* Prep time: 25 minutes

e Cook time: 4-6 hours (low) or 2.5-3 hours (high)

* Total time: 4.5-6.5 hours

* Yield: 6-8 servings (about 24 meatballs)

 Category: Dinner, Slow Cooker, Comfort Food

¢ Cuisine: Italian-American
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Ingredients

For the Meatballs

» 2 |bs (900 g) ground beef (80/20 is ideal for juiciness), or a beef-pork blend

1 cup panko breadcrumbs

Y% cup whole milk (to soak the breadcrumbs)

2 large eqgs, lightly beaten

Y cup grated Parmesan cheese

Ya cup finely chopped fresh parsley

3 cloves garlic, minced

1 tsp onion powder

1 tsp dried oregano



Y tsp dried basil

1 tsp salt

Y tsp freshly ground black pepper

2 tbsp olive oil (for browning)

For the Sauce

2 jars (24 oz / 680 g each) marinara or crushed tomatoes

e 1 can (14 oz /400 g) diced tomatoes, undrained

e 1 medium onion, finely diced

* 4 cloves garlic, minced

* 2 tbsp tomato paste

1 tsp dried oregano

e 1 tsp dried basil



Y tsp red pepper flakes (optional, for heat)

1 tsp salt

Y tsp freshly ground black pepper

1 tbsp balsamic vinegar (stirred in at the end)

Fresh basil leaves, for garnish

Equipment

Large mixing bowl

Large skillet

6-quart (5.7 L) slow cooker

Measuring cups and spoons

e Wooden spoon or spatula

e Aluminum foil or slow cooker liner (optional, for easy cleanup)



Instructions

Phase 1: Preparing the Meatball Mixture (Intensity: Medium |
Time: 10 minutes)

1. Soak the Breadcrumbs: In a small bowl, combine the panko breadcrumbs and milk. Let
them sit for 5 minutes until the milk is fully absorbed and the crumbs are soft. This
panade is the secret to tender meatballs — skip it and you’ll get dense, dry spheres.

2. Combine the Ingredients: In your large mixing bowl, combine the ground beef, soaked
breadcrumbs, beaten eggs, Parmesan, parsley, garlic, onion powder, oregano, basil,
salt, and pepper.

3. Mix Gently: Using your hands, mix everything together just until combined. Intensity:
Medium — this is the one step that demands your full attention. Over-mixing develops
the proteins and results in tough, rubbery meatballs. Stop as soon as the mixture holds
together.

4. Roll the Meatballs: Roll the mixture into balls about 1% inches (4 cm) in diameter — you
should get roughly 24. Keep them uniform in size so they cook evenly in the slow
cooker. Wet your hands lightly with water to prevent sticking.

Phase 2: Browning for Flavor (Intensity: High | Time: 8-10
minutes)



5. Heat the Skillet: Place your large skillet over medium-high heat and add the olive oil.
Let it heat for 1-2 minutes until shimmering.

6. Brown in Batches: Working in batches of 6-8, add the meatballs to the hot skillet and
brown them on all sides — about 2-3 minutes per batch. Do not crowd the pan, or the
meatballs will steam instead of sear. You're not cooking them through, just building a
flavorful crust. Intensity: High — stay at the stove and turn the meatballs frequently;
this is the most hands-on part of the recipe.

7. Transfer to Slow Cooker: As each batch finishes browning, transfer the meatballs to a
plate. They will finish cooking gently in the sauce.

Phase 3: Building the Sauce (Intensity: Low | Time: 5 minutes)

8. Sauté the Aromatics: In the same skillet, add the diced onion and cook over medium
heat for 3-4 minutes, until softened and translucent. Add the minced garlic and tomato
paste and cook for 1 minute more, stirring constantly, until fragrant.

9. Assemble the Sauce: Pour the marinara, diced tomatoes, oregano, basil, red pepper
flakes, salt, and pepper into the skillet. Stir to combine and scrape up any browned bits
from the bottom of the pan — those are pure flavor.

Phase 4: The Slow Cook (Intensity: Low | Time: 4-6 hours on LOW,
or 2.5-3 hours on HIGH)

10. Layer the Slow Cooker: Pour about half of the sauce into the bottom of the slow cooker.
Arrange the browned meatballs on top in a single layer, then pour the remaining sauce



over them. The meatballs should be mostly submerged — if not, add a splash of water
or extra marinara.

11. Cook on LOW (Recommended): Cover and cook on LOW for 4-6 hours (or on HIGH for
2.5-3 hours). The low setting gives the most tender, deeply flavored result. Intensity:
Low — do not lift the lid during cooking. Every time you peek, you release trapped heat
and slow the cooking.

12. Finish the Sauce: During the last 15 minutes, stir in the balsamic vinegar. This last-
minute addition brightens the sauce and balances the richness of the meatballs.

13. Check Doneness: Meatballs are done when they reach an internal temperature of 165°F
(74°C) and are fork-tender, and the sauce has darkened and thickened slightly.
Intensity: Low — a quick temperature check is all that’s needed.

Phase 5: Serving & Garnish (Intensity: Low | Time: 2 minutes)

14. Garnish and Serve: Scatter fresh basil leaves over the top. Serve the meatballs and
sauce over spaghetti, in toasted sub rolls with melted mozzarella, over creamy polenta,
or simply with crusty bread for dipping.

Timing & Intensity Summary

Phase Task Intensity Time
1 Mix and roll meatballs Medium 10 min



Phase Task Intensity Time

2 Brown meatballs in batches High 8-10 min

3 Build the sauce Low 5 min

4 Slow cook (LOW) + finish  Low 4-6 hrs (or 2.5-3 hrs HIGH)
5 Garnish & serve Low 2 min

— Total — ~4.5-6.5 hrs

Recipe Notes & Variations

e No-Brown Option: For the absolute lowest-effort version, skip the browning and add the
raw meatballs directly to the sauce. They will be slightly less flavorful but still delicious,
and this cuts the active time to about 15 minutes.

e Make-Ahead: The raw meatball mixture can be prepared and refrigerated up to 24
hours in advance, or formed and frozen for up to 3 months.

 Freezer-Friendly: Freeze leftovers in the sauce for up to 3 months; reheat gently on the
stove or in the microwave.

e Meat Swaps: Ground turkey or chicken works well, though add an extra tablespoon of
olive oil to keep them moist. A beef-pork-veal blend is the classic Italian-American
choice.

e Sauce Upgrades: A splash of red wine added with the tomatoes deepens the flavor
considerably. Let it cook off for a minute before adding the other sauce ingredients.

 Slower Cooker Size: Keep the slow cooker no more than two-thirds full for even, safe



cooking. This recipe is sized for a 6-quart cooker.

Nutrition Information (Estimated per serving, based on 8
servings)

Please note these values are estimates and will vary based on specific ingredients, brands,
and portion sizes.

* Calories: 410 kcal

 Total Fat: 24g

e Saturated Fat: 9g

e Cholesterol: 125mg

e Sodium: 980mg

» Total Carbohydrates: 18¢g

e Dietary Fiber: 3g

» Total Sugars: 99



* Protein: 30g



