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Nomenclature: A Digression 

MANY a history squib states authoritatively, and mistakenly, that Rudolf Korwin 

Piotrowski is the founder of  today’s city of Sebastopol a few miles west of 

Santa Rosa.  He never comes near it.  His Sebastopol crops up in the eastern 

reaches of Sacramento County.  

   Once noted for apples and now for antiques, the city with a small-town aura is 

otherwise celebrated for a fistfight. 

     It’s a mystery.   

    Why did Sonoma County pioneers in the 1850s name a community for a fortress 

city then in Russia?   

   History fans assume that the name is inspired by the victory of English-French-

Ottoman forces in the 12-month siege of Sevastopol in the bloody Crimean War 

(1853-1856). 

   According to legend:  The Russian defeat in 1856 prompts “Old Jeff Stevens” to 

promote Sebastopol as an up-to-date name for Pine Grove, a village embraced 

instead by Douglas firs. “Pete Hibbs” disagrees. They fight. Pete loses. In fear, he  

skedaddles to Dougherty’s store. The grocer refuses to let Jeff inside. The resulting 

standoff reminds onlookers of the 12-month siege of a port city on the other side of 

the world. 

 The fable appears on the city’s official website.1 



   “It’s a fun story,” writes Sonoma County historian Jeff Elliott, “but I can’t find any evidence 

that it’s true.”ii 

    So what? Myths always trounce mysteries. 

 

   Sebastopol is also noteworthy as the cradle of Charles Schultz’s comic strip “Peanuts,” Kate 

Wolf’s music (“Give Yourself to Love”), and Luther Burbank’s experimental farm in the Gold 

Ridge (no gold) District. Scores of profitable vineyards surround the community’s trendy shops 

and touristy restaurants. In recent years, miles of vines have largely replaced, for shame, most 

of the bountiful orchards of tartly delicious Gravenstein apples. (Originally from Denmark, 

Gravenstein seeds were carried to Russia, then to Fort Ross on the north coast of Alta 

California, and finally inland to the Mediterranean climate of Sonoma County.)  

    Other Gold Rush expatriates in the late 1850s choose “Sebastopol” as a name for at least six 

other California settlements or camptowns. 

   In Napa County, Sebastopol is renamed Yountville.  It prospers today in a new Gold Rush, a 

bonanza of wine grape harvests in the Napa Valley.  

  The other five, including Korwin’s camptown, no longer exist in the counties of Sacramento, 

Tulare, Tuolumne, Sierra, and Nevada.  

   In other states, Sebastopol or Sevastopol appear as names for communities in 

Wisconsin, Mississippi, Texas, Michigan, Alabama, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and 

Illinois. Two are too small to be considered hamlets. The others are ghost towns or 

names on maps.  

   The exception is Wisconsin’s Sevastopol (the accepted translation in Crimea). 

   Also an orchard town (population about 2,300, predominantly of German and Scandinavian 

heritage), it sits on the antenna-like Sturgeon Bay peninsula a few miles north of Green Bay. 

The boosters call it Cherryland USA. No mysteries. No myths. 
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1 “History.” No byline. The City of Sebastopol website. Online: https://ci.sebastopol.ca.us. 
ii Jeff Elliott. “Sebastopol Was Always Quirky.” Santa Rosa History (Jeff Elliott blog), June 19, 2018. Online: 

http://santarosahistory.com/wordpress/2018/06/sebastopol-was-always-quirky/. 

 


