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CHEESE IQ

Cheese 
Packing Hacks 

TIPS FOR GLOBETROTTING WITH  WEDGES AND WHEELS IN TOW 

written by MICAELA MARINI  HIGGS

I
love collecting cheese during my 
travels abroad. The need for “cheese 
space” in my luggage often means a 
pared-down wardrobe and the last 
day of every trip spent in the grocery 
store, but the satisfaction of reliving 
the tastes of vacation every time I 

open the refrigerator makes it well worth 
it. However, cheese is a living, perishable 
product, and when it’s in the mix with 
international transit and intimidating 
customs offi cers, prior planning is 
required. Here’s a quick guide for getting 
all those goodies safely back home.  

CHOOSE YOUR CHEESE
The fun part is picking what cheese 
you want to take. I usually try to buy as 
locally as possible, since small producers’ 
offerings are more expensive and diffi cult 
to fi nd back home. Street markets are 
a great place to hunt down obscure 
artisanal fi nds, while on-site stores at 
farms and creameries often have the 
capacity to shrink-wrap the product, 
making it more transportable. 

Some types of cheese travel better than 
others. With hard cheeses like parmesan 
or Alpine styles, you don’t need to 
worry too much about how they’ll 
hold up outside the fridge. But with 
softer cheeses, quality deteriorates and 
bacterial growth sets in more quickly. 
After several hours at room temperature, 
microbe growth and spoilage begins—
albeit at minor levels (pregnant women 
or those with weakened immune systems 
should be more careful). 

In terms of restrictions, according 
to US Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP), cheeses “in liquid” or that “pour 
like heavy cream,” such as ricotta 
and cottage cheese, are prohibited if 
they come from a country affected 
by foot-and-mouth disease (you can 
check a country’s status on oie.int, the 
website for the World Organization for 
Animal Health). And don’t forget the 

FDA’s infamous regulations regarding 
raw-milk cheese: If you want to pack 
unpasteurized cheese, it must be aged for 
at least 60 days to legally enter the US. 
(We can’t guarantee that customs will 
always know, or ask—but that’s the rule.) 

PACK IT UP
Can you take cheese in your carry on? 
Sure—but if you can spill it or spread 
it, the TSA’s “3-1-1” rule for liquids and 
creams applies, meaning you’ll have to 
pack it in as many 3.4-ounce containers 
as you can squeeze into a quart-size bag. 

Firm cheeses can also get fl agged by 
security scanners when mistaken for 
drugs or explosives. “They have the same 
density as blocks of heroin,” says Nick 
Bayne, an expat cheesemonger based 
in the UK. Perry Soulos, outside sales 
representative at Euro USA, remembers 
getting stopped for another reason. 
“The perfect block of cheese apparently 
resembles C-4 [explosives], especially if 
you have your phone charging cables on 
top,” he says. 

To avoid scooping spreadable cheese 
into travel-size shampoo bottles or 
being mistaken for a bomber, check 
your bag. (And if you’re carrying it on, 
keep the goods in an accessible place 
with other foods to be ready for a 
potential search.) 

A few other tips: If you’re traveling with 
soft cheese, make sure it’s well wrapped 
with plenty of padding in case it softens 
and takes on a new shape. And to avoid 
causing a stink, Rachel Perez, a category 
specialist at Tony’s Fine Foods, suggests 
wrapping your cheese in newspaper. 
“The carbon ink helps absorb the smell,” 
she says. A cautionary Ziploc bag also 
helps seal in stray scents and is a great 
waterproof shield from ice packs. 
Speaking of ice packs—they’re only 
allowed in a carry-on if they’re frozen 
solid during screening (otherwise they’re 
subject to the 3-1-1 rule).

THE ULTIMATE PACKING JOB
Cheese experts’ tested methods for 
stuffi  ng a suitcase 

“I once packed some cheese in 
a knee-high boot, thinking the 
boot would prevent the cheese 
from getting smooshed. Also, my 
boot already smelled like feet, so 
I didn’t think the cheese could 
make it any worse. I’m going to 
be honest, it worked! The only 
setback was that I forgot that I 
stuck cheese in my boot. I found 
it two weeks later, not smooshed 
in a very smelly knee-high boot. 
#lifeofacheesemonger.” —Iris 
Busjahn, cheese division specialist at 
Smith’s Food and Drug

“I once fl ew home from France 
with a suitcase full of ice packs, 
cheese, and butter. I had to leave 
behind some of my clothes to fi t 
all of the dairy products I wanted. 
No regrets.” —Beth Falk, owner of 
Mill City Cheesemongers 

“I wrap cheese in newspaper, then 
add it to other jarred or packed 
snack foods. This is wrapped in 
plastic, then cold packs. This 
goes in a thermal soft case which 
is also wrapped with thermal 
bubble wrap or plastic bag. All of 
that is situated at the very center 
of the suitcase, densely wrapped 
with clothes from all directions. 
There is ZERO smell and no 
breakage or spilling, and hardly 
any loss of temperature.” —Yoav 
Perry, cheesemaking consultant

THE CUSTOMS QUESTION
So how much space for cheese can 
you make in your luggage? If it’s for 
personal consumption or a gift, “there 
is no set limit for cheese,” according 
to a press representative from the CBP 
Information Center. You’re allowed 
to carry a “reasonable amount” and 
“CBP off icers at the ports know what 
is reasonable for their area,” the rep 
adds. While there are no hard and fast 
rules about quantity, following a 2013 
cheese smuggling bust in Santa Teresa, 
California, port director Joane Thale-
Lembo said that personal quantities 
max out somewhere around 10 pounds. 

The offi cial rules are frustratingly 
vague and often poorly communicated. 
And that can leave room for unfair 
scrutiny, says Carlos Yescas, director of 
the Oldways Cheese Coalition. A native 
of Mexico and long-time permanent 
resident of the US, Yescas says he 
normally dresses up for fl ights to avoid 
discrimination. “If I came into the 
country in sweatpants and a hoodie, I 
feel like I would get checked even more, 
like many of the other immigrants 
coming with me,” he says, adding that it 
often depends on the airport as well as 
where one is fl ying in from.

To avoid the hassle of being targeted, 
one solution is to sign up for Global 
Entry. But you should probably still 
declare your food—if you don’t, you can 
lose your membership. More broadly, 
the fi nes associated with failure to 
declare food products can result in up 
to $10,000 in fi nes and penalties—but 
when asked what would happen if 
someone forgot to mention a small 
quantity of cheese, the CBP press rep 
said they wouldn’t be penalized unless 
the food is prohibited. 

So, if you cover your bases and declare 
your dairy, traveling with cheese can be a 
breeze. After all, what else would you use 
that extra suitcase space for? c

MICAE�  MARINI HIGGS is an Argentine-American 
reporter, cheese lover, and collage artist currently based in 
Manchego-obsessed Madrid. 
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