confidence of his wealthy friends, who shunned him. Capote struggled with alcoholism and addiction for the remainder of his life. He died of liver disease on August 25, 1984.
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