
 

Big Bore Rifles for Bear Defense: 

What You Need to Know 

When it comes to exploring bear 

country, preparation is more than just 

a best practice – it’s a necessity. 

Whether you’re a hunter, hiker, 

angler, or guide, encountering a bear 

in the backcountry can be one of the 

most dangerous and unpredictable 

situations you’ll face. In those 

moments, having the right firearm can 

be the difference between life and 

death. 

 

While handguns and shotguns have 

their place in bear defense, many 

experienced outdoorsmen and 

professionals agree: nothing delivers 

raw stopping power and immediate 

threat neutralization like a big bore 

rifle. 

 

Why Big Bore Rifles Excel in 

Bear Defense 

 

1. Immediate Stopping Power 

Bears are fast, powerful, and often 

don't go down easily. A bear charging 

at full speed can cover ground in 

seconds, so the first shot may be your 

only shot. Big bore rifles chambered in 

calibers like .454 Casull or .500 S&W 

Magnum offer deep penetration and 

devastating terminal performance—

capable of breaking bone, penetrating 

thick muscle, and reaching vital 

organs in a single shot. 



2. Reliability Under Pressure 

In a high-stress encounter, simplicity 

matters. Lever-action rifles are 

intuitive to operate, less prone to 

malfunction under adverse conditions, 

and easier to keep on target for follow-

up shots compared to semi-autos. The 

robust design of big bore lever-actions 

gives users peace of mind in extreme 

environments. 

 

3. Greater Accuracy at Distance 

Unlike shotguns or large-caliber 

revolvers, big bore rifles provide better 

accuracy at longer ranges. Whether 

you're confronting a bear at 50 yards 

or reacting to a close-range charge, 

having a rifle that you’ve trained with 

and can shoot accurately is key. 

 

Shotgun vs. Handgun vs. Big 

Bore Rifle 

 

Feature Shotgun Handgun Big Bore 

Rifles 

Stopping 

Power 

High 

(with 

slugs) 

Moderate Very High 

Effective 

Range 

25 – 50 

yards 

10 – 25 

yards 

100+ yards 

Ease of 

Carry 

Bulky Compact Medium 

Follow-

Up Shots 

Moderate 

speed 

Fast 

(revolvers) 

Fast (lever-

actions) 

Accuracy Limited 

(short 

range) 

Limited High 

 

While 12-gauge shotguns loaded with 

slugs can be effective at close range, 

they are often bulky, slow to cycle, and 

lack the precision of a rifle. Handguns, 

though lightweight and convenient, 

generally lack the energy and 

accuracy needed for serious bear 

defense unless you’re highly trained. 

Big bore rifles strike the ideal balance 

between portability, power, and 

precision—making them the gold 

standard for bear country defense. 

 

 

 

Big Horn Armory: Built for 

Bear Country 

 

When you’re miles off the grid and 

every decision carries weight, your 

rifle needs to do more than just 

function—it needs to perform under 

pressure. At Big Horn Armory, we 

understand that bear encounters in 

the backcountry aren’t theoretical. 

They’re real, and they happen fast. 

 

That’s why our rifles are designed 

around the needs of those who go deep 

http://www.bighornarmory.com/


into unforgiving terrain and 

understand what’s truly required in a 

defensive situation. 

 

Take the Model 89, for example. 

Chambered in .500 S&W Magnum, it’s 

perfect for Alaskan guides, bush 

pilots, and serious outdoorsmen who 

want maximum stopping power in a 

fast-handling package. Whether you're 

working your way through thick alder 

or glassing a wide-open river valley, 

the Model 89 delivers the kind of 

energy you need to anchor a charging 

bear with a single well-placed shot—

without sacrificing the reliability of a 

time-tested lever-action platform. 

 

For those looking for a bit more 

versatility, the Model 90 in .460 S&W 

Magnum offers a practical solution 

that balances power, range, and 

flexibility. The ability to also shoot 

.454 Casull and .45 Colt makes it an 

appealing choice for multi-purpose 

use, especially in areas where weight 

and space are at a premium. It’s the 

kind of rifle that feels just as at home 

strapped to a pack as it does on the 

dash of a backcountry truck. 

 

For those who prefer a more modern 

platform with greater magazine 

capacity, the AR500 brings serious 

firepower to bear in a semi-automatic 

configuration. Chambered in the 

beastly .500 Auto Max, this rifle is 

built for high-threat environments 

where every shot has to count. It’s not 

a casual carry, but when you're in 

truly remote and rugged territory, it 

might just be the reassurance you 

need. 

 

The Bottom Line 

 

At the end of the day, choosing a bear 

defense rifle isn’t about trends or 

features—it’s about trust. When you're 

in bear country, you don’t get a second 

chance to pick the right firearm. You 

have to trust that your rifle will go 

bang when it matters, hit where you 

aim, and put down what’s coming at 

you. That’s the standard we build to. 

Because in bear country, anything less 

just isn’t good enough. 
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