Best LGBTQ+ Festival in Dallas Adds Vodka and Live Podcasts
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Fans of Unleashed LGBTQ+ will find more than panels and star power when the Dallas festival returns. Wesley Smoot's expanding event now combines community conversations, entertainment, a home-grown vodka brand and live podcast recordings, giving queer audiences a lively space to connect, laugh and feel seen.
Essential Takeaways
A growing Dallas event: Unleashed LGBTQ+ launched in 2023 and has quickly built a high-profile programme.
Big-name appeal: John Waters has been one of the festival's strongest audience draws, according to its founder.
A new festival face: TS Madison is scheduled to record three live podcast episodes at Station 4.
More than a conference: The wider Unleashed project now includes vodka and three podcasts.
Community remains central: The festival's most meaningful moments often involve welcoming people who might otherwise feel isolated.
Unleashed LGBTQ+ is thinking bigger than a festival
The most striking thing about Unleashed LGBTQ+ isn't simply the celebrity guest list. It's the way Wesley Smoot has treated a gap in Dallas's queer calendar as an invitation to build something broader, louder and more welcoming.
The event began in 2023 as an LGBTQ+ conference and festival, bringing together entertainers, activists and community leaders. The official Unleashed LGBTQ+ site presents it as a space for conversation and connection, while the festival's programme has helped turn that ambition into a recognisable annual gathering.
That mix matters. A polished stage and a serious discussion can sit side by side, followed by a drink and a chance to meet someone new. It feels less like a formal conference with a few parties attached and more like a full weekend designed around queer community life.
Star power helped put Unleashed on the map
John Waters appears to have been the major crowd magnet so far. Dallas Voice reported that Smoot regarded Waters as the event's biggest draw, a useful sign of how quickly Unleashed has moved into the orbit of established LGBTQ+ cultural figures.
Billy Eichner has also featured among the notable guests, alongside figures connected with The Trevor Project and the Human Rights Campaign. Kelley Robinson, HRC's president, has taken part in conversations about the challenges facing LGBTQ+ people, bringing national advocacy into a distinctly local setting.
That combination of entertainment and activism is one of the festival's strengths. People may arrive for a famous filmmaker or comedian, but they can leave with a clearer sense of the issues affecting the community. According to KERA, Waters brought his famously mischievous humour to Dallas, proving that serious visibility doesn't have to arrive in a solemn package.
TS Madison brings a podcast-first twist
The next edition adds another layer of live entertainment with TS Madison. The transgender activist, recording artist and presenter is set to record three episodes of her podcast in front of a Dallas audience at Station 4, according to Dallas Voice.
Her podcast, Outlaws with TS Madison, gives the festival a particularly current feel. Live podcasting turns a familiar digital format into a shared room experience, where the audience isn't just listening in but becoming part of the atmosphere.
It's also a smart programming choice. Podcasts have become one of the easiest ways for audiences to follow personalities between events, and a live recording can make that relationship feel more immediate. Expect big reactions, quick wit and plenty of moments that sound even better with a crowd behind them.
The vodka brand grew from a practical problem
Smoot's expansion into spirits reportedly came from a straightforward difficulty: securing liquor sponsors became harder in an increasingly tense political climate. Rather than allow that obstacle to shrink the festival, he created his own vodka brand.
The move says something about the economics of independent community events. Sponsorship can bring essential support, but it can also leave organisers exposed when companies become cautious about association with LGBTQ+ causes. Owning part of the offering gives Unleashed more control, even if it also adds another business to manage.
There is a certain entrepreneurial logic to it. The same audience that wants conversation and entertainment may also appreciate a festival drink with a clear connection to the event. Just don't mistake a themed bottle for the main attraction: the community, not the cocktail, is what gives Unleashed its staying power.
Why the personal moments matter most
Smoot's most moving festival memory involves a young man he met in a Dallas bar. He sensed that the visitor seemed alone and unsettled, so he offered him a free pass to the three-day event. Seeing him return the next day, where he encountered a talk from Trevor Project leader Jaymes Black, made a lasting impression.
That story captures something a celebrity headline can't. A festival can be successful because a famous guest fills a room, but it becomes meaningful when someone who feels lost finds a reason to come back the following morning.
The wider Unleashed programme reflects that balance, with high-profile appearances sitting alongside conversations about LGBTQ+ rights and safety. HRC has highlighted the importance of visible, informed dialogue in confronting anti-LGBTQ+ hate, and events such as this give those discussions a human setting rather than leaving them as distant headlines.
For visitors planning their first queer festival in Dallas, the practical takeaway is simple: check the timetable early, book the sessions and live recordings you most want to see, and leave room for the unplanned moments. Often, the best conversation happens between the headline acts.
Unleashed LGBTQ+ is becoming a reminder that community events don't have to choose between substance and sparkle.
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