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Cultivate a spectacle in your garden by weaving 
favorite spring bulbs into lavish borders.

Early Revival
By Ann Wilson  PhotograPher: Allen RokAch

Evergreens, shade 
trees, and Japanese 
maples are enduring 
structural elements 
in this garden, 
providing a ready 
backdrop for bulbs. 
Up-and-coming 
perennials hide 
fading bulb foliage 
and carry the garden 
through fall. 

Tulipa clusiana 
‘Lady Jane’
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pringtime explodes into chromatic 
blossom at Debbie and John Van 
Bourgondien’s Babylon, New York, 

home. Lushly planted borders bursting with a rain-
bow’s worth of tulips and daffodils signal the start 
of the growing season, which is by far Debbie’s fa-
vorite time of the year.
 Debbie began gardening 40 years ago when she 
married John, a sixth-generation Dutch bulb import-
er whose family has operated the Van Bourgondien 
flower bulb and perennial company for more than 

a century. Debbie caught gardening fever and has 
been pulling up sod, excavating planting beds, and 
growing gorgeous gardens ever since.
 When the couple bought their home 15 years 
ago, there were no gardens. “But there were gor-
geous trees and shrubs, including honey locust, 
rhododendrons, red maples, and Blue Atlas cedars, 
which became the bones of the gardens—gardens 
that keep expanding outward and have taken on 
lives of their own,” Debbie says.
 Debbie has since reclaimed two-thirds of the 

S

property for a series of garden rooms. In addi-
tion to spring-bulb borders, she cultivates gardens 
dedicated to white-flowering perennials; boxwood 
and roses; ornamental grasses; dahlias for cutting; 
and rock garden plants. She’s fashioned an Asian-
inspired pond garden and created a fanciful fairy 
border. Surrounded by all this bounty, Debbie has a 
special fondness for her early-season gardens.
 “Spring is just wonderful,” Debbie says. “It’s an 
awakening. Instead of the first robin, I’m on the 
lookout for the first crocus. The vibrant flowers are 
a welcome sight after a dreary winter. It’s extremely 
rewarding to once again work in the sun, see the 
birds in the trees, and create something that grows 
and changes.”
 Debbie knows a thing or two about design-
ing bounteous borders that peak from early April 
through May. Within each of her planting beds, she 
includes shrubs, trees, and spring ephemerals that 
bloom in concert with tulips, daffodils, and hya-

House

Gazebo

Entryway

‘World Expression’ tulip

OPPOSItE: ‘Red 
Emperor’ tulips 
make a bold 
statement playing 
off the maple’s red 
foliage. Debbie Van 
Bourgondien, left, 
likes to plant in 
drifts for emphasis. 



Statuesque ‘Pink Impression’ Darwin 
tulips tower above bicolor ‘Dreamland’ 
and purple ‘Cum Laude’ tulips.

For a calm, pleasing look, pair 
flowers that share the same 
color palette, such as the 
soft pink and violet pastels in 
this bed. Contrasting colors, 
such as yellow and purple, are 
more vibrant but can also be 
more jarring to the eye.
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cinths. Debbie keeps bare spots to a minimum by 
planting bulbs in clusters instead of plopping single 
bulbs here and there. She fashions easy-on-the-eye 
flow by repeating flower colors and cultivars through 
her sweeping borders. 
 Debbie says gardeners can pack plenty of punch 
in tiny plots by layering different types of bulbs in 
the same hole. For instance, Debbie digs 8-inch-
deep holes, sets in eight tulip or daffodil bulbs, cov-
ers the bulbs with about 5 inches of soil, throws in 

a handful of grape hyacinth (Muscari) or Grecian 
windflower (Anemone blanda) bulbs, and backfills 
with soil.
 “It’s a great way to create a ‘wow’ effect in a small 
space,” Debbie says. “The smaller bulbs will provide 
a colorful mat for the taller-growing flowers.”
 Because hybrid tulips can be short-lived, Debbie 
recommends that budget-minded gardeners opt for 
solid-color tulips—such as Darwin hybrids and those 
in the Emperor series—that will reliably return spring 

SPrINg 
BULB tIPS
Although spring-blooming bulbs are 
usually planted in fall, you can do some 
things now to ensure success.

 Photograph spring beds to remind 
yourself where there’s room for more 
bulbs. Mark gaps for fall planting with an 
unobtrusive object, such as a rock, which 
will disappear under summer cover. 

 Remove spent blooms of large-
flowered bulbs, such as tulips and 
daffodils, as they fade. The plants’ energy 
is then channeled into forming large bulbs 
and offsets rather than into setting seeds.
  
 Allow minor bulbs to set seed, so they 

self-sow and form larger drifts. 

 Let bulb foliage die back naturally—
the yellowing foliage produces nutrients 
for the bulbs and fuels next year’s blooms.

 Consider adding companion plants to 
mask dying foliage. Daylily foliage blends 
right in with that of daffodil.

 Remember the seasons. Keep the 
show going with colorful, robust plants 
that will quickly find the limelight. Good 
examples include gladiolas, dahlia, garden 
phlox, sedum, and plumbago.

after spring. Species tulips, which are generally small-
er in form than hybrid varieties, are very dependable 
and likely to naturalize. Smaller bulbs, such as grape 
hyacinth, windflowers, and crocus, will also multiply. 
But there’s no better bulb investment than daffo-
dils—most types will quickly spread and can be easily 
divided to create more springtime borders. 
 Like other spring bulbs, daffodils need a little 
post-bloom attention. “The key to enjoying daffo-
dils that come back year after year is to allow the 

thIS PhOtO: Grape hyacinth is an 
effective edging plant by the front entry. 
Its compact size eases the transition to 
taller bulb plants. OPPOSItE: Debbie 
plants clumps of tulips and daffodils with 
varying bloom times to ensure that color 
endures from April through May.  

‘Ile de France’ Triumph tulip
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foliage to die back naturally,” Debbie says. “So I 
hide their yellowing leaves by planting them with 
hosta in shady sites and daylilies in sunny beds.”
 Debbie amplifies interest by including cultivars 
that shift in color as blossoms mature. She incor-
porates different-size daffodils with varying petal-
and-cup color combinations, and she adds tulips  
boasting an array of double and single forms. 
 The view changes annually as Debbie tries new 
cultivars and companions. “I’ll plant bulb combos 
I like one year but may change them the next,” 
she says. “Planting with bulbs is like playing with  
Adobe Photoshop in the garden—changing things 
up makes gardening more interesting.
 “I love the fact that every day the garden is new, 
and that every week there’s something different in 
bloom. What could be better than this?” 

BELOw: Outfitted with a 
weeping Blue Atlas cedar, 
silver gazing ball, and 
fairy silhouette, this 
whimsical bed was 
planted with the 
grandkids in mind. It 
includes plants with 
storybook references, 
such as ‘Pinocchio’ and 
‘Red Emperor’ tulips. 
OPPOSItE: ‘Purple 
Prince’ and ‘Pink 
Impression’ tulips partner 
with white hyacinths and 
white ‘Cheerfulness’ 
daffodil, which produces 
multiple double blooms.

‘Sidley’ daffodil


