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Introduction

When the world of organized crime is portrayed in film and literature, the spotlight often falls on the charismatic don 

or the infamous hitman. Yet, behind the glamour of power and the notoriety of violence lies a complex web of 

loyalty, ambition, and survival that is rarely captured in mainstream narratives. Peter Maas’s Underboss Sammy 

the Bull Gravano: Story of Life in the Mafiaoffers an intimate, unvarnished look at this hidden world through the

eyes of one of its most influential figures. The book not only chronicles Gravano’s rise and fall but also serves as a

historical document that sheds light on the inner workings of the Mafia in the late twentieth century.

In this article, we will dive deep into the life of Sammy “the Bull” Gravano, explore Peter Maas’s investigative

approach, and examine the broader cultural impact of this seminal work. By weaving together biographical detail,

historical context, and literary analysis, we aim to provide readers with a comprehensive understanding of why this

book remains a touchstone for anyone interested in the underworld.

Who Was Peter Maas?

Peter Maas (1937–2008) was a prolific journalist, author, and screenwriter whose career spanned several decades 

and covered a range of subjects, from crime to politics. Maas’s fascination with the Mafia began early in his career, 

and he spent years interviewing key figures, digging through court records, and immersing himself in the gritty 

reality of organized crime. His most celebrated works include Gotti: The Rise and Fall of a Mafia King and the 

screenplay for the film Gotti. Maas’s reputation for meticulous research and compelling storytelling made him the

ideal candidate to tackle the life of Sammy Gravano.

Maas’s approach to writing about crime was unique: he combined rigorous investigative journalism with a narrative 

style that engaged readers. Rather than merely presenting facts, he sought to humanize his subjects, revealing the 

motivations, fears, and moral ambiguities that shaped their actions. This technique is evident throughout 

Underboss Sammy the Bull Gravano: Story of Life in the Mafia, where Maas balances the brutal realities of

crime with the personal journey of his subject.

Setting the Stage: The Mafia in the 1970s and 1980s

The Power Structure

To understand Sammy Gravano’s ascent, one must first grasp the hierarchical structure of the Mafia, also known as 

La Cosa Nostra. At the top sits the boss, who commands the organization and makes final decisions. Below the 

boss are the underboss and the consigliere, who serve as trusted advisors and enforcers. The underboss, in

particular, is the second-in-command, responsible for day-to-day operations, managing the crew, and ensuring that

the boss’s directives are executed efficiently.

During the 1970s and 1980s, the American Mafia was at its peak, with powerful families controlling illegal gambling,

loan sharking, labor racketeering, and narcotics distribution. The era also saw intense law enforcement pressure,

leading to a wave of prosecutions and the eventual decline of the traditional Mafia structure.



Socioeconomic Factors

The Mafia’s rise can be traced back to the socio-economic conditions of early 20th-century immigrant communities.

Many Italian-Americans faced discrimination, limited economic opportunities, and social marginalization. The Mafia

offered a sense of belonging, protection, and financial advancement to those willing to engage in illicit activities.

This environment created a fertile ground for individuals like Sammy Gravano, who sought both status and wealth.

Sammy “the Bull” Gravano: From Humble Beginnings to Mafia Power

Early Life and Family Background

Born on March 12, 1956, in Brooklyn, New York, Samuel A. Gravano grew up in a working-class Italian-American

family. His father, a factory worker, and his mother, a homemaker, instilled in him a strong work ethic. However, the

allure of the local street gangs and the promise of quick money drew Gravano into the world of organized crime at a

young age.

Joining the Gambino Family

Gravano’s first encounter with the Gambino crime family occurred when he was 16. He was recruited by a local

associate who recognized his drive and loyalty. Under the mentorship of seasoned mobsters, Gravano quickly

proved himself as a reliable enforcer, known for his calm demeanor and decisive action—qualities that earned him

the nickname “the Bull.”

Climbing the Ranks

Through a combination of ruthless efficiency and strategic alliances, Gravano ascended the ranks of the Gambino

family. He became a caporegime (captain) in his early twenties, overseeing a crew responsible for extortion, loan

sharking, and protection rackets. His reputation as a trustworthy and effective leader led to his appointment as

underboss in 1987, a role that placed him just below the legendary boss, John Gotti.

Peter Maas’s Investigation: How the Story Was Unveiled

Access to Primary Sources

Maas’s access to primary sources was unparalleled. He conducted extensive interviews with former mob members,

law enforcement officials, and legal experts. Additionally, Maas obtained court documents, witness statements, and

FBI files that provided a comprehensive view of Gravano’s activities.

Balancing Sensationalism and Substance

While crime stories can easily veer into sensationalism, Maas maintained a disciplined narrative approach. He

avoided gratuitous descriptions of violence and instead focused on the psychological and sociological aspects of

Gravano’s life. This balanced perspective allowed readers to see beyond the myth of the gangster and understand

the human elements driving his actions.

Ethical Considerations

Maas faced ethical dilemmas in portraying a living criminal. He was careful to verify facts, provide context, and

avoid glorifying criminal behavior. By presenting both the achievements and the moral failures of Gravano, Maas

ensured that the book remained a responsible historical account.

Key Themes Explored in the Book

The Duality of Loyalty and Betrayal



One of the central themes in Underboss Sammy the Bull Gravano: Story of Life in the Mafiais the tension

between loyalty and betrayal. Gravano’s career was built on unwavering loyalty to Gotti and the Gambino family. Yet,

his eventual cooperation with law enforcement marked a profound betrayal that cost him freedom and reputation.

Maas delves into this duality, illustrating how the same person can embody both loyalty and treachery.

Power, Corruption, and Redemption

The book examines how power can corrupt individuals and institutions. Gravano’s rise to underboss was fueled by

violence and intimidation, but he also demonstrated a capacity for strategic thinking and business acumen. His

eventual decision to testify against the Mafia suggests a desire for redemption—though the path he chose was

fraught with personal risk and moral ambiguity.

The Role of Identity and Culture

Gravano’s Italian-American identity played a pivotal role in his life. Maas explores how cultural expectations, family

honor, and the immigrant experience shaped Gravano’s decisions. The book also addresses the broader societal

implications of organized crime within Italian-American communities, challenging stereotypes and providing a

nuanced portrayal.

Notable Events in Gravano’s Career

1.  The 1985 Extortion Ring Collapse – Gravano’s crew was targeted by a rival family, leading to a violent 

confrontation that solidified his reputation as a formidable enforcer.

2.  The 1987 Appointment as Underboss – After John Gotti’s rise to power, Gravano was promoted to 

underboss, granting him greater influence and responsibility.

3.  The 1991 Witness Protection Program Entry – Facing mounting legal pressure, Gravano chose to cooperate 

with the FBI, entering the witness protection program and testifying against the Gambino family.

4.  The 1995 Life Sentence – Despite his cooperation, Gravano was sentenced to life imprisonment, reflecting 

the complexity of the justice system’s approach to organized crime.

Impact on Popular Culture and Law Enforcement

Influence on Film and Television

Peter Maas’s book served as a primary source for several films and documentaries about the Mafia. The most 

notable adaptation is the 2004 film Gotti, where the character of Gravano was portrayed by actor David Arquette.

The book’s detailed accounts of Mafia operations helped shape the cinematic representation of organized crime,

emphasizing authenticity over dramatization.

Contribution to Legal Proceedings

Gravano’s testimony, documented in the book, played a crucial role in dismantling the Gambino family’s operations.

The detailed insider knowledge he provided led to the conviction of key figures, including Gotti himself. This case

set a precedent for using insider testimony as a tool for prosecuting organized crime.

Academic and Sociological Research

Scholars in criminology, sociology, and cultural studies frequently reference Maas’s work when analyzing the

Mafia’s influence on American society. The book’s blend of narrative and data offers a rich source for understanding

the socio-economic factors that perpetuate organized crime.

Critiques and Praise



Critiques

•  Potential Bias – Some critics argue that Maas’s close relationship with former Mafia members may have 

introduced bias into his portrayal of events.

•  Limited Perspective – While the book focuses heavily on Gravano’s perspective, it offers less insight into the 

experiences of other Mafia members and victims of the organization’s crimes.

•  Reliance on Testimony – Critics point out that much of the book’s narrative is based on Gravano’s own 

testimony, which could be self-serving.

Praise

•  Comprehensive Detail – The book is lauded for its exhaustive detail, providing readers with an in-depth look 

at Mafia operations.

•  Humanization of a Criminal – Maas’s nuanced portrayal of Gravano allows readers to see the complexity of a 

man who straddled the line between loyalty and betrayal.

•  Historical Significance – The book is considered a seminal historical document, capturing a pivotal era in 

organized crime history.

Why the Book Still Matters Today

Decades after its publication, Underboss Sammy the Bull Gravano: Story of Life in the Mafiaremains a vital

resource for understanding the dynamics of organized crime. Its relevance can be attributed to several factors:

1.  Enduring Themes – Themes such as power, loyalty, and moral compromise are timeless, resonating with 

contemporary audiences.

2.  Educational Value – Law enforcement agencies and academic institutions use the book as a case study for 

criminal behavior and investigative techniques.

3.  Cultural Insight – The book offers a window into the Italian-American experience and the broader societal 

impact of the Mafia.

4.  Literary Merit – Maas’s engaging writing style ensures that the book appeals not only to scholars but also to 

general readers seeking compelling true-crime narratives.

Conclusion

Peter Maas’s Underboss Sammy the Bull Gravano: Story of Life in the Mafia
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