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Jan Bachman used to look at downed trees and 
see firewood. Now he sees bowls, vases, urns, platters, 
twig pots, wine glass stems, tool and utensil handles, 
pens, pencils, wine stoppers, and wig stands. 

“I used to think of wood I could burn,” said the 
Elk Rapids Township resident. “Now I think of wood 
I can turn.”

Bachman turns sections of logs on a lathe in his 
Bass Lake home woodshop to create unique functional 
pieces, most of which he gives away to non-profit 
organizations to use for door prizes, raffles, and silent 
auctions. “What I do with what I turn is give it away,” 
he said. “For me, it’s like my volunteer work.”

While the retired clinical psychologist is relatively 
new to woodturning — he turned his first pieces in 
2018 — his interest in the craft goes back decades. 
A friend was a professional potter, and Bachman 
loved watching him create something beautiful out 
of a hunk of clay. “I wasn’t good at art, but I always 
thought something like that would be nice to do, and 

One good turn deserves another
that maybe woodturning might be it,” 
he recalled. 

Bachman took advantage of the 
opportunity to purchase a used lathe 
in 1984, but it sat silent for 34 years 
while he raised his family downstate 
and pursued a career in treating the 
behavioral and psychological aspects 
of chronic pain. When he and his wife, 
Cheryl, built their retirement home on 
Bass Lake, he brought along the lathe. 
A chance encounter with a woodturner 
led to an invitation to check out the 
Northwestern Michigan Woodturners 
club that meets monthly in Traverse 
City.

“After I started going to meetings, 
I cleaned up my lathe and got it ready 
to turn,” Bachman said. “But I realized 
early on I would want one newer than 
one made in 1945, although it worked 
fine. So I sold it to a blacksmith who 
wanted to start incorporating wood 
with his ironwork, and I found another 
nice used one.”

Although he was fascinated by the 
techniques of experienced woodturners 
as they applied a variety of sharp 
tools against a spinning log to carve 
away excess wood, it took Bachman 
eight months of club meetings before 
he felt confident enough to stand at a 
lathe himself. Friend and fellow local 
woodturner Jim McKimmy mentored 
him and loaned him tools until he 
gradually acquired his own.  

“I’d seen demonstrations at the club, but Jim showed 
me up close,” Bachman said. “He let me turn and first 
thing I turned on his lathe was a little wine stopper and 
a pen.” 

He now has his own space dedicated to woodturning, 
a two-room workshop he calls his “sanctuary.” One room 
stores wood in various stages of production: logs still in 
their natural state; logs sawn vertically in half with the 
pith removed; “blanks” (wood that’s been cut or rounded 
smooth in preparation for turning); bowls that are rough 
turned into their general shape but are drying and waiting 
to be turned again into their final shape and thickness; 
and boxes of scrap wood, because woodturners hate to 
waste anything. The second room is home to two lathes, 

a variety of handheld woodturning tools, a grinder for 
sharpening tools, a band saw, and a drill press.

Bachman said it’s the revelation of what’s inside 
a log — the unpredictable grain patterns, hues, 
colorations, textures, natural voids, even insect-created 
holes and trails — that makes turning each salvaged 
chunk of wood into a creative adventure. “A log can 
be lying down rotting on the ground, but then you get 
something of beauty out of it,” Bachman said. “You 
never know what you’re going to see inside.”

For example, he explained, a boxelder that’s been 
damaged or injured will yield “red flaming” in its 
grain pattern. A birch tree that’s started to rot results 

Jan Bachman makes wig stands for patients undergoing 
chemotherapy. Courtesy photo

Woodturning uses a lathe and a variety of handheld instruments to shape logs into 
bowls, vases, and other objects. Photo by Barb Mosher

A bowl turned by Jan Bachman from spalted 
maple. Courtesy photo
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