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IT was his first Holy Communion, and 
the little Catholic boy who would grow 
up to be bearded Eurovision sensation 
Conchita Wurst was in tears.

The eight-year-old lad had just been told 
he had to wear trousers for the service in his 
remote home village in Austria.

But what he wanted to do was put on a 
frilly white dress like all the girls in his 
primary school class.

Now, as 25-year-old Tom Neuwirth’s creation 
Conchita becomes a symbol for tolerance 
across Europe, his old parish priest 
Father Michael Unger smiles at a 
sweet photo of the youngster 
longingly touching his friend’s 
dress at the service.

“From the age of three or 
four, he always wanted 
to dress like this,” said 
Fr Unger. “But he had to 
hide it. He so badly wanted 
to dress like the girls 
and got upset when he 
wasn’t allowed. When 
you look at the 
picture, that says it 
all, I think.” 

Fr Unger is one of 
many villagers in tiny 
Bad Mitterndorf who proudly cheered 
Conchita to victory in last week’s contest. 

And today drag queen Tom’s priest, 
childhood pals and former teachers brush 
aside Russia’s scornful attack on the singer 
that a transvestite with a beard shouldn’t be 
the face of Europe. 

AFRAID
They prefer to recall how he used to 

borrow his girlfriends’ clothes and loved to 
belt out Celine Dion classics.

Tom’s birthplace lies in the Styria region 
of Austria – a village full of chocolate box 
houses and backed by snow-capped 
mountains. It boasts a fountain, a bakery 
and, appropriately, a butcher’s shop 
selling wurst – German sausage.

Conchita’s surname is a play on the 
Austrian expression “es ist mir wurst” 
meaning “I don’t care” but literally 
translated as “it’s all sausage to me”.

But teenage Tom did care. “It was 
very difficult for him when he reached 
his teens,” said Fr Unger. “He was afraid 
to go to the toilet with other boys 
because it made him anxious.”

And on Friday night’s BBC1 Graham 
Norton Show Conchita admitted: “Being 
a teenager in a small Austrian village was 
not the funnest thing on earth. I tried to 
fit in and changed myself to be part of the 
game. I now realise I can create the game... 
I don’t focus on negativity, I focus on the 
good things.”

He added: “You only get one life and you 
better make it fabulous. It (the beard) is my 
own truth. It makes me comfortable on 
stage. I love myself and the bearded lady is 
fun and expresses everything I feel.”

But openly wearing girls’ dresses was 
definitely a no-no when he was a child. So he 
and best friends Stefanie Ahornegger and 
Kristen Grieshoffer would hide in his family’s 
attic where they could swap clothes and play 
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princesses to their hearts’ content. 
“We would dress up and sing and 
take photos of ourselves,” said 
Stefanie who has known Tom 

since they were eight. “We didn’t 
think it was odd. We had a feeling 
he was different but we liked that. 
He was special, a very good friend.” 

His friends soon realised Tom 
had a talent for making girls’ 
outfits. “We could talk to him about 

fashion and he was always drawing 
and designing clothes for us,” said 

Stefanie who treasures the skirt Tom 
made her for her 12th birthday. “He 

loved Karl Lagerfeld and he was always 
drawing and singing!” Kristen, who now 

works as a nurse, said Tom tried wearing 
dresses at school but got bullied for it. 

“He was always exotic,” she said. “He 
got a lot of nasty comments and abuse, 
but it gave him a tough skin.” Stefanie 
agreed: “He was very confident but he felt 
other boys didn’t accept him,” she said. 
“We stuck up for him. I think the problems 
made him stronger.”

Young Tom’s passion for clothes made 

He cried when he wasn’t 
allowed to wear a dress for 
his first communion.
FR MICHAEL UNGER HIS CHILDHOOD PRIEST

Dynamic: Tom 
singing with 
pals in  church

The boys envied him, 
mistaking his friendships 
with girls for romance.
MAX SCHOFF FORMER ENGLISH TEACHER

We had a feeling he was 
different, but we liked that. 
He was special to us.
STEFANIE AHORNEGGER ON SCHOOL PA SCHOOL PA SCHOOL P L TOM

Fancy man: 
Tom, left, loved 
dressing up

He had no 
boyfriend in 
the village. 
In the city 
he could be 
himself
STEFANIE AHORNEGGER
ON HIS GROWING UP
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Loyal: 
with pal 
Stefanie

Winter said his flamboyant personality 
shone through. He said: “Tom was a great 
artist. He was always decorating his desk, 
often with flowers. When he was 14 he 
asked if he could organise a fashion show. 
He designed all the clothes for everyone 
and organised the choreography, including 
an evening gown for my wife.” Alongside 
fashion, Tom’s other great love was singing. 
He sang in the church choir, as a soloist 
and at the annual Christmas carolling 

him very popular with the girls. His old 
English teacher Max Schoff recalls: “Boys 
envied him, mistaking his friendship with 
girls for romance”.

He added: “Every day his girlfriends 
would go to his house to play and the 
other boys would go ‘hey, he’s got all the 
girls going round’. Of course later on we 
found out it wasn’t like that and actually  
they were all playing princesses.” 

Tom’s old high school form tutor Kurt 

parade for charity. “He was always the 
best at singing and performing,” said Fr 
Unger. “He sang very loud and was so 
confident and dynamic.”

Stefanie still visits the woodshed by her 
parents’ house she and Tom used to lock 
themselves in to play music and sing. 
“Every Friday after school we would come 
up here and hang out,” she said. 

“Tom liked No Angels, a popular 
German band and we would sing their 

songs. He also loved Celine Dion and 
Whitney Houston.”

Conchita’s song Rise Like a Phoenix 
was a hit with 170million viewers around 
the world and meant fame overnight.

Fr Unger is proud of Tom for his musical 
success and his freedom to be himself. 
“When he was 11 or 12 we started to know 
he was gay,” he said. “We never spoke about 
it. I’m just happy that he’s happy.” 

Stefanie was among the first people 
Tom confided in about his sexuality at 13. 
She said: “By the time he told us we had 
already guessed.”

At 14 Tom moved to the nearby city of 
Graz to study fashion. “He never had a 
boyfriend in Bart Mitterndorf,” said 
Stefanie. “It’s hard in a little village. But in 
the city he could be himself.”

Both Stefanie and Father Unger 
condemn the homophobic backlash 
against him from countries such as Russia. 
“Putin thinks he’s a real man with his big 
muscles and shooting,” said Father Unger.

“But it’s Tom who’s the real man because 
he’s fighting for rights.”
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