Why a Sussex County drag show was cancelled after protests
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Organisers in Wantage cancelled a fundraiser after complaints escalated into an alleged confrontation at the venue, highlighting the growing pressure on small businesses hosting LGBTQ+ events and the determination to keep local Pride visible.
Essential Takeaways
Fundraiser cancelled: The “Spice It Up” drag show was due to raise money for Sussex County Pride’s 10th annual celebration.
Complaints intensified: The restaurant reportedly received calls and social media criticism soon after the event was announced.
Safety came first: The venue withdrew after two people allegedly entered and became increasingly aggressive towards the owner.
The campaign continues: Organisers are looking for another venue and considering alternative fundraisers, including film screenings and tattoo events.
Tickets are being refunded: People who bought tickets for the cancelled show are being reimbursed.
A fundraiser became a flashpoint
The event was meant to be a bright, playful evening with a practical purpose: helping fund Sussex County Pride’s next major celebration while bringing customers to a local restaurant. Instead, the fundraiser became the centre of a dispute within hours of being announced.
According to Daily Voice, the Wantage venue began receiving complaints by phone and online. The situation then moved beyond angry messages when two people reportedly entered the restaurant and acted aggressively towards its owner. For a small business, that kind of pressure can feel immediate and deeply personal.
The cancellation followed concerns about safety and the possibility of losing customers. That decision may disappoint supporters, but it also underlines a reality often missed in arguments about public events: venues have to weigh community values against staff safety, trading conditions and the wellbeing of their businesses.
Why the venue pulled out
Sussex County Pride said it didn't blame the restaurant for withdrawing. The organisation instead described the episode as an example of prejudice creating pressure around an LGBTQ+ event, while reaffirming its aim of providing a welcoming space for queer people and allies.
The group's founder, Zoe Heath, told Daily Voice that complaints about Pride events weren't new. What felt different this time was the alleged in-person intimidation, rather than criticism staying behind a screen or on the telephone.
That distinction matters. A negative comment is unpleasant, but turning up at a business can make the threat feel tangible. It also puts owners and employees in the difficult position of managing a controversy they didn't create, often with limited resources and little protection.
Local Pride has a longer history
Sussex County Pride grew from a small gathering started by Heath when she was 17. At the time, young people in the area had to travel to larger celebrations in places such as Asbury Park, Maplewood or New York City, which wasn't easy for everyone, particularly those who weren't openly LGBTQ+.
What began with a modest display of Pride flags eventually developed into a sizeable annual festival. That history gives the cancelled fundraiser more weight than a single night out. It was part of the steady, sometimes painstaking work of building a local community event where one hadn't previously existed.
Pride celebrations elsewhere have also faced disruption, criticism and cancellations. Recent reporting from organisations including CBS News and the UK's Greatest Hits Radio has shown how debates around drag and Pride can affect venues, public funding and event planning far beyond New Jersey.
The next step is finding a safer venue
Organisers are now searching for another location, preferably in Sussex County, although Morris or Warren counties could be considered. Several businesses have reportedly offered support, which suggests the backlash hasn't erased local goodwill. If anything, it may have prompted more people to make their position clear.
Alternative fundraising ideas include tattoo flash events and movie screenings. Those plans could provide a less exposed route towards the same goal, although supporters may still hope the drag show can eventually take place somewhere with the right security and backing.
For anyone organising a similar event, the practical lessons are straightforward: agree a clear safety plan with the venue, establish who handles complaints, consider staff training and make sure ticketing and refund arrangements are easy to explain. A welcoming event should feel joyful, not like a test of endurance.
Visibility remains part of the mission
Heath said the group would prefer to continue with the event and stressed the importance of remaining visible. That sentiment captures why these fundraisers matter. They aren't only about entertainment or collecting donations; they're also about giving people a place to gather without having to travel miles or hide who they are.
The 10th annual Sussex County Pride celebration is scheduled for June 2027, and fundraising will continue despite the cancellation. Refunds are being issued to ticket holders, while organisers look for a new venue and other ways to keep the campaign moving.
A cancelled show is a setback, but it doesn't have to be the final scene. In this case, the response from supportive businesses may prove just as important as the confrontation that prompted the cancellation.
Visibility sometimes starts with finding another room.
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