
Spring 2015

Page 29

Resource Reviews

Kathleen Ernst, 
Tradition of Deceit: 
A Chloe Ellefson 
Mystery (Woodbury, 
Minnesota: Midnight 
Ink, 2014). $14.99 
USD, 348 pages, 
paperback, black 
and white historical 
photographs.

Reviewed by Katie Boardman

Many of us in ALHFAM know Kathleen Ernst as a 
colleague, researcher and museum professional from 
Old World Wisconsin. She is also a well-published 
author of a non-fiction work about the battle of 
Antietam, a series of works for the American Girl 
series, and several mysteries. All showcase her skills 
as a researcher, writer and educator.  

It is not often that I take the time to read just for 
pleasure, especially fiction.  But, Tradition of Deceit 
by Kathleen Ernst is an easy read that grabbed my 
attention and kept me reading to the last page.  The 
subject matter is familiar territory for many museum 
workers: a young curator and her colleagues are 
engaged in researching and restoring an abandoned 
mill in Minneapolis for the creation of a new museum. 
(In fact, the story was based on the museum that we 
know today as The Mill City Museum in Minneapolis.) 
However, the usual routine of research, site visits, 
meetings and planning by scholars, archeologists 
and museum professionals is taken off course by 
the discovery of a dead body in a grain chute at the 
mill.  Since such an event has yet to happen during 
site planning projects on which I have worked, my 
imagination was sparked.

Ernst kept me engaged with solid historical 
storytelling, attention to detail and a twisting plot 
line. She deftly uses flashbacks into the lives of late 
ninteeth- and early twentieth-century immigrant mill 
workers interspersed with a 1980’s story of research, 
interpretive planning and criminal investigation.  A 
parallel side plot of romance and the murder of a 
cop thickens the plot. The mention of the “museum 
program at Cooperstown” as the alma mater for two 
of the lead characters had me further hooked. (That’s 
my alma mater and where I currently teach.) It was 
also helpful that I have visited the current Mill City 
Museum and have a fondness for its amazing structure, 
museum and stories. 

As I began the book, I was a little concerned that the 
dialogue might read a little stiffly, more like a lecture 
than conversation, but Kathleen has done a good job 
of making the characters and their adventures and 
conversations believable. The sharing of key historical 
information and description is woven neatly through 
the text, especially after the initial chapters.  I believe 
that the book will be enjoyed by mystery readers, 
museum people, those interested in regional upper 
Midwest history and culture, and general readers in 
their teen through adult years.

I recommend Tradition of Deceit for a light, engaging 
read while enjoying a hot beverage and awaiting 
Spring’s arrival. I am eager to stock up on a few of 
her other titles for the same activity. 
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