
A conversation with the Wisconsin-based contractor  
about Milwaukee’s first two mass timber buildings.
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It’s almost impossible to talk about mass 
timber in Milwaukee without hearing 
the name Catalyst Construction. The 
Wisconsin-based contractor was the first 
in the state to build with the material, 
leading construction efforts on the city’s 
first mass timber building, Timber Lofts, 
and the much-anticipated tall-timber 
milestone, Ascent.

Despite their accomplishments, the team 
at Catalyst are humble when it comes 
to their trailblazing efforts, including a 
multi-year mass timber research process, 
and their masterful hand in transforming 
the historic Timber Lofts landmark into a 
trendy new apartment complex. 

Think Wood recently spoke with the 
firm’s president, Adam Arndt, and vice 
president, Tom Baade, to learn what 
inspired them to reimagine wood 
construction for Timber Lofts, Ascent,  
and beyond.

Mass Timber Trailblazers

Looking for the latest wood building resources? Visit ThinkWood.com

THINK WOOD: Hello Adam and Tom. Catalyst is responsible for  
two watershed mass timber projects in Milwaukee. What sparked your  
interest in mass timber?
ADAM ARNDT: It started with the development team at New Land [developer 
for Ascent]. It was a rabbit hole they wanted to jump down, and we dove right in. 
We thought it was interesting and different, and then we noticed the prevalence 
of mass timber in Europe. We realized that it could be a good alternative to typical 
concrete and steel construction on a mass scale vertically, but also as a tool for 
smaller buildings where you would use traditional framing.

As the first to use mass timber in Milwaukee, how did you learn  
more about this technology? 
TOM BAADE: Getting started was definitely the toughest part. Manufacturers  
were helpful, but they can obviously be slanted toward their offerings, so you have 
to sort through that information carefully. We attended the International Mass 
Timber Conference in Portland and talked to everybody at every booth.  
We also read academic articles, talked to other contractors, and visited mass 
timber projects as they were being erected. We eventually set-up a matrix on 
several large white boards to track all of our contacts, including their abilities and 
capacities to help zero in on the right contractors and consultants.

With the successful Timber Lofts project under your belt, what inspires you to 
keep working with mass timber? 
AA: There’s an aesthetic aspect to mass timber that is pretty much unmatched.  
But the big driver we see industry-wide across all sectors is sustainability. One of 
the best things about mass timber is its ability to sequester carbon. By the time 
Ascent is complete, the energy we save will be equivalent to taking 2,400 cars 
off the road or operating 1,100 homes annually. That level of energy savings and 
carbon benefit is substantial, and was a real selling point for the developer and 
our project team. In addition, when we were researching suppliers, we made sure 
that the wood was harvested in a sustainable fashion.

https://catalystbuilds.com/
https://www.newlandmke.com/property/ascent


TB: For me, the benefits on the construction side are certainly the speed of erection. We 
get floors up faster when compared to conventional framing systems. And the ability to 
fine tune on-site is unique to wood construction. The sequencing, time, and simplicity of 
the build is amazingly efficient. 

What challenges have you experienced building with mass timber?
TB: Fire protection is hugely important. Part of our research was finding people 
who had experience, and that led us to David Barber [Principal at Arup]. On the 
Ascent project, David Barber worked with our architect, engineer, and contractors 
to design creative, cost effective fire-protection details. Huge sums of money can 
be spent on details for the wood beam and column connections. Clever detailing 
of the fireproofing and wood connections can save considerable costs and improve 
installation efficiencies. I would also add that the design team had a great working 
relationship with City of Milwaukee DNS and the Fire Department and together they 
were able to efficiently work through all the variance requirements.

When taking on mass timber projects of a large scale like Ascent, how do you ensure 
you have the right labor force to come in on time and on budget?
AA: The difference in labor costs and frankly the amount of people up on the deck 
(and the safety concerns associated with that) are significantly less than a traditional 
post-tension building. That’s an interesting nuance to mass timber construction. You 
can literally hit things in place with a mallet. It sounds really simple and it actually is. 
For Ascent, we can complete a 24,000 square-foot floor in six days with 10-14 people. 
With concrete it would be 8-10 days and 30-45 people. Over the course of 19 floors, the 
schedule and labor savings really add up.

Is there anything new happening in the space that excites you? Any future predictions?
TB: Going forward, the sustainability story will become even more important. Costs are 
becoming comparable to steel, and if you add the sustainability and speed benefits, 
it’s probably even better. At some point, if legislation changes on things like carbon-
offset tax credits, these buildings will instantly become cheaper than any other form of 
construction. Eventually, mass timber could become the cheapest structural system. We 
also see a future in hybrid solutions. That’s where we think it’s headed, and is why we’re 
so involved with mass timber.

What advice would you give to builders just getting started in this space?
TB: Research! You can’t spend enough time learning up front. Spend as much time as 
possible learning about connections!

AA: Once you have committed to mass timber, make sure you have good coordination 
across the project team, including MEP and designers. And make sure that this 
coordination is done extremely early…earlier than you would on any project. By 
learning more about mass timber, we’ve gained broad-based knowledge about various 
building types. This allows us to talk to owners about variations that can affect budget, 
aesthetics, etc. We can meet our clients where they’re at, and go wherever they want to 
go with their project. That’s a good space to be in.

The Timber Lofts project was completed in Spring 2020 with 90% residential 
occupancy. The anticipated completion date for Ascent is Summer 2022. Catalyst 
currently has four additional mass timber projects in the works.

“   The amount of structural wood that we are 
using for Ascent – between columns, beams and 
floors – can be regrown in approximately 25 
minutes by North American forests.”
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-barber-2699b520/

