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Hattie Mae Crenshaw
May 2, 1936 - August 26, 2026

Memphis, Tennessee

Hattie Mae Crenshaw died in Memphis on August 26, 2026. She was ninety. Born there on May 2, 1936, she
grew up in a house that smelled of coffee and grease, and she learned a diner grill before she learned a highway.
A plate, she said, is a kind of welcome that does not require a speech.

 

She spent forty-one years in a small diner off a street that changed names more than once, first as a helper, later
as the woman who ran the morning shift as if it were a ministry. She knew which regular man would not eat the
grits and which one needed a second coffee without being asked twice. She kept a pencil over her ear and a list
on the walk-in door. Budget cuts came and went. She treated a government commodity cheese block as a
problem of seasoning, not a humiliation.

 

She married Robert Crenshaw in 1955. They bought a small house and raised a daughter and a son who still
argue, fondly, about who got the last cinnamon roll. Robert drove for a laundry and died in 1998. Hattie kept his
chair at the table for a year and then gave it to a grandson who needed a place to do homework. She sang alto
until her voice quit, played cards with the same four women for four decades, and sent birthday cards that
arrived a day early because she did not believe in the excuse of the mail.

 

Neighbors remember a woman who would freeze soup in old margarine tubs and leave them on porches without
a speech. She disliked fuss, loved a clean counter, and could tell you, without looking it up, which year the diner
switched from square plates to the round kind the customers actually finished. She died in Memphis, in the city
that had always been enough. The grill she left is still feeding people. That would have pleased her more than a
eulogy.
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Services
A gathering at her church hall in Memphis. Friends may bring a covered dish. In lieu of flowers, a gift to a
diner-workers' fund or a school meal program is welcome.
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