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Above and on the cover: Daffodils are among the many blossoms gracing the garden this spring of Debbie Van Bourgondien, a k a The Bulb Lady.
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A
LATE SUMMER SUN bathed green lawns and
flower beds and stole into the white tent at SUNY
Farmingdale, where Debbie Van Bourgondien had
the garden world at her feet. It was a perfect day
for a garden party and a perfect day for Debbie.
For the beauty they had brought to the Earth, she

and her husband, John, were
being honored with the
Ram’s Head Award — the col-
lege’s highest accolade.

John and Debbie run K.
Van Bourgondien & Sons in
West Babylon, the second
largest importer of flower
bulbs and perennials in the
country. John is the presi-
dent and chief executive and
Debbie is a vice presi-
dent — and something more.

She is The Bulb Lady.
It’s not just a nick-

name — it’s an official trademark of
the company that has been in her hus-
band’s family for seven generations.
The name suits her standing as a
cheerleader for the flowers she grows
and loves. It is emblazoned on her li-
cense plates and her business cards
and the gardening newsletter she
e-mails around the world. It’s even the
name of a daffodil created in her
honor.

“They really didn’t want me as an
honoree,” John told the audience.
“They wanted my wife. I would never
have sold a flower bulb if I didn’t have

my wife.”
On that lovely Sunday af-

ternoon last August, Deb-
bie’s smile was as dazzling
as a yellow tulip on a
dew-kissed morning. Tall
and tan in a black sleeveless
dress and matching straw
hat, she was gracious and
funny and charming. “Be-
hind every successful man
there is a woman who
makes it necessary,” she
said in her speech, “and I’ve
made it necessary for John

to work as hard as he has.” Debbie is
as good with people as she is with
plants. She was in her element.

Just days later, time blinked. Deb-
bie was on the phone. I could tell she
wasn’t smiling. As is her style, she got
right to the point. “I was just diag-
nosed with breast cancer. I wanted to
talk to you.”

“Oh ——, Debbie,” I said. I was very
shaken. Not simply because we are
friends or because time had blinked
for me four years ago when I was diag-
nosed with breast cancer and had a

lumpectomy, but because she had al-
ways seemed so strong to me, so un-
flappable. Unlike me, she doesn’t go
bonkers if her color combinations
clash or if she can’t keep track of
where everything is planted. She
takes things in stride. She perseveres
with zest.

“I’m too busy for this,” Debbie said
and she rattled off the highlights of
her fall schedule. Several lectures, in-
cluding one at the Nassau County Mu-
seum of Art in Roslyn. A dahlia show
in Holland, where Van Bourgondien &
Sons has offices and test gardens. A
trip to Rome. And she was leaving for

See BULBS on G14

Top, in Debbie’s garden on her 2-acre
grounds by the Carll River in Babylon are a
snow fountain cherry tree, yellow daffodils
and the early blooming tulip, Praestans
Fusilier. Above, Carlton daffodils.

N E W S D A Y P H O T O S

B Y K E N S P E N C E R

Irene
Virag

For a detailed list
of online gardening
sites, log on to
Newsday.com/
features
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Vermont the next day to drive the
youngest of her three sons to college.

“And I have bulbs to plant,” she said.
Debbie, who is 52, had cancer in two

quadrants of the left breast as well as
Paget’s disease — a malignancy of the
nipple. Within weeks of our phone con-
versation, she had a mastectomy and
reconstructive surgery. She canceled
the lectures and the dahlia show but
she drove her son to college and she
and John squeezed in a week in Rome,
where they met the pope.

Debbie came home to chemothera-
py — 12 weeks of adriamycin and cy-
toxin. She came home to supervise the
planting of 82,300 bulbs on the
two-acre grounds of her home on the
Carll River in Babylon, where at least
20,000 were already in residence. That
winter, she looked at the snow falling
on the ornamental grasses and the ev-
ergreens and the beds where all the
bulbs were buried and she was more
aware than ever before of the loveli-
ness in her garden. She looked beyond
the snow to tomorrow. She looked to
spring.

That was another feeling we shared.
The spring when I was in the middle of
treatment, my husband and I replaced
2,500 square feet of our front lawn
with a fenced-in flower and vegetable
garden. In a season when I got nau-
seous from chemotherapy and burned
by radiation, the garden whispered of
hope. It became my metaphor for to-
morrow.

The bulbs were Debbie’s metaphor.
For The Bulb Lady, this is the most
meaningful spring of all the springs in
her life. “The spring garden is always
about rebirth,” Debbie says, “but this
year is extra special. This spring is
going to be the best spring ever.”

We’re strolling in Debbie’s garden on
a crisp afternoon about two weeks ago.
“February was so gray and drea-
ry — and then I noticed the snowdrops
coming up,” she says. “They looked so
beautiful, I wanted to cry. When you’re
ill, the things you took for granted,
well, you don’t take them for granted
anymore. If those little white snow-
drops excited me so, just imagine how
I feel now.”

The forsythia is in-your-face yellow
and magnolias unfold in pink and
white. Pots of ranunculus and pansies
grace the front door and the box-
wood-bordered rose garden that John
gave Debbie on their 30th anniversary
three years ago. The ruby red stalks of
peonies poke through the ground.

But all this color and life is a back-
drop to the bulbs. To the purple carpet
of chionodoxa in the front of the house
and the pink and white and blue clus-
ters of hyacinths by the pool. To the
Iris reticulata and species tulips and
mini daffodils in the rock garden. To
the drifts of Ice Follies and Dutch Mas-
ter daffodils everywhere.

Spring in Debbie’s garden is spring
in her heart. In my heart, too. We have
known each other since I started writ-
ing about gardens almost six years ago
and now we are sisters in a bittersweet
sorority. “You were one of the first peo-
ple I called because I needed a source
of strength and reassurance and infor-
mation,” she tells me. “I thought,

Irene’s been there — she can help me
get through this.”

I don’t know if I helped her but it
helps me to think so. Now it helps both
of us to drink in spring and talk about
life. We sit on the patio, watching
ducks splash in a small pond near the
rock garden, luxuriating in the fra-
grance of the hyacinths and talking
about the ties that connect us — our
gardens and the grim shadow that hov-
ers on the edges of our universe.

“The other day I had my first blood
test since finishing chemo,” Debbie
says.

I hold my breath.
“Everything’s fine,” she says. I touch

her hand.
I tell her how elated I was this

spring when my daffodils started com-
ing out in force and how distressed I
was when the squirrels gobbled up the
crocuses. And how my husband
couldn’t believe the spiky flowers of
the Rip Van Winkle daffodils we had
planted for the first time.

Debbie smiles. “I was more involved
than ever in the planning of this year’s
garden,” she says. “I had time and a
new gardener. She was like a gift. I
was wondering, how am I ever going to
get the bulbs planted? I couldn’t physi-
cally plant because of the chemo. I
missed getting my hands dirty.”

I tell her how upset I was when my
oncologist said I couldn’t hold the
earth in my bare hands or prune a rose
bush for fear of infection while I was in
treatment. We both felt a surge of joy
and seized the day when spring came
back into the world and our lives.
“Now that it’s spring and surgery and
chemo are behind me, I’m savoring
life,” Debbie says. “I think you savor it
more if you take it one day at a time. I
walk into my garden and I’m not think-
ing so much of what I have to do next.
I’m enjoying it at the moment.”

At the moment, blue scilla and ver-
million wild tulips and lavender Ip-
heion color the yard. But it is the daffo-
dils that shine. They play
ring-around-the-rosy under snow foun-
tain cherry trees and flowering al-
monds. Drifts of Ice Follies light up the
beds beneath an allée of blue Atlas ce-
dars. Clumps of sunny Carlton and
snowy Mount Hood show off in front of
a hedge of forsythia.

Debbie bends to admire the Ice Fol-
lies. “They open with a creamy cup,”
she says, “but they turn white as they
mature.” She rubs her short dark hair,
growing back after chemo with flecks
of gray. “Like all of us.” It was good to

BULBS from G11

Tips From The Bulb Lady
● Gather daffodils and tulips to bring inside. But be sure to put them in sepa-
rate vases. Daffodils release a sappy substance that can harm other flowers.

● Let bulb foliage wither in place. The leaves use the sun to make food to
store for next year’s blooms.

● Use other plants to hide fading foliage. Daylilies, hostas and astibles do
the trick in Debbie’s garden.

● Feed bulbs after they’ve flowered with a specially formulated bulb booster.
Debbie avoids bone meal because it takes too long to break down in the soil.

● Treat tulips like annuals and pull them out after they bloom. Tulips will
peter out after a while, producing smaller and fewer flowers. “Long Island
gets too warm too quickly for tulips to naturalize,” Debbie says. “Look at
them as you would impatiens or geraniums — replant new ones each year.”
Debbie pulls out her hyacinths, too.

● Make a planting plan now. While you’re tiptoeing through the tulips, mark
the locations where you want additional splashes of color next spring. Re-
member, bulbs look best in drifts.

● Order spring-flowering bulbs early for the best selection.
 — Irene Virag

Newsday Photo / Ken Spencer

Fortissimo daffodils and blue chionodoxia, “glory of the snow,” are part of Debbie
Van Bourgondien’s spring garden at her home in Babylon.

Bulb Lady

Feedback
Question

What do you most enjoy about
the coming of spring?

Mail your brief reply — or
comments about anything in this
section — to Kim Nava-Fiorio,
Feedback, LI Life, 235 Pinelawn
Rd., Melville, N.Y. 11747-4250.
Or e-mail lilife@newsday.com
with “feedback” in the subject
field. Please include your name,
community and telephone
number. Responses may be
edited; letters become the
property of Newsday and may be
used in all media.
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see her without a wig.
Slim Whitman and Professor Ein-

stein and Fortune and Fortissimo
share the spotlight. And of course, The
Bulb Lady — the soft yellow daffodil
that Dutch hybridizers named for Deb-
bie — smiles from beds and borders.

“Bulbs are miracles,” Debbie says.
“You plant these funny little things
that look like onions and then you get
these beautiful flowers. What it teach-
es me is that you shouldn’t take things
at face value. Look for inner beauty be-
cause it’s always there. Gardening
teaches you that good things will come
if you wait.”

In the coming weeks, there will be
even more good things for Debbie to de-
light in. Soon the deep plum-purple
Passionale and yellow Sunray tulips
will dance their pas de deux along the
driveway. Her “white garden” will
glow with daffodils like Silver Chimes
and with tulips like Calgary and Mau-
reen and with ivory alliums. The fritil-
laria collection — everything from
4-foot-tall Crown Imperials to dainty
speckled Fritillaria meleagris — will
open along what Debbie calls “the gar-
bage man walk, the side of house
where the garbage men walk to pick
up the cans.”

And The Bulb Lady will keep on fall-
ing in love with her garden. There is a
new Japanese garden to bond
with — complete with a waterfall cas-
cading into multi-level ponds and
weeping Japanese maples and tree peo-
nies and waterlilies and masses of iris.
And of course, there will be summer
bulbs to gush over — lilies and dahlias
and caladiums and cannas.

“Every season the garden is a love af-
fair,” Debbie says. “It’s all feeling and
reaction. I fall in love with each flower

and I love it totally at the moment.”
The spring garden will be at its peak

glory during the next few weeks, but it
changes with the cycle of the seasons.
It’s lush in summer with fragrant lilies
and sunflowers and hydrangeas, and
bittersweet in autumn with dahlias
and sedums and ornamental grasses.
And it’s beautiful in winter with the

gnarled limbs of Harry Lauder’s walk-
ing stick and the bright red berries of
hollies and the evergreen boughs of
the blue Atlas cedars.

Through all the seasons of Debbie
Van Bourgondien’s life, her garden
will be there to sing of tomorrow. Right
now it’s a springtime chorus — and in
this the most special spring of all, the
song has never been sweeter. ●

M
ISSED YOUR CHANCE to
plant spring bulbs? There’s
plenty of time to put in sum-
mer-blooming varieties — as
well as corms and tubers

and rhizomes and tuberous roots.
Most can be planted in mid-May;
some should wait a while longer.
Here’s a sampling:

CALADIUMS are flamboyant foliage
plants with heart-shaped leaves in
combinations of red, pink, silver,
white and green. Plant in dappled
shade in early June. Great in win-
dow boxes or containers.

CALLA LILIES made movie history
when the young Katharine Hepburn
announced, “The calla lilies are in
bloom again,” in the 1937 film
“Stage Door.” Like the actress, the
urn-shaped flowers are elegant and
sophisticated. Plant them anytime
in moist rich soil. They’re great in
pots and superb in vases.

CANNAS provide a touch of the trop-
ics. Big colorful flowers look like trop-
ical birds perched on 3- to 5-foot-tall
spikes. Wait till June to plant — or
jump-start indoors now.

DAHLIA blooms can be as big as din-
ner plates or the size of soup spoons.
They come in just about every color
except blue. Plant in full sun or par-
tial shade. Stake tall varieties.

ELEPHANT’S EARS could make Dumbo
jealous — the perfectly named plant
has 2-foot-long leaves. They grow to
a height of 5 feet, like full sun or par-
tial shade and moist soil.

GLADIOLI sparkle in a rainbow of col-
ors. Plant corms every couple of
weeks through mid-July and you’ll
have enough blooms to supply a flo-
rist. They’re glad for sandy,
well-drained soil, a sunny spot and
lots of water and mulch.

LILIES are the royals of the summer
garden. Plant different types for
all-season bloom. Asiatics flower
first, followed by sweet-smelling
Trumpets, then fragrant Orientals.
Lilies like their heads in the sun and
their feet in the shade — so plant
among low-growing annuals and pe-
rennials.

PINEAPPLE LILIES really do look like
pineapples, with tightly packed yel-
low-green blooms on 15-inch spires
topped with tufts of stiff foliage.
Plant in pots or add to a sunny,
well-drained spot in the garden.

TUBEROUS BEGONIAS light up a shady
spot with multi-petaled flowers in
soft pastels and dazzling colors.
They’re tailor-made for containers
and hanging baskets. Plant after
night temperatures rise above 50 de-
grees. — Irene Virag

Asiatic lilies, the first to bloom.

For a Colorful Summer

Gladioli come in a rainbow of colors.

Pineapple lilies look the part.Canna Tropicanna sports big flowers.
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Newsday Photo / Ken Spencer

Iris reticulata, species tulips and
mini-daffodils grow in The Bulb Lady’s
rock garden, part of the property
surrounding her home. “Every season
the garden is a love affair,” she says.
“It’s all a feeling and reaction.”
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