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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF A CLASSIC WESTERN

When cinephiles and travel enthusiasts
discuss the great American Westerns of
the 1960s, a handful of titles inevitably
rise to the surface: Butch Cassidy and
the Sundance Kid,  The Good,  the  Bad
and the Ugly, and True Grit. Yet one film
that  deserves equal  recognition for  its
raw depiction of frontier justice—and its
breathtaking natural backdrop—is Duel
at  Diablo  (1966).  Directed  by  Ralph
Nelson  and  starring  James  Garner,
Sidney Poitier, and Bill Travers, this tale
of  revenge,  prejudice,  and  redemption
was shot almost entirely on location in
the rugged landscapes of southern Utah
and  northern  Arizona.  For  anyone
fascinated by classic Hollywood cinema
or the dramatic geological formations of
the American Southwest,  exploring the
Duel  At  Diablo  film  location  offers  a
unique window into  both moviemaking
history and the untamed beauty of the
Colorado Plateau.
In  this  comprehensive  guide,  we  will
journey through the exact  sites  where
the  film  was  shot,  examine  how  the
environment  influenced  the  story,  and
discuss why these locations continue to
draw  movie  buffs  and  outdoor
adventurers  today.  Whether  you are a
dedicated fan of the genre or a traveler
planning  a  film-inspired  road  trip,
understanding  the  geography  and
history behind this production will enrich

your appreciation of the movie and the
region.

THE STORY BEHIND DUEL AT
DIABLO

Before  diving  into  the  specific
geography,  it  helps  to  recall  the  film's
narrative.  Set  in  the  1870s,  the  plot
follows Jess Remsberg (James Garner), a
former  Union  scout  who  tracks  the
Comancheros who murdered his wife. He
joins an Army supply convoy led by a
conflicted officer, and tensions rise when
a  wh i te  woman  (p layed  by  B ib i
Andersson) is revealed to be the wife of
a  respected  Apache  warrior  (Sidney
Poitier).  The  film  explores  themes  of
racial prejudice, revenge, and the brutal
code  of  the  frontier.  The  desert  itself
becomes a character—vast, unforgiving,
and stunningly beautiful.
The  choice  of  filming  location  was
critical.  Director  Ralph  Nelson  wanted
authentic,  unspoiled  landscapes  that
would immerse audiences in the harsh
conditions  of  the  Old  West.  He  found
exactly what he needed in the red-rock
wilderness of Utah.

THE PRIMARY DUEL AT DIABLO
FILM LOCATION: MOAB AND THE
SURROUNDING COUNTRY

The most famous shooting site for Duel
at  Diablo  is  the  area  around  Moab,
Utah. Moab has long been a magnet for
Hollywood  productions—John  Wayne
filmed  several  movies  there,  and  more
recently  it  served as the backdrop for
Thelma & Louise and Indiana Jones and
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the Last Crusade. For Duel at Diablo, the
production  team  used  the  dramatic
topography  of  the  La Sal  Mountains
and  the  Colorado  River  valley  to
simulate the high desert of the 1870s.

Courthouse
Wash and the
Mill Creek Area
One key scene—the ambush sequence
where  the  convoy  is  attacked  by
Comancheros—was  filmed  in  the
Courthouse Wash  area,  just  north of
Moab. The towering sandstone cliffs and
narrow canyons provided natural choke
points that heightened the tension. The
production  also  utilized  Mill  Creek,  a
perennial stream that cuts through the
desert,  to  supply  water  for  the  camp
scenes.  Mill  Creek  still  flows  today,  and
hikers can follow the same paths where
actors and crew once set up tents and
camera rigs.

Arches National
Park Foothills
Although the famous arches themselves
do  not  appear  in  the  film,  the  foothills
of Arches National Park served as a
backdrop  for  several  panoramic  shots.
The red slickrock and distant mesas in
the  movie  are  unmistakably  Moab.
Visitors to the area can easily recognize
the distinctive rock formations in the film
when they drive along U.S. Highway 191
near the park entrance.

GLEN CANYON AND LAKE

POWELL: THE RIVER CROSSING
SCENE

A  major  set  piece  in  Duel  at  Diablo
involves  the  Army  convoy  crossing  a
wide, muddy river. At the time of filming,
Glen  Canyon  had  not  yet  been  fully
inundated  by  the  Glen  Canyon  Dam
(completed  in  1966).  The  production
shot the crossing sequence at  what is
now  Lake  Powell ,  near  the  Hite
Crossing  area.  The  riverbanks  then
were untouched wilderness, with willows
and tamarisk lining the shore. Today, the
same spot is submerged under hundreds
of  feet  of  water,  but  the  surrounding
mesas—like the Henry Mountains in the
distance—remain  visible.  For  film
historians,  this  is  a  poignant  loss:  the
natural landscape that appeared in the
movie is now forever changed.

THE PARIA RIVER AND JOHNSON
CANYON

Southwest  of  Moab,  near  the  town  of
Kanab  (often  called  "Little  Hollywood"
for  its  long  history  of  film  productions),
the  crew  filmed  additional  scenes  in
Johnson Canyon  and along the Paria
River.  Johnson  Canyon  was  a  favorite
location  for  Westerns  because  of  its
wide,  flat  valley  floor  and  layered  cliffs.
The ranch set  used in  the  movie  was
built  there,  and  it  remains  a  point  of
interest for fans doing a Duel At Diablo
film location tour.
The Paria River, meanwhile, provided the
dry  wash  that  the  characters  traverse
during  the  final  confrontation.  The
barren,  eroded  badlands  of  the  Paria
Plateau gave the film a desolate, almost
otherworldly feel. This area is now part
of  the  Grand  Staircase-Escalante
National  Monument ,  and  i t  i s
accessible via unpaved roads. Hikers can
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explore the same gullies where Garner
and Poitier exchanged tense dialogue.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
AUTHENTIC LOCATIONS

Why  did  the  producers  go  to  such
lengths to film on location rather than on
a Hollywood backlot? In the mid-1960s,
the  Western  genre  was  evolving.
Aud iences  had  g rown  t i r ed  o f
stagebound  sets  and  wanted  gritty
realism. By shooting in the actual Utah
desert,  the  film  achieved  a  visceral
authenticity that resonated with viewers.
The heat, the dust, the blinding sun—all
of it is palpable on screen. The Duel At
Diablo  film  location  choices  directly
contributed  to  the  film's  reputation  as
one of the more realistic Westerns of its
era.
Moreover, the racial themes of the story
were  considered  progressive  for  1966.
By setting the action in a stark, neutral
wilderness  (as  opposed to  a  contrived
studio  lot),  the  filmmakers  underscored
the  idea  that  prejudice  is  a  human
failing,  not  something  imposed by  the
environment. The land itself is impartial;
it is the people who bring conflict.

VISITING THE FILMING
LOCATIONS TODAY

For modern fans, retracing the Duel At
Diablo  film  location  is  a  rewarding
adventure.  Many  of  the  key  sites  are
within  public  lands  managed  by  the
Bureau of  Land Management  (BLM)  or
the  National  Park  Service.  Here  is  a
practical  guide  for  those  who want  to
walk in the footsteps of the cast:

Moab Area: Start in downtown
Moab. Drive north on U.S. 191 to
the Courthouse Wash parking area
(about 8 miles north). A short hike

leads into the wash. The cliffs you
see are the same ones that appear
in the ambush scene.
Mill Creek: From Moab, take 400
East to the Mill Creek trailhead.
The stream is popular with locals
for swimming, but the rock
formations along the lower canyon
match those in the film.
Glen Canyon / Lake Powell: Visit
the Hite Marina area (about 70
miles south of Moab on Utah 95).
While the riverbank is now
underwater, the panoramic view
from the overlook on the highway
closely resembles the landscape in
the wide shots.
Kanab / Johnson Canyon: Drive
east from Kanab on Johnson
Canyon Road (a graded dirt road).
After about 12 miles, you will enter
the canyon where the ranch set
was built. Most of the set has been
removed, but the distinctive
sandstone walls remain.
Paria River: From Kanab, take
U.S. 89 east to the Paria River
access area (just west of the Paria
ghost town). The wash is easy to
explore on foot. Be cautious of
flash floods during monsoon
season.

BEHIND THE SCENES:
PRODUCTION CHALLENGES

Filming in such remote locations posed
significant  logistical  challenges.  The
crew had to transport equipment across
rough, unpaved roads. Water had to be
brought in by truck. Temperatures often
exceeded  100  degrees  Fahrenheit.
Sidney  Poitier  later  recalled  in  his
autobiography that the environment was
so harsh that it sometimes mirrored the
hostility his character faced in the script.
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Yet the actors and crew embraced the
difficulty  because  they  knew  the  final
product would be visually stunning. The
natural  lighting  and  vast  landscapes
could  never  be  replicated  in  a  studio.
The  Duel  At  Diablo  film  location
became  a  crucible  that  forged  the
movie's  rugged  spirit.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

Beyond the film itself, the locations have
a rich history. The Paria River area was
once  a  stagecoach  route.  The  Moab
valley  was  home  to  Ute  and  Navajo
peoples for centuries. When the film was
shot in 1965, the Civil Rights Movement
was at its peak, and the presence of an
African  American  actor  (Poitier)  in  a
major Western role was groundbreaking.
The  choice  to  film  in  remote,  largely
uninhabited areas allowed the story to
focus on character dynamics without the
distraction  of  modern  civilization—a
deliberate  artistic  decision.
Today,  conservation  groups  work  to
protect  these  landscapes  f rom
overdevelopment.  The  same red  rocks
that  provided  a  backdrop  for  Jess

Remsberg's quest are now treasured as
part  of  America's  natural  heritage.  By
visiting them responsibly, fans can help
preserve the legacy of both the film and
the environment.

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF
DUEL AT DIABLO AND ITS
LOCATIONS

More  than  half  a  century  after  its
release,  Duel  at  Diablo  remains  a
compelling example of how location can
elevate a Western from a simple genre
piece  to  a  work  of  art.  The  Duel  At
Diablo  film  location  in  Utah  and
Arizona gave the movie an authenticity
that continues to captivate audiences in
the streaming era.  Whether you are a
film  scholar,  a  casual  fan,  or  a  traveler
seeking the wild beauty of the American
West,  visiting  these  sites  offers  a
tangible connection to a pivotal moment
in cinema history. The desert that once
hosted a fictional duel now invites you to
experience  its  timeless  grandeur
firsthand.
Pack your boots, bring plenty of water,
and prepare to see the West as it truly
was—and as Hollywood immortalized it.


