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with that number increasing 
10% around special days such as 
Valentine’s Day and Mother’s Day. 
The auction is set up as a Dutch 
auction, in which the price starts 
high and works its way down. 
Bidders sit in a large auction area 
with multiple laptops where they 
are only given a short time to bid 
before the flowers are made ready 
for shipment around the world.              
     By 9:00 in the morning we 
were back on the bus headed for 
our next stop at the Blijdenstein 

Pinetum in Hilversum, where we had lunch and toured the magnificent property. 
For those unfamiliar with the term Pinetum, it is an arboretum which specializes in 
growing conifers. The collection at Blijdenstein forms part of the Dutch National 
Plant Collection and contains one of the world’s most important conifer collections. 
We saw many rare and endangered species which were quite old, including the 
original plant of Abies amabilis ‘Spreading Star’. We were all pleased with our 
first garden stop. For many, this was a first opportunity to see so many species of 
conifers as opposed to cultivars. This was also the start of the warm and welcoming 
hospitality we would experience in every garden we visited.
 The garden portion of our day concluded with a guided tour by Wilbert 
Hetterscheid of the famous Von Gimborn Arboretum in Doorn. Started as a private 
collection in 1924 by German ink manufacturer, Max Von Gimborn, this garden 
was acquired by Utrecht University in 1966 and appears to still be well funded. 
It is significant to point out that it contains one of the largest conifer collections 
in Western Europe and that it holds the national Dutch collection for the genus 
Tsuga, as well as some of the largest specimens of Sequoiadendron giganteum seen 
anywhere on the trip (some as tall as 90’). On the way to our hotel in Arnhem, it 
was impossible not to hear the chorus of approval over our first gardens. Could it 
get any better?
  After check-in at the Rijn Hotel on the outskirts of Arnhem, we gathered for 
sundowners on the terrace overlooking the Little Rhine River and then enjoyed 
dinner prepared for us by the hotel. Across the river were flatlands with bushy 
shapes reminiscent of Van Gogh’s “Fields”. In the distance was the town of Arnhem, 
the lights of which glowed brightly after dark. The beautiful city of Arnhem was 
made famous by the World War II Battle of Arnhem and the 1977 movie A Bridge 
Too Far, which dramatized the events of the battle. 
 Although the next day was only the fourth day of our tour, we had already seen 
so much and we would soon learn that today would be no different. Our first stop 
was De Belten Pinetum. Started in 1961, De Belten contains a private collection of 
conifers from around the world and, as one would anticipate, with over 50 years of 
growth, many were quite large. Like so many places we all have come to know, it is 
amazing what comes of someone’s passion. I am reminded of the following quote; 

Abies amabilis ‘Spreading Star’
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Few manmade things of lasting beauty ever arrive on earth, except as a result of 
someone’s obsession. With over one thousand specimens, this is a living museum 
of conifers from around the world. The 5 acre property is still largely maintained by 
family members and volunteers. In the afternoon we visited the private garden of 
Ronald Vermeulen. This was the start of an incredible string of conifer collections 
at the cultivar rank. Given that most members of our group are growing cultivars; 
this was eye candy at its best. Everywhere we looked there were hundreds of plants, 

all in pristine condition, with not a weed 
to be found. Standouts included Pinus 
monophylla ‘Tioga Pass’, Cryptomeria 
japonica ‘Tenzan’, and Picea sitchensis 
‘Sugarloaf’. Ronald was one of the 
individuals who assisted in the planning 
of this trip.  He was also helpful when 
the ACS visited the Czech Republic a 

couple of years ago. Bedankt 
(thank you) Ronald! 
      We headed back to our 
hotel, where we were met by 
two guides who led us on a 
walking tour of the historic 
town of Arnhem. Hearing 
the history and viewing the 
architecture made for a nice 
close to an exciting day.  It was 
a beautiful evening and most 
of the group stayed in town for dinner while some of us strolled back to the hotel 
along the banks of the Little Rhine.
     We started Day 5 at the famous Kools Nursery, owned and operated by the 
husband-wife team Nelis and Marjolein Kools. We went behind the scenes to 
discover one method used to give production plants their start, a state-of-the-art 
greenhouse where cuttings are rooted and then grown out.  
 We also toured their show garden, in which they have assembled, in only 9 
years, an amazing collection of conifers on a small parcel of land near the village 
of Deurne. The garden is complete with a pond, and a pasture with pigmy goats 
is in the center of the garden. There are many forms of Sequoiadendron, Sequoia, 
Taxodium, and Metasequoia. The property contains the national collection of 
Sequoiadendron. I was most excited to discover a highly variegated form of Torreya 
nucifera, which I had never seen before. With the help of neighbors and family, 
Marjolein prepared a tasty lunch which complemented the exhilaration we all felt 
-- no easy task for 35 people. After lunch, Nelis took us to yet another gem, Kessel 
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retail nursery, where we had the opportunity to see many of the plants for sale 
which were produced at Kools. So many plants and no way to get them home.
 On Sunday-Day 6 we started at the private garden of Edwin Smits. Considering 
that Edwin is a familiar name to many of us, we were all anxious to see his garden 
and to meet him. Even before the bus arrived we could see the start of his beautiful 
property, and it was fun seeing our bus unload so quickly.  Before we could even 
be welcomed, guests scattered to see rare goodies, and the sound of camera clicks 
filled the air. 

 There is an entire series of 
conifer cultivars with “Filip’s” 
in the name (that is Edwin’s 
nickname). Perhaps the most 
exciting is Chamaecyparis 
lawsoniana ‘Filip’s Golden 
Tears’, so far the best of the 
golden upright weepers. One 
of his introductions, Thuja 
occidentalis ‘Filip’s Magic 
Moment’ is now being offered 
in the U.S. and there will 

surely be more. One of the more intriguing areas of his collection is the Sciadopitys, 
which were all grouped in a section. One in particular, ‘Mireille’, named after 
his lovely wife, caught everyone’s attention. Its featured gold yellow tips which 
are said to turn completely yellow in the spring. Two other cultivars to be on the 
lookout for are ‘Big Filip’ and ‘Little Filip’. Once again, our group was treated by 
our hosts to a sumptuous lunch 
which allowed more time in 
their garden.
  This day would not be for 
the faint of heart for after lunch 
we visited the garden of Henk 
van Kempen. Henk was the 
principal individual who helped 

Edwin Smits garden
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organize our visit, and we will always be grateful for his help. We could easily fill 
two CQ’s with a list of Henk’s plants. It may well be the largest collection we saw 
and, as everywhere else, all plants looked in prime condition.  It is interesting to 
watch the likes of Edwin, Henk and others; these are serious plantsmen who travel 
throughout Europe and the U.S. in search of new material -- many from witch’s 
brooms they discover.
 The final treat of the day was a meeting with the Dutch Conifer Society, which 
was organized by Henk at his property. Members traveled from as far away as 
Germany to visit with us, and we all felt so honored. It was a special treat to walk 
around with them as we admired Henk’s collection. Luckily for the Americans, 
most Dutch members spoke great English, which made communications easy. This 

of course was aided 
by a common interest 
in conifers, along with 
great food and drink to 
complete the afternoon. 
Thanks to all who 
attended to welcome us 
and let us participate in 
the bilingual challenge 
which, to a person, 
they won. 
 It is at about 
this point where one 
starts to run out of 
superlatives to describe 
these incredible 
gardens, but Gary Gee 

kept telling us that on this Day 7 we were to visit one of the crown jewels. Our 
only garden today would be that of Wiel Linssen. In terms of placement of plants 
and overall landscape, this was as good as it gets. Wiel has spent many years 
developing beautifully constructed paths and other hardscape which are tastefully 
designed to accentuate numerous woody gems. Like others, Wiel is a quiet person 
who patiently answered questions and opened his home to us.  We left his garden 
gasping for air, and I remember thinking to myself that they must have shipped all 
of their weeds to another country.  
 After lunch we visited the Netherlands American Cemetery in Margraten, 
where American soldiers who perished during the liberation of The Netherlands 
lie buried. A tall memorial tower can be seen before reaching the 65-acre cemetery. 
Beyond the chapel and tower, rest the graves of 8,301 Americans, most of whom 
lost their lives nearby. Their headstones are set in long curves. It was inspiring 
to see that the cemetery is well maintained, and that the town still remembers 
their sacrifice. Our final stop was a visit to the highest point in the Netherlands, 
the Vaalserberg, where from a tower we could view the Dutch-Belgian-German 
borders. 
 Day 8 we would venture into the French-speaking region of Belgium to visit 

Wiel Linssen garden
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what for several of our members was their favorite garden. The private garden 
of Laurant Gillet was totally unknown to any of us, and we did not know what to 
expect. This would be the first garden we visited which had a mix of both conifers 
and broadleaf flora. It was expertly crafted with manicured grass paths throughout, 
accentuating his rare collection. Hydrangea paniculata ‘Pinky Winky’ and other 
oak leaf hydrangea selections were in full color. In addition to the myriad conifers 
were several selections of Cornus kousa (Chinese dogwoods), Ilex and Euonymus. 

Again, we were 
invited into their 
home to partake of 
refreshments made 
especially for us. This 
was a family affair 
with parents and other 
relatives pitching in to 
keep us well fed. The 
garden was wonderful, 
made memorable by 
the kinship we felt 
with our hosts. As we 
departed, the family 
escorted us to the 
Mardasson Memorial 
which honors 
American soldiers 

killed and wounded in the Battle of the Bulge. We then drove through the old city 
of Bastogne and had a brief stop at a statue of General George Patton; then bid our 
hosts farewell.
     Our bus’s final stop was the Crown Plaza Hotel, where we would meet our guide 
for a walking tour of the charming city of Maastricht.  Another picture perfect day. 
 On Day 9 we visited only one garden destination, but what a destination! 
Wespelaar Arboretum was started in 1984 as an extension of the plant collections 
of Philippe de Spoelberch to the north of his estate of Herkenrode. We were 
expertly guided through the collection by their director, Koen Camelbeke. While 
not a conifer-centric destination, the arboretum is home to one of the world’s best 
collections of Acer, Magnolia, Stewartia, Styrax and Ilex, much of which is of wild 
origin. There are also numerous large conifers and again, I practically had to drag 
people back to the bus.  We were privileged to have the opportunity to tour what 
the Huffington Post considers to be one of the thirteen best botanical gardens and 
arboreta in the world.
 The afternoon was spent on a guided tour of Brugge, considered by many to be 
one of the most picturesque cities in the world. Our hotel was the romantic Oud 
Huis de Peellaert in the center of this famous Belgium town. 
 Day 10 still found us in Belgium, where we visited the private garden of Mr. A. 
Bultinck. This was another garden no one had heard of and it, too, turned out to be 
one of the group’s favorites. This was a two-for-one stop as the plantings extended 
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into his daughter and son-in-
law’s residence next door. 
This was another great 
example of a gardener 
expertly mixing conifers 
with broadleaf plants. I 
found Mr. Bultinck to be a 
most interesting person who 
has devoted a great deal of 

time hybridizing Cornus, Hibiscus, and Hydrangea. Nowhere did we find better 
conifers--all in pristine condition. 
 Mr. Bultinck joined us for lunch, after which we visited Het Leen Arboretum 
in Eeklo, Belgium. This 14-acre arboretum contains one of the better collections 
of Sequoiadendron we saw on our trip from one specimen which was over 70’ tall 
to numerous intermediate forms I’ve not previously seen. Significant among these 
were Sequoiadendron giganteum ‘Compactum’, ‘Pygmaeum’, ‘Blauer Eichzwerg’ 
and ‘Bultinck Yellow’.
     While our tour was nearing completion, there were still some surprises awaiting 
us on Day 11.  We returned to The Netherlands for our first stop to visit the garden 
of Andy Domen. Andy is a plantsman of the highest order and has developed a vast 
array of interesting selections. For plant lovers in general, this was a significant 
stop as we saw many new plants Andy is working on for production. I suspect we 
shall see many of these become available in the U.S. trade once the word gets out.
 We then drove to the city of Zundert where we visited M.M. Bomer Nursery. 
Here we saw numerous Abies, Ginkgo, Metasequoia, Picea, Sciadopitys and 
Taxodium, as well as some interesting cultivars of Fagus sylvatica and Cornus 
kousa. David Bomer is another in a long line of great Dutch nurserymen.
 Our final stop would be at the home and nursery of good friend Peter 
Schrauwen. Peter was another one of the individuals who stepped up and helped 
with the planning of this trip. There was so much to see in his garden that no one 
wanted to get back on the bus. Peter is responsible for introducing great plants 

 Scenes from the 
Bultnick garden



such as Chamaecyparis 
obtusa ‘Gitte’,  
Chamaecyparis pisifera 
‘Lieve’, Chamaecyparis 
lawsoniana ‘Yellow 
Spire’, Sequoiadendron 
giganteum ‘Kaatje’ and  

‘Pete’s Weeping’, and Chamaecyparis thyoides ‘Versent Blue Rock’®.  If some 
of these selections are unfamiliar to you, they won’t be in a few years.  Our last 
day was bittersweet. Many of us needed to get home, but no one seemed bored 
of the gardens and other activities. This day was set aside for a visit to the famed 
Trompenburg Arboretum, which was made famous by Dick van Hoey Smith.  
It was here that Dick continued a five-decade legacy preserving the garden he 
inherited from his father. It was awe inspiring to walk in the garden where a giant 
once trod. We were greeted by their director, Gert Fortgens who led us on a tour of 
their significant trees, stopping along the way to provide history and perspective. 
Trompenburg is one of those gardens which should be on every garden enthusiast’s 
bucket list. Their collection is extensive and includes many rare conifers such as 
Fokienia, Austrocedrus, Dacrydium and Wollemia.
  That evening we celebrated our 12-day odyssey with a farewell dinner 
cruising the canals we had walked along during our days in Amsterdam. Seeing 
the buildings which are charming during daylight hours, start to glow as night fell 
added another lasting memory to our bursting cache of plants, people and beautiful 
surroundings during our tour of The Netherlands and Belgium. It was time to bid 
farewell to all of this and to each other. This was a tour we all won’t forget and 
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many were asking when can we get together again and where?
 Towards the end of the tour I was interviewed by a Dutch newspaper and asked 
the following: “What impressed you the most?” My response was: “the warmth and 
hospitality of the Dutch and Belgian people who opened their homes, their gardens 
and their hearts to make us feel welcome.” These are wonderful people. 
 I want to close with an excerpt from an e-mail I received from Mr. Bultinck 
whose garden we visited in Belgium. Mr. Bultinck is in his seventies. This is 
evidence of the lasting impact these tours can have. 
 I thank you very much for your mail and very lovely words of thanks. I was very 
honored with your visit we In our small country which Belgium is and especially in 
my small garden. When I planted my garden in 2001, I could never suspect one day 
I should be honored with such a HIGH LEVEL VISIT which the ACS is, really 
I couldn’t!
 I am very glad to hear that the members of the group were excited indeed, this 
makes my heart warm. May I ask to transmit my very best greetings to each of 
the members as far as you are able to reach them. To close Mr. Cox please accept 
mine and my family’s very friendly greetings to you and your family as well as to 
all of the members of the group. You were really a remarkable visitors group, I will 
remember for the rest of my life and afterwards.


