
The White Woman on the Green Bicycle by Monique Roffey 

Feedback from our groups on Fri 2nd Dec, Wed 7th Dec, Thur 8th Dec and Wed 14th Dec 

The White Woman on the Green Bicycle whisked us away from the cold winter months of 

Berlin to Trinidad -  to the hot and steamy climate of a Caribbean island. Trinidad is well 

known to Brits, but to many Germans it conjures up the idea of rum, calypso and dancing 

the limbo.The Trinidad and Tobago football team made it to the world cup in Berlin but 

generally Trinidad is not part of the German experience. Germany’s empire did not stretch 

as far afield as Britain’s. 

“ It’s wonderful to be able to read and not feel any German guilt about the past.” was one 

heartfelt comment. 

“ I didn’t know anything at all about Trinidad so I was delighted to find out.” 

“ I had to look up Trinidad and Tobago on the map !” 

“ I loved learning about the history of Trinidad. I checked to see if some of the political 

characters were real. I was impressed by the way Roffey combined fact with fiction.” 

“ I had never read anything before about the West Indies. I didn’t realise Williams, Manning 

etc were real people.” 

“ When I think of Trinidad I hear the sound of leather on willow - I love cricket- and also 

admire Brian Lara. And I hear the voice of Harry Belafonte in the background.” 

“I really liked the book – the descriptions of the island and  the food sounded delicious!” 

“ I have to admit I don’t like post-colonialism stories but Roffey does write very well . It was 

boring at first but improved in the second half.” 

“ Don’t be put off by the beginning. Persevere – the second half is very interesting.” 

“ I enjoyed reading the book very much but felt something was missing. It was far from 

perfect. There were lots of loose ends, I found the first part more satisfying than the second. 

I liked the time shifts but they were off balance – not  woven together.” 

“ The story of Trinidad stands for all emerging nations since the second world war. It’s tragic 

how high the hopes were before independence and where they ended up. I can only think 

of two success stories - Botswana and Costa Rica.” 

“ There were lots of positives – Roffey clearly knows Trinidad well and described it very 

vividly. She gives a precise picture of racism/ colonialisation from the British and Creole 

upper class point of view. The atmosphere of violence is contrasted with the beauty of the 

island.” 



“ The interviews between Sabine and Eric Williams were not convincing. Also the minor 

characters, like Granny Seraphina, were better drawn than George and Sabine. Sabine didn’t 

seem French at all.” 

“ There was too much emphasis on the wide-hipped green woman. The flowery imagery 

irritated me.” 

“I’d have liked more detail on where things started to go wrong after independence. I 

wasn’t sure what points Roffey was trying to make.” 

“ For the first time in Sabine’s life she is faced with racism diected at her. She couldn’t cope 

with being treated this way.” 

“ Being white at the time of independence must have been uncomfortable, like living in 

South Africa now. I identified strongly with Sabine as an ex-pat wife. She tries so hard to 

adjust but her position is impossible. At that time she had no freedom or opportunity to 

change where or how she lived. She was entirely dependent on her husband and his 

choices.” 

“ No wonder Sabine was impressed by the charismatic black independence leader, Eric 

Williams. She can relate to how he sees the white colonialists.” 

White men. White men like George Harwood. They all take, take, take. All the second-raters, 

those who aren’t good enough to survive in England, they come out to the West Indies and 

swan about. Buy land, build. Set up shop. They come and stay, ruining their second-rate 

minds. Is that what you want? To be married to such a man? A man who’ll ruin you too? 

There are three main characters - George and Sabine Harwood and Trinidad “ the green 

woman”. Most Caribbean writers focus on the plight of the black community under slavery 

and colonial rule. Roffey chooses to look at Trinidad from a “white” point of view, soon after 

independence. The novel  unusually starts near  the end  of the story - in 2006  and moves  

back to 1956. We meet the Harwoods first in their 70s. Even though they’ve spent more 

than half a century together, they still, basically, don’t understand each other. Neither do 

they fully understand Trinidad. 

George thinks he understands Trinidad – whereas Sabine realises that aspects of her 

adopted country will always elude her. George loves “his” Trinidad and cannot imagine 

living anywhere else. He has no regrets leaving behind the mute - grey drizzle of Harrow - on 

– the- Hill. George falls madly in love with the island from the first moment he sees her. 

"It had been immediate, a strong physical attraction. He had fallen, and that was that. Head 

over heels, with the sounds and smells, with the smiles and shapes, with all the bewitching 

qualities of another woman called Trinidad". 



George becomes a citizen of Trinidad and gives little thought to the physical or moral 

consequences of committing to a country fraught with horrific poverty and tumultuous 

politics. George has always been very comfortable with being the White Man in a country 

where native blacks are exploited. Sabine, on the other hand, has never felt comfortable 

about being one of the white ruling class even though George insists that their Trinidadian 

standard of living is far superior to anything they could achieve in Britain.  

The couple’s two adult children, Pasquale and Sebastian are living examples of the division 

of Trinidad and British culture; Pasquale is a pure Trinidadian deeply embedded in the 

culture. She speaks the local patois and is married into a prominent Trinidad family. 

Sebastian, on the other hand, a product of British boarding schools, is undiluted British and 

chooses to live in London. Although he considers that his parents lead a “glamorous” life, to 

Sebastian, Trinidad is a place to go for a holiday – it’s certainly not home. George Harwood 

isn’t close to Sebastian while Sabine sometimes feels alienated from her daughter. 

When the novel begins, George, now retired, is still extremely active. He writes a popular 

column in The Trinidad Guardian and interviews local celebrities such as cricketer Brian Lara, 

and he maintains his lifelong habit of frequenting black prostitutes. Sabine has never really 

established much of a social life.  In the early years she tries, she goes to the ex-pat club 

regularly  but eventually she stays home with her servant/companion, Jennifer, takes 

valium, and drinks heavily. While George loves Trinidad and thinks he’s adjusted well to life 

there, Sabine understands that as relics of colonialism, they’re not welcome. She wanted to 

return to Britain years ago, but knows it’s too late. 

From her first day in Trinidad, Sabine notes the injustices directed towards the native 

population, and the “country club” rules of the reigning whites. Sabine wants no part of it, 

but she’s overruled by George. As a white man George sees a better future for himself and a 

better standard of living in Trinidad than back in England. To George, the issue of morality 

doesn’t enter into his decision to stay.  

“What do you want me to do? Go back to a desk job in the City? Commute with my 

briefcase, going to work in the dark, coming home in the dark, on the train and the tube like 

so may of those poor fucks. I can’t do that. Here I’m someone. We know everyone. What do 

you want from me? To go back to Harrow on the fucking hill?” 

Sabine, however, thinks that George’s motivation to stay is based on much uglier motives. In 

Trinidad, being “someone” also means being white and privileged: 

“Isn’t that why you came here, why you accepted that lowly office job out here, a dot on the 

map? Out here you can be someone. You can be master, invent yourself, a little king.” 

George stood very still and calm; rage choked n his throat. 

“We invented this island. Wasn’t that the whole point of the West Indies, eh? A get-rich-

quick scheme for Europeans?” 



While the novel covers the history of the Harwoods’ marriage, it also covers fifty years of 

Trinidadian history: the rise of the PNM, Trinidad’s Independence, Eric Williams, Geddes 

Granger, Black Power, riots, corruption. As the promise of a better Trinidad turns sour, 

Sabine expresses her despair and loneliness in her secret letters to Eric Williams that she 

hides and never sends. The letters are a kind of diary, by putting her emotions on paper,  

she finds an outlet for her anger and frustration. 

George stumbles upon Sabine's private papers and discovers the hundreds of unsent letters 

addressed to Williams. Overcome with confusion, jealousy, and grief for his marriage, he 

realises too late how he should have paid more attention to his wife – to have listened to 

her. There is no doubt that George and Sabine love each other, it is so very sad that they 

have not been able to communicate for such a long time, if ever. 

Sabine’s green Raleigh bicycle plays a significant part in her life. As a newly arrived young 

married woman she rides it through the Port of Spain, unaware of the stir that she is 

causing. To have brought a bicycle all the way from Britain was unusual and she soon 

becomes a kind of celebrity. Her bicycle gives her a sense of freedom , without it she would 

never have come across Eric Williams holding his political rallies.  

Sabine begins  to follow the meteoric rise of Eric Williams, the soon to be first black prime 

minister of Trinidad and Tobago. The whites and French Creoles at the Harwood's country 

club dismiss him as a "bush nigger in a suit" but Sabine hopes that he will bring positive 

change.. She is inspired by his speeches at the University of Woodford Square, really 

believing that he will change everything for the better. Granny Seraphina will get her water 

supply and electricity. Seven years later Granny is still waiting. Instead, only Williams and a 

coterie of high-powered black men grow wealthy. The circumstances of the average black 

citizen remained the same. 

In 2006 gang violence and corruption is rife all over the island. The Harwoods are under 

attack and have to keep to their mansion for safety. Finally Sabine insists that they go back 

to England and George reluctantly agrees. But their desperate attempt to leave the island 

fails, they manage to miss the boat at the harbour. 

We discussed the significance of the prologue – it is a very violent opening. Right from the 

start we see that Trinidad is no paradise.  Talbot, the son of the Harwoods' maid, is beaten 

up. After a policeman steals his mobile phone, Talbot impulsively tries to get it back. In 

retaliation, the policeman and three of his cohorts take Talbot "where no one could hear 

him call for help" Then they left him to die. For Sabine, the policemen's behaviour 

crystallised everything that has gone wrong in Trinidad  : the unpaved roads, the rampant 

corruption, and the lack of opportunity and justice for the majority of the black population. 

Sabine’s act of revenge is at the heart of the novel. By taking the law into her own hands, by 

shooting the policeman who attacked Talbot, she proves to be a heroine, brave and feisty. 



We are left to imagine what will happen to her. But we couldn’t help admiring her. Showing 

us the past and then taking us back to the beginning gives us the opportunity to understand 

how Sabine is driven to this act. 

The image of a white haired “ mad” woman of 75 resurrecting her bicycle and hurtling down 

the streets  to challenge the corruption of the police, is one that will linger with us. Fifty 

years before it had been very different, she had been a sensation wearing: 

“A halter-neck top, Dior sunglasses. Blonde curls. Every man behind her stopped dead in their 

tracks to watch her pass”  

The old woman is such a contrast to the beautiful newly-wed, full of hope and 

determination, riding her green bicycle to meet her husband from work. The years have 

taken their toll. George has just died and Sabine is full of grief and anger. She has nothing to 

lose and feels she has to do something to stand up for justice.   

Roffey explores the changes in a long personal relationship.We wondered how George and 

Sabine’s marriage would have fared if they had stayed in England.   The “green 

woman”undoubtedly plays a major role in this marriage. She talks to Sabine and Sabine 

confides in her. For George she is more of a mistress to him than any of the young women 

he has affairs with. Roffey describes her sensuality and power: 

“The branches dangled with bell-shaped, woman-shaped fruit, a lewd magenta in their 

colour, like a harlot’s lipstick.... The pink pouis were out too, like glamour models, tall thin 

trees with strawberry afros exploding along the savannah...trees were dancers, arms in the 

air, flashing their ruffled sleeves. In May, the mango trees were heavy with blushing fruit. 

Breadfruits bulged in an obscene manner.Bougainvillea brawled from balconies and walls. If 

a stick was thrust into the earth, it would surely flourish, such was the fertility of this humid 

heat. “  

George and Sabine’s love changes inevitably over the years. Very in love at first, they are 

passionate about each other, but enjoying good sex is not enough to sustain them over 50 

years. Sabine becomes very unhappy. She cannot talk to George about what matters most 

to her and herein lies the biggest problem for them. George is selfish and follows his own 

desires, Sabine is left out in the cold. We see how claustrophobic a marriage could be for a 

woman in the 60s, especially when she is having to live miles away from home. She is 

warned that other ex- pat wives rarely last more than a few months - this just makes Sabine 

more determined to succeed. 

“ It’s always harder for the wife - I work at the international school and see many unhappy 

ex-pat wives and mothers - even today.” 

“Sabine’s first shopping list in Trinidad  is well observed. It highlights how alien everything 

feels - not being able to buy simple things like fresh milk, apples, tomatoes. I remember 



being shocked when I first went shopping here. I could not find most of the things I was 

used to buying eg self raising flour, Cheddar cheese. I’ve adjusted now but I still crave some 

British foods – especially when I’m feeling unwell.” 

“ Like Sabine, I would find it very difficult to live in a hot and steamy climate. It would be so 

draining - I love the changes of the seasons.” 

“Adjusting to a different culture takes time and patience. There are subtle rules of social 

behaviour that are not obvious at first.” 

“I just couldn’t warm to Sabine. She had a privileged life as a white woman and yet she 

couldn’t make anything of her life there. Her friend Idrit managed to enjoy her life in 

Trinidad and be fulfilled..” 

“ I totally sympathised with Sabine. I understood how she felt and would probably have 

been the same in her situation.” 

“I really felt her sadness, it moved me very much.”  

“The love – hate relationship between George and Sabine is masterfully described.” 

 “ I was born in Panama and know the region well. Roffey captures the country, its politics 

and internal race relations - it felt right - the violent and corrupt atmosphere - the high 

murder rate. “ 

“In fact Sabine becomes a true Trinidadian – she feels in the end she has no choice other 

than to resort to violence.”  

“The local dialogue was not so easy to follow. It drove me crazy that everyone was steupsing 

and the meaning of this wasn’t explained until late in the book.” 

“I had difficutly with some of the language but I liked the style and the detail so much it 

didn’t bother me.” 

“I enjoyed the rhythm of the language. But I realised that I associate being educated with 

speaking perfect English – somehow using a local patois demeans the person in my eyes. 

This has given me much to think about!” 

“ There are so many forms of English spoken all over the world. American English is 

becoming more dominant.” 

“ There are parts of Germany where I can’t understand a single word that is spoken!” 

“ It’s the same for me in England – coming from the South I have great difficulty 

understanding someone from Sunderland or Glasgow!” 

“Roffey writes extremely well. I really loved this book. I was hooked from the first page.” 



“ The White Woman on the Green Bicycle was an intriguing title. It lived up to my 

expectations.” 

“ The design of the cover seemed very Trinidadian – it’s lush and green but hot and dusty 

too.” 

“I would love to go there - especially as the political situation seems to have improved .” 

“ Was Roffey suggesting that women would make better politicians ? Sabine is so much 

more aware than her husband of injustice.” 

“ It’s interesting that Trinidad now has a female Prime Minister – Ms Kamla Persad-

Bissessar.. She is trying to clean up drugs trafficking and criminality on the island. At the end 

of November there was a plot to assassinate her - it seems criminal elements were bent on 

reprisals. There is currently a state of emergency. I shall be watching what happens now 

that I feel involved in the history..” 

Recommended -  A very good read.   

Monique Roffey's The White Woman on the Green Bicycle is an absorbing portrait of post-

independence Trinidad, and of a marriage haunted by the long shadows of colonialism.   

We had some mixed feelings but we agreed that Monique Roffey is a very good storyteller 

and writes well. It was very good for discussions – interestingly groups focused on different 

aspects - political, social, emotional, historical elements in varying degrees.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


