
When Akeisha Hayde, executive chef 
for Residential Dining at Harvard 

University in Cambridge, Mass., was 
growing up in Trinidad, she originally had 
thoughts of majoring in biology in school. 

“In high school, we had to take home 
economics,” said Hayde. “A lot of people 
in my family cooked, and my grandparents, 
especially, were the ones I followed. My 
home economics teacher there thought 
I excelled at it so much. She said, ‘Why 
don’t you look into food as a profession?’ 
I looked at her like she was crazy, not 
really realizing there was so much more 
to it than what I knew about it.”

After high school, she moved to Brook-
line, Mass., a suburb of Boston, to attend 
culinary school at Newbury College in 
2003. “It was a four-year program,” she 
said. “I did my associate’s in culinary arts 
and my bachelor’s in culinary management 
and a business minor.” 

Her original thought when entering 
culinary school was to eventually own 
her own restaurant. “I was going to culi-
nary school to absorb everything, and I 
really wanted to own my own restaurant,” 
said Hayde. “That was my vision until I 
realized there was so much more to the 
field. When I went into it, I thought you 
opened your own restaurant and that was 
it, because my mom owned a bakery be-
fore in St. Maarten. She owned her own 
business, but it was a lot of work. Going 
to culinary school and being exposed to 
a lot of things, my mindset changed over 
the years.” 

She was exposed to a number of areas 
of the culinary world, not just in the class-
room. “While in school, I worked at the 
Eastern Yacht Club in Marblehead, Mass., 
as a porch supervisor, so I basically ran the 
front of the house of the restaurant for the 
yacht club,” she said. “I was also a private 
chef for a family in Brookline. I did both 
of those while in school. I also did one 
of my internships at the Hyatt Regency 
in Boston as a banquet cook. So while I 
was at school actually, both companies 
kept me on after my internship.”

Upon graduation, Hayde was a restau-
rant manager at Dunn-Gaherin’s Food and 
Spirits, an Irish pub in Newton, Mass. “I 
was in charge of cash handling, the day-
to-day operations, helping with menu cre-
ations for specials and overall running of 

the establishment. I was not in the kitchen.” 
After a year and a half there and its 

long hours, she decided to change jobs 
to enjoy her life a little more. She started 
working as a cook at Boston Medical. “It 
was something I was never exposed to, 
because healthcare was nothing close to 
what I was doing,” she said. “Within two 
months I was promoted to executive chef 
because they liked what I was doing. I was 
exposed to a whole different side of food 
service, which I really enjoyed.”

From there, she moved on to Beth Israel 
Deaconess. “At Boston Medical, I was 
exposed to pediatrics, acute care, regular 
patient feeding. The executive chef posi-
tion oversaw cafeteria, catering, as well as 
patient feeding. I started becoming a lot 
more involved with the acute care when 
I was at Beth Israel Deaconess.”

When Hayde started at Beth Israel, she 
was given the opportunity to create what 
she called her dream job. As the execu-
tive chef, she was in charge of catering, 
including high-end catering, by-request 
patient feeding and retail. 

While there, she also worked with pa-
tients focusing on specialty diets, includ-
ing Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS), 
Parkinson’s disease and Alzheimer’s. “I 
was able to move that program into a com-
pletely different direction,” said Hayde. 
“When I started there, patients with ALS 
would pretty much be given everything 
pureed because that was just the safest 
thing. They couldn’t swallow. A lot of 
them had issues because they couldn’t 
physically hold a spoon.”

She continued, “I started designing 
menus that were safe for the ALS patients. 
That entailed breaking recipes apart and 
rebuilding them. A perfect example would 
be shrimp scampi. A lot of them couldn’t 
have it because they couldn’t chew or swal-
low. Or they would have spaghetti and it 
needed to be chopped or pureed or ground. 
So I said the patients can still eat, but it 
just needed to be modified. Instead of us-
ing spaghetti, I would use orzo, and you 
cook it a lot softer. You would use butter, 
so it is a lot easier for them to swallow. 
Instead of cooking the shrimp whole, you 
would season the shrimp, and then grind 
it up while it was raw and then sauté it, 
so it would be pieces, but you would still 
have that texture and flavor.”

Hayde also made sure to ramp-up 
the flavor. “People would assume they 
can’t taste, so it would be bland. They are 
the opposite — they need things that are 
flavored highly, because their tastebuds get 
destroyed by the medication. They need 
more calories and fat because they don’t 
absorb the nutrients as fast. You can actu-
ally add more butter, cream and things that 
we avoid; they needed it more.”

The one thing that she missed most 
from that position is the reaction from 
patients, many of whom no longer had 
the ability to speak. “A smile said it all 
and a thumbs up worked,” she said. 

From there, Hayde moved on to Har-
vard, where she has been since April. 
“It is like a combination of everything 
because you have students with specific 
health needs, so you have to balance the 
menu in terms of dietary needs, and you 
have to make sure there are vegetarian, 
vegan mixes on the menu and everything,” 
she said. “It just put every skill that I have 
ever learned all together.” 

In her current position, she is involved 
in menu creation and ensuring that the 
campus dining areas are compliant. “The 
unique thing about Harvard is that we still 
have the house system, which means that 
we have 13 dining halls serving the same 
meal at the same time and expectations 
should be the same at every hall,” she said. 
“However, each hall has a different size, 
cooking equipment and a different set-up. 
It is not just a duplicate 13 times. It is also 
making sure that the vision of the program 
is followed through over all of the cam-
puses. If you were to go from one hall to 
the other on the same day, it should look 
the same, taste the same. It is really about 
checking quality, recipe compliance, and 
those types of things.”  —OCH
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