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INTRODUCTION: THE RISE AND FALL OF A MOB ICON

Few figures in American organized crime history are as complex or as controversial as Salvatore
"Sammy the Bull" Gravano. His story—a tale of brutal loyalty, ruthless ambition, and ultimate
betrayal—was immortalized in the definitive biography "Underboss: Sammy the Bull Gravano's
Story of Life in the Mafia" by Peter Maas. This book is not merely a chronicle of crime; it is a
raw, unflinching look at the inner workings of the Mafia from the perspective of a man who climbed
to the second-highest rank in the Gambino crime family before becoming the most famous
government witness since Joe Valachi. In this article, we will explore the key themes, revelations,
and lasting impact of Maas’s masterpiece, examining how Gravano’s narrative reshaped public
understanding of organized crime and the high price of loyalty in the underworld.

WHO WAS SAMMY "THE BULL" GRAVANO?

Before he became the star witness against John Gotti, Sammy Gravano was a feared hitman and a
respected capo in the Gambino family. Born on March 12, 1945, in the Bensonhurst neighborhood of
Brooklyn, Gravano grew up surrounded by the culture of the Mafia. He quickly earned a reputation
for his willingness to use violence and his unwavering sense of "honor" within the mob code. By the
late 1980s, he had ascended to the position of underboss, second only to the boss, John Gotti.
Gravano was intimately involved in some of the most notorious crimes of the era, including the
murder of Gambino family boss Paul Castellano in 1985. His life was one of extreme violence,
immense wealth, and constant paranoia.

The Turning Point: From Underboss to
Informant

In 1991, facing a life sentence for multiple murders and racketeering, Gravano made a decision that
would shock the Mafia world: he agreed to cooperate with federal prosecutors. He broke the sacred
oath of omerta, the code of silence. His testimony against John Gotti, the "Teflon Don," was the
centerpiece of a trial that would ultimately send Gotti to prison for life. This betrayal was the climax
of Gravano’s story, and it is vividly detailed in Peter Maas's book. Maas, a veteran investigative
journalist known for "The Valachi Papers," had unique access to Gravano, conducting hundreds of
hours of interviews. The resulting book is both a confession and a justification, allowing Gravano to
tell his side of the story while revealing the ugly truth about Mafia life.

WHAT PETER MAAS REVEALS: INSIDE THE MIND OF A MOB UNDERBOSS

“"Underboss: Sammy the Bull Gravano's Story of Life in the Mafia" goes beyond the headlines
and court transcripts. Peter Maas crafts a narrative that is intimate, shocking, and deeply human.
The book is structured as a first-person account, with Maas serving as the scribe. This approach
gives readers a visceral sense of Sammy Gravano's mindset, his rationalizations, and his gradual
disillusionment with the Mafia.

The Culture of Violence and Loyalty

One of the most striking aspects of the book is its unvarnished depiction of the Mafia’s internal
justice system. Gravano describes the beatings, the murders, and the constant fear of being
betrayed. He admits to committing 19 murders, each one recounted with clinical detachment. Maas
does not shy away from the horror; instead, he uses Gravano’s own words to illustrate how men like
him could justify killing as just another part of the business. The book explores the twisted code of
honor where loyalty to the family superseded all else—until it didn’t. Gravano’s decision to
cooperate is framed not as a sudden moral awakening, but as a survival instinct. He saw that Gotti
had become greedy, arrogant, and willing to sacrifice his underlings. Gravano’s story is a cautionary
tale about the corrosive effects of power and the illusion of loyalty in a world built on violence.

The Downfall of John Gotti

Much of the later part of the book focuses on Gravano’s relationship with John Gotti. Maas presents a
complex portrait of Gotti—charismatic, flamboyant, but also reckless and paranoid. Gravano reveals
how Gotti's ego led the Gambino family into a period of unprecedented scrutiny from the FBI. The
book details the power struggle within the family, the tensions between old-school mobsters and the
new generation, and the ultimate breakdown of trust. Gravano’s testimony provided the missing
puzzle pieces that finally allowed prosecutors to convict the "Teflon Don." Maas’s account makes it
clear: without Sammy "The Bull" Gravano, John Gotti might never have been brought to justice.

THE LEGACY OF "UNDERBOSS" AS A MAFIA DOCUMENTARY

Published in 1997, "Underboss" quickly became a bestseller and a cornerstone of Mafia literature.
It joined the ranks of works like "Wiseguy" (which inspired the film Goodfellas) and "The Godfather"
as essential reading for anyone interested in organized crime. However, Maas's book offers

something unique: it is a direct, unmediated account from a top-level defector who was still alive
and speaking at the time of publication. The book is not a novel or a historical reconstruction; it is a
primary source, albeit a filtered one. Critics have noted that Gravano, like all informants, had a self-
serving agenda. He portrayed himself as a victim of the mob’s hypocrisy while minimizing his own
culpability. Nonetheless, Maas’s journalistic rigor ensures that the facts are presented, leaving
readers to draw their own conclusions.

Impact on Popular Culture and Law
Enforcement

The release of "Underboss" had a ripple effect beyond the true-crime genre. It provided law
enforcement and scholars with an unprecedented look at the internal dynamics of the American
Mafia during its final golden era. The book also influenced Mafia documentaries and television
series, most notably the Mafia’s Greatest Hits and various History Channel specials. Gravano’s rise
and fall became a recurring theme in discussions about the decline of organized crime. The book’s
detailed descriptions of mob ceremonies, meeting protocols, and hit protocols were used by both FBI
agents and aspiring crime writers. Its influence can be seen in the gritty realism of mob dramas that
followed.

KEY LESSONS AND MORAL QUESTIONS

Reading "Underboss: Sammy the Bull Gravano's Story of Life in the Mafia" forces readers to
confront difficult moral questions. Is Gravano a hero for helping to bring down a violent criminal
organization, or is he simply a villain who turned on his partners to save himself? The book does not
provide easy answers. What it does offer is a sobering look at the consequences of choosing a life of
crime. The violence, the paranoia, the broken families—all are laid bare. Gravano’s story is not one
of redemption; it is one of survival at any cost. Maas masterfully allows the narrative to speak for
itself, showing how the Mafia’s code inevitably destroys itself from within.

The Human Cost of the Mafia

One of the most powerful aspects of the book is its exploration of the collateral damage. Gravano’s
wife and children were forced into the witness protection program, living in constant fear. The
families of his victims were left with grief and unanswered questions. Even Gravano’s own life after
the Mafia was marked by instability; he later violated his plea agreement and was arrested for
running an Ecstasy trafficking ring. This later chapter underscores a central theme of the book: the
mob mentality cannot be easily shed. The patterns of criminality and distrust that defined Gravano’s
life as an underboss followed him even after he turned his back on the life. Maas’s work is a stark
reminder that there are no clean breaks when it comes to the Mafia.

WHY "UNDERBOSS" REMAINS ESSENTIAL READING

Over two decades after its publication, "Underboss" continues to captivate new generations of
readers. It is often assigned in criminology courses and cited by journalists covering organized
crime. The book’s power lies in its raw honesty and the sheer magnitude of the story it tells. Peter
Maas had a knack for conveying complex criminal operations in accessible language, making the
book as thrilling as a crime novel but grounded in reality. For anyone who has ever wondered what it
was really like to be a made man, to sit in the back room of a social club plotting murders, or to
watch the world you built crumble under the weight of federal indictments, this book provides the
closest possible window.

Sammy Gravano’s Continuing Fascination

Even today, Sammy "The Bull" Gravano remains a polarizing figure. He has appeared in
documentaries, given interviews, and even hosts a podcast dissecting Mafia movies and history. His
willingness to speak openly about his past keeps the story alive. But the definitive telling remains
"Underboss: Sammy the Bull Gravano's Story of Life in the Mafia" by Peter Maas. It is the
foundational text from which all other accounts derive. For readers seeking a comprehensive,
gripping, and unsparing account of one of the most significant figures in modern organized crime,
this book is an indispensable resource.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING POWER OF A MOB CONFESSION

In the end, Peter Maas's Underboss is more than just a biography—it is a case study in human
frailty, ambition, and betrayal. It takes readers inside a world that most can only imagine, explaining
how men like Sammy Gravano rose, ruled, and ultimately fell. The book’s contribution to our
understanding of the Mafia is immeasurable. It strips away the romanticism often associated with
organized crime and replaces it with a gritty, unvarnished reality. Whether viewed as a cautionary
tale or a confession, "Underboss: Sammy the Bull Gravano's Story of Life in the Mafia"
remains a must-read for anyone interested in the dark side of the American dream. As long as the
legend of the Mafia endures, this book will stand as one of its most important testaments.
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