
La Grande Interview de Remain Vincelot
Allez la barbe garnie!
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Amara Simba, Emmanuel Vasseur and the Great Calais Transfer Saga. Freddie 'the French
Chris Tate' Cadiou. Despite comprising 50% of weak L. Orient/L'Orient jokes, and being only a
short hop through the Chunnel on a train, the O's' history of inserting our
Gallic friends into the annuls of E10 fame is both short and -former inter-
national Simba's irregular brilliance aside - almost entirely inglorious. Be- ||
fore the start of last season, were you to go a bit Monty Python and ask: |;
"What have the Gauls ever done for us?" you'd probably get stuck after
that Jonathan Tehoue goal against Arsenal and, of course, Sasha Opinel's |
strike at Cardiff in 2001 which earned us a draw in South Wales. (Bonus g
points for anyone who can remember the name of the other Frenchman
who made his sole Orient appearance in that game, won man of the Je n'aime pas
match and then was never seen again...typical Tommy Taylor).

Over the past two seasons all that has changed as first Matt Baudry, then Remain Vincelot
have come into the club and become integral components of our promotion-chasing side.
Baudry's calmness in possession provides a welcome foil for the more traditional blood n' guts
style of skipper Nathan Clarke, whilst youngster Yohann Lasimant completes a triumvirate of
musketeers from over the Channel. However it is Vince!ot, with his distinctive facial topiary,
all-action midfield displays and self-professed love of all things East London who has flown
the tricolour highest. Ear editor Kid Sampson met with the Vienne Department native to talk
promotion, Poyet and peasants who appear on talk shows...

Born in the regional capital Poitiers, Vincelot was picked up by nearby professional club
Chamois Niortais when he was 12: "They have a really good academy, well known in France,
and I went through the ranks and became professional at my hometown club," he says,
proudly. Having seen some of his classy displays from earlier in the season, some Orient fans
might be surprised to learn that Remain took 'the Andy Harris route' into midfield: "I started
as a right back," he tells me "I played a few games in the second tier [Ligue 2] before we got
relegated, then played a full season in the Championnat National and we got promoted as
Champions." However, the promising start to his career was stalled dramatically by an unfor-
tunate injury: "I developed a problem with my right shoulder in the October of my first sea-
son back in Ligue 2. I stopped and had an operation which didn't work, so in February I had a
second one. When I came back in June it was nearly one year missed. The club had recruited
another player and he was doing well, so the season after I didn't play much either."
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His lack of game time led, inevitably, to his release: "It was disappointing to be released be-
cause it was so unlucky. After my full season I was just 19; I was 20 when we got promoted
and I was maturing into a good player. Good teams were starting to look at me and I just had
a bad injury at the wrong time. The surgeon said it would be better to have the operation but
I might be able to piay, though it would be uncomfortable. With my character I said: "I will do
it" [i.e. play on]. I didn't make the right decision - it was more painful day after day. In the
end I had to have two operations for a little thing."

Upon leaving Niort, Remain headed East to the unheralded Championnat National (the third
tier of French football) side FC Gueugnonnais. Gueugnon had shocked France by winning the
Coupe de la Ligue with the likes of Sylvain Distin in the side in 2000, but had since fallen on
harder times. "Gueugnon is in the middle of nowhere!" he exclaims. "I left my hometown; all
my friends and family to move five hours away. It was hard when I arrived there: they had
just been relegated and they had a whole new team. They were all really good young players
but we lacked so much experience-we were looking for promotion but ended up fighting for
survival all year. It was hard. I didn't want to stay there and they didn't want to keep me at
the same wages, so I didn't stay and it was finished for me." Having already moved a signifi-
cant distance from home and having become disillusioned with life on the pitch in France,
Remain felt compelled to make the leap to another country. "My agent only had Champion-
nat National sides interested," he explains. "I told him that I couldn't stay in France any more,
not at that level. There wasn't enough passion in the stadiums; I didn't feel it, and I need that
pressure. I told him I wanted to go to England !"

A fine idea in principle (leave the wind-blasted footballing hinterlands of
rural France and follow Arsene Wenger's idea of bringing such continen-
tal concepts as trapping and passing the ball to Johnny Rosbif), but Ro-
main's bid to kick start his career in England seemed destined to fail after
half a year of searching for a club: "It wasn't the p!an to be jobless for six
months!" Remain admits "But I knew that it would take some time. I was

thinking two, maybe three months. It ended up more than that and it was
a bit hard towards the end. I was still confident, but when you get: 'Are
you sure you didn't want to take that offer in France?' at the time, it was
difficult. I'd say 'No, no, no, I think I'm making the right choice for me/
and in the end it worked out.'Centre back'?

What's that?
"Dagenham and Redbridge was the first trial I had, then I went to Charl-

ton and Brighton for trials. Dagenham said they were interested but short on money - they
needed to send a loan player back to his club so they could discuss a deal with me. Charlton
called me because they had an injury, but in the end the injury wasn't that bad so they just
said they'd be in touch. Gus Poyet had just taken over at Brighton and I did really well there
but he said he needed someone to be 'ready for the English game right now, and I'm not sure
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about you - we'll keep an eye on you' - and he did! But I was really disappointed because I
told him:'lean do it!'"

Having taken readily to life in the capital whilst staying in a friend's flat
south of the river. Remain took longer to adjust to life on the pitch. As
we are well aware, our little friends from down the Heathway are not
exactly renowned for their free-flowing football, and Vincelot had to
work hard to adapt: "It was a shock when I first arrived at Dagenham.
The first few weeks were hard - even the players who don't look
strong are strong! They are used to lots of contact. I hit the gym a bit!
The academy at Niort (and the first team) is really based on 'game'; on
playing, playing, pass, pass, pass. So when I arrived I started to do
passes at the back and they just screamed at me to hit the chan- y\ bit too cultured
nels! I had to start listening to what they wanted. I thought 'Alright.
This is not the kind of football I am used to, but it is working.'"

Dagenham were promoted via the playoffs at the end of the season, a monumental achieve-
ment with their meagre budget (ringing any bells, anyone?), and no-one was more surprised
that they appeared at Wembley than Romain... "It was great when we were pushing for the
playoffs," he begins. "I didn't even know during my first few weeks that if you got to the play-
offs you could play at Wembiey! I asked 'What kind of crowd will there be if we play at Wem-
bley?' I was surprised when they said 30 or 40 thousand [Dagenham's 3-2 victory over Roth-
erham was attended by 32,054 supporters]. When I went there I was like 'Wow..!' Six months
ago I was jobless and running around Tooting Bee because I had a friend who was living there
and I was sleeping in his flat. I was running in the snow in a park, and wondering when I
would have my chance.

"At the final whistle I didn't go mad or wild, I just took a deep breath and looked around and
thought about the way I'd taken in the past year. I thought about all the work I'd put in - and
I did work a lot on my own to stay fit - and I knew it had paid off. I was really proud. I just
took a few seconds to isolate myself. I looked at everyone running around shouting "YES!"
and it was one of those moments inside when you can say that you're totally happy and you
just want to keep it in a box and have it for all of your life."

Having been utilised across Dagenham's back four during their playoff charge, Romain was
moved further up the field in his debut season in League One. How did he go about adapting
his game to a hitherto unfamiliar role in midfield? "I was a right back, but I was used to
touching the ball a lot," he replies. "I tried to watch the games on TV; before I was specifically
watching right backs and left backs, but this changed when my position changed. I tried to
think why they are doing things or not; why they are doing well, and what could help me." I
ask if he remodelled his style of play on anyone in particular, but unsurprisingly this most
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individual of players is content to tread his own path: "There was no-one specific," he an-
swers. "I was watching whatever game was on TV! Even when I was young I have never been
'Oh, I want to be like him'; I want to be just me, myself, and to use what I've got. I won't be
the kind of player who will take people on; it's not my characteristic. I just do what I know to
do."

K Despite Dagenham's travails - and eventual relegation - that season,
Vincelot established himself as one of the better midfielders in the divi-

sion, scoring a dozen goals from the centre of the park. His partnership
with right wing schemer Danny Green was particularly fruitful, and both
players eventually found themselves Championship-bound, though only

|Vincelot headed there at the end of that season. Brighton's then-
manager Gus Poyet had remained true to his word about keeping an
eye on Vincelot, and he signed for the South Coast club in July 2011.
However, his bad luck with injuries after stepping up a division sadly
returned. Romain takes up the story: "There were a lot of rumours, but

Poyet: True to the only one that came with an offer was Brighton. I had a great start at
his word. Brighton then I had a few problems with my shoulder again. It was dislo-

cated and I kept playing again - even during games it was coming out,
and I had to put it back!

"In the end the gaffer asked me if I wanted another operation. I said 'No'. I knew that I would
play from time to time if I didn't have the operation - but then my performances were not as
good as they could have been and eventually I decided to have the operation. Poyet told me
that if I wanted to leave it would be ok with them as I had played all year injured. They
wanted me to stay because I am versatile, but at that moment they didn't see me as a
starter. He gave me the choice and I said I wanted to leave. At the time there was some in-
terest from a few teams. Nothing happened, so I stayed there but not in their plans anymore,
so that's why I went to Gillingham to play a few games before the
January window."

And so, to Orient. After his brief stay in Kent, Remain switched to E10
in early February of last year, just as the O's were beginning their
steady ascent to 7 place. But what attracted him to the O's? "The fact
that it was in London, first," he answers. "When I was playing for
Dagenham I was living in Leytonstone, so I knew the area, and I was
happy to not be somewhere I didn't know. I like the stadium, it's really
tight with the fans close to the pitch, and I really like the spirit of the
club and the fact that it's really 'in' the neighbourhood, not out of
town. Second, I knew that Russell Slade had wanted me the summer
before. I figured that the manager wanted me, he has been at Orient

Pre-beard.

Not right.
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for a while so there is stability and I looked at the players and thought there were a few
names that I knew, which was interesting, so that's why I came here."

I've interviewed quite a few players over the past four or
five seasons, and the one universal statement that they
have made is that the idea of working for Russell Slade
was one of the greatest motivators behind their respec- §
tive moves to the club. I ask Remain for his opinions on
the gaffer, and the midfielder reveals why he thinks we |
are enjoying such a successful season: "I like the way
that he puts you in a good place. There is no other pres-
sure than giving your best, and the way he is, he allows
you to give your best. He is a really honest person, you
don't have to guess what he means when he says things.
When you have honest players as well, all good people, we just want to give back [to him].
We appreciate the right atmosphere on the training ground. We are conscious that we had a
quality start, and he just wants to make sure that we are all happy.

With the gaffer: "He puts
me in a good place"

"Everybody has confidence in them [Slade and the backroom staff]. They're really good; they
give you a few lines to stick to a game plan, but it's not all 'do this, do that'. We know that
the management trust us, which is a good feeling. I can't exactly do what I want, but I am
allowed to do what I'm best at doing. You have a game plan, but there's freedom. I think the
manager has done well to get only good guys into the dressing room. There are no bad eggs.
We are all really respectful to one another; there is banter, but never too much on just one
person. It's not often that you find the blend we have."

A happy dressing room has obviously contributed to our stellar form so far this season, and
the continuity of both management and playing staff from last season's good finish helped us
attain a club record start to this campaign. I ask Remain if he was surprised at either the start
we made, or that we've insofar maintained our promotion challenge: "I didn't think that we
would be undefeated for such a long time," he begins. "But I knew that from the end of last
season, with the same players, we would have a good season anyway. It's great to have such
a good start because then you just need to keep going; we don't have to be exceptional all
year, we just have to be very good! I am proud that we are in such a good position.

"There is such a good atmosphere before the game in the dressing room. 20 minutes before,
when you feel the pressure of the game and everyone is warming up, you look around and
you can see in the eyes of everyone that there is no complacency. We forget about all the
other teams, and just think 'F*** it, keep going'. Everybody is staying really focused on put-
ting in a professional performance. This is the hardest bit: to be at 100% every Saturday. To
not let ourselves drop by two or three percent, just because we're happy with where we are
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in the league. This is how you improve: to forget whatever has gone before."

On a personal level, Vincelot was the driving force behind our good early season perform-
ances, and was nominated for August's League One Player of the Month award. Despite en-
during a small dip in recent weeks whilst playing through a foot injury. Remain remains inte-
gral to the side. "I am happy with my form," he replies, though he knows there are areas to
improve upon. "I try hard to work on my strengths such as good running power, but I feel I
can do more with the ball. I have been concentrating on being solid and organised for the
team, but I still have to remember to be good on the ball too. As long as we're winning we
shouldn't change too much; individually I must do something good because we keep win-
ning, so everybody must keep doing the same! I feei important because I play a lot. i like the
lads, and they are conscious that I give my all when I'm on the pitch. I know that they know
that."

One thing that has perhaps been lacking is in the goal scoring depart-
ment. Whilst his regular midfield partners have racked up 27 goals
between them in all competitions, Vincelot is yet to find the net. His

i solitary O's goal came against Carlisle last season, though some fans -
I; myself included - will no doubt have painful memories of his brace
ill against us for Dagenham. I ask if he is ever likely to replicate the goal

scoring form he attained that term? "I think I can add more goals," he
|| admits. "But the way we played at Dagenham, we were set up for me

to score. I was always in the box. The way we played meant I knew I
^ wasn't going to get the ball to my feet, so as soon as the ball was wide
I got into the area. Of the 12 goals I scored, 10 were headers, which is
my strength with my jump. At Leyton I try to be, not more defensive,
but I need to be steady, organised and make sure we are really strong.
My dad asks if I've scored when I ring him and tell him the score. I say:

'We won. I don't need to score. We win nearly every game, our strikers are on fire and I
don't need to be stupid and rush in the box and risk losing the side's shape!' If we are pro-
mated but I don't score goals, I don't give a s***! I will have done my job. I don't want to
score five goals and play next season in League One."

James: Five

goals this term.

I have to say that, as a fan, that attitude is fine by me. Over the past few seasons Orient have
perhaps been a iittle lightweight on the uglier side of the game, and Vincelot's use of the
dark arts to make him an effective midfield enforcer at this level are a pleasant change. How-
ever, his occasionally abrasive style does come at a cost, and by the time you read this,
Vince'ot v/iii be sitting out his third suspension of the season. He also courted controversy
earlier in the season by - allegedly - deliberately picking up a booking to ensure that he
missed a JPT game rather than our important home fixture with Preston. Fined by the FA and
banned for the game with the Lancastrians anyway (which we lost in his absence; our first
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home defeat of the season), many felt that Vincelot's suspen-
sion was used as a political tool by the FA to try and stamp out
a problem that they weren't prepared to tackle in the Premier
League. Remain is understandably reticent to comment on the
incident itself ("I don't want to talk too much about that.
Nowadays you have to be so careful about what you say so 11
won't comment on that because I don't want any trouble..."),
but is much more forthcoming when I ask about the use of
retrospective punishment in a wider context:

^

"It depends, because you have to draw a line," he replies. "Otherwise you will have to look
and see if a penalty was a penalty or not a penalty; a free kick or not a free kick; a yellow or
not a yellow. If you analyse every game there are so many decisions that are not right, but
that is part of the game. You can't correct a game after it's finished. I'm in favour of a video
ref for pen or not a pen, or goal or not a goal, or maybe if there was a punch or something.
Not for free kicks, just for really important stuff."

But does he think that this technology will slow the game down appreciably? "I don't think it
will stop a game that much. When there is an incident anywhere, all the players are arguing
with the ref, who's trying to calm things down. I think that takes more time. We can just say:
'Hey, stop. Let's take a look at a video, it'll be 10 seconds, we'll see if there was an elbow.'
And afterwards nobody can argue with it. That's the thing. Because the ref doesn't have the
help, he will make mistakes, so one side will feel that it's unfair. At the end it hurts the refe-
ree. I don't know why in football we are the most wealthy sport, but we are so late with tech-
nology like this. It's a bit weird."

This pro-TV stance is restricted to the pitch, though, because Remain famously doesn't own a
television. It's a pretty sad indictment of modern society that not owning a gogglebox is
cause for bemused comment, but I nonetheless bring the subject up: "I have a computer; I go

online, I can watch series, but I don't like the concept nowadays of
television. I had a TV when I was at Brighton, because there was one in
the flat, but I didn't switch it on apart from some games. Once I turned
it on because I wanted to watch The Simpsons and in 40 minutes there
were 4 ad breaks!" he exclaims. "They are loud. Companies open your
head and put things in there. 'Buy this, buy this, buy that, our product
is better.' I just don't understand why people don't take a step back.
Even here [at Orient's training ground in Chigwell] every morning
there is this program, Jeremy Kyle... I mean, seriously...? Is it not a
waste of time to watch people who are stupid enough to go on that
show? They just want their 15 minutes of fame. I listen to the radio.
When the TV is on you just take a seat and watch it. It keeps your brain
to itself, whereas with the radio you can think about more than one

Kyle: Vile
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thing."

On the field, though, Romain is happy to be completely single-minded: "I'm just looking to
this season. It would be such a great achievement for the club, for all of us to get Leyton Ori-
ent into the Championship - something to be proud of," he says, when I ask him about the
future. "Where we are now, when you're professional, when you're a competitor, you can't
even think that 'it would be nice to finish top six'. Where we are now, we would be disap-

pointed not to finish in the top two. That's my opinion."

Should the unbelievable happen, a major concern would be our
ability to compete with the vastly inflated playing budgets in the
division above, but Vincelot is bullish about Orient's chances of
surviving. "We could, because it's a London club. In London you

S have players coming in more easily than if you're in a s***hole
somewhere. You can have a few good players coming in on loan.
It's a possibility that Leyton can be in the Championship for more
than just one season." He does, however, admit that the gulf in
class is far higher than between the respective leagues in his own

country: "The Championship here is really strong. There is quite a lot of money so there are
two, three internationals in every side which is something you don't really have in France.
The quality is higher."

Luton:

Somewhat grim.

As with Kevin Lisbie in April last year, the impression of Remain that I am left with is one of
complete contentment with life at Leyton Orient and beyond. Whilst the veteran striker has
recently put pen to paper on a new one year deal in E10, Romain is still in the first year of a
three year contract. I ask why he chose to sign such a long deal, and what he believes the
future holds for him: "I was really happy to do that," he answers immediately. "Just to take
away that pressure. I only have to think about football now, I don't have to think about any-
thing else. I just need to prepare myself as well as possible to work hard and just be the best
I can be on a Saturday because I know that it [the contract] is a long time. I like the feeling. I
hope it's the start of a new era; I hope we go up and have the Championship challenge after
that.

"The future? I hope I will play for 10 more years, so I've got a while but you never know! I've
started to think about it, but I don't really know where to go. I don't
think I will stay in the game. As a fan, yeah, but I just love to play foot-
ball; I'm not interested about what's going on in this club or that club.
hope I will be able to be a published writer. I've started to write a bit,
but it's a hard business, like football. It's a challenge, so why not? We
will see..." 'Remain Vincelot: My Championship Career with Leyton Ori-
enf has a certain je ne sais quoi, non...?

Kid Sampson
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