
How to Play Mexican Train Dominoes (For Beginners):

Rules, Instructions, Strategy, Scoring, & More

Taylor Smith

Copyright © 2025 by Taylor Smith

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording or other electronic or mechanical means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher/author at the following address: jb.business.online@gmail.com.

Table of Contents

Introduction................................................................4

Chapter 1: The Basics of Dominoes.....................................7

Chapter 2: Overview of Mexican Train..................................9

Chapter 3: Equipment You Need.......................................12

Chapter 4: Setup and Starting the Game.............................14

Chapter 5: Building Trains..............................................16

Chapter 6: The Mexican Train..........................................18

Chapter 7: Playing the Game Turn by Turn...........................20

Chapter 8: Doubles and Special Rules.................................27

Chapter 9: Ending a Round and Scoring...............................30

Chapter 10: Winning the Game........................................33

Chapter 11: Beginner Strategies.......................................35

Chapter 12: Intermediate Tactics......................................37

Chapter 13: Advanced Play.............................................39

Chapter 14: Popular Variations.........................................44

Chapter 15: Playing with Kids and Families...........................46

Chapter 16: Mexican Train in Tournaments and Clubs..............48

Chapter 17: Score Sheets and Tracking Tools........................50

Chapter 18: Glossary of Terms.........................................53

Chapter 19: Quick Reference Rules....................................55

Chapter 20: Further Reading and Resources.........................58

Conclusion................................................................60

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction

[image: ]


Mexican Train is one of the most widely played modern domino games, enjoyed by families, friends, and game groups all over the world. Its appeal lies in the perfect balance of luck, strategy, and social interaction. Anyone can sit down and learn the rules in just a few minutes, but each game unfolds in new and exciting ways, keeping players engaged round after round.

The Appeal of Mexican Train

At its heart, Mexican Train is simple. Each player works to lay down their tiles in a chain, or “train,” that connects back to a central starting point. Unlike many domino games where play is more closed or competitive, Mexican Train includes a shared train that anyone can play on. This feature creates a sense of community, where players are working both independently and together, which adds an extra layer of fun.

Another reason for its popularity is how inclusive the game is. It works equally   well for kids, adults, and seniors, and the pace can be relaxed or more competitive depending on the group. The visual nature of the tiles, combined with the satisfying feeling of matching and extending trains, makes it accessible even for people who are new to dominoes or not experienced with strategy games.

Above all, Mexican Train is highly social. It invites laughter, table talk, and friendly rivalry. Whether it’s a family gathering, a casual evening with friends, or a club tournament, the game provides a shared experience that keeps people coming back.

Why It’s One of the Most Popular Domino Games

Mexican Train stands out because it is flexible, fast-moving, and enjoyable with a wide range of group sizes. With the right set of dominoes, you can play with as few as two people or with a large group. The rules are straightforward, but there’s always room for clever decision-making.

The mix of luck (which tiles you draw) and skill (how and when you play them) means that players of all experience levels can compete on fairly even ground. Beginners have a chance to win, while experienced players can refine their strategies over time. This balance makes Mexican Train more approachable than some traditional domino games, which can feel intimidating or overly technical.

It also helps that Mexican Train has a clear structure with rounds, scoring, and a definite ending point. Unlike open-ended games, there’s always a satisfying conclusion and a declared winner, which keeps the game lively and rewarding.

What You’ll Learn in This Book

This book is designed to take you from complete beginner to confident player, with clear explanations and practical tips. You’ll learn:

	The basic rules of dominoes and how Mexican Train fits into the larger family of games

	Step-by-step instructions for setting up and playing Mexican Train

	Special rules for doubles, the Mexican Train itself, and scoring

	Strategies for improving your play, whether you’re just starting out or looking to sharpen your skills

	Fun variations and house rules to keep the game fresh

	Resources for playing in clubs, tournaments, or online


By the end, you’ll not only understand how to play but also how to enjoy Mexican Train in any setting, whether at a kitchen table with family, in a community center, or in a competitive event.
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Before learning how to play Mexican Train, it helps to understand the basics of dominoes. The game has a long history, several standard sets, and a simple tile structure that makes it easy to learn but endlessly adaptable.

Brief History of Dominoes

Dominoes originated in China over 800 years ago and later spread to Europe in the 18th century, most likely through Italy. From there, the game became popular across Europe and eventually the Americas. Over time, different cultures created their own variations, with unique rules and styles of play.

Today, dominoes are enjoyed worldwide. They are especially popular in Latin America, the Caribbean, and parts of the United States. Mexican Train is one of the modern adaptations that has grown rapidly in popularity, thanks to its easy-to-learn rules and fun group play.

Standard Domino Sets

Dominoes are sold in sets, and each set is defined by the highest double it contains. A “double” is a tile with the same number on both ends. For example, a double-6 has two sixes. The size of the set determines how many tiles are included and how many players can comfortably play.

	Double-6 set: Contains 28 tiles. This is the most common and traditional set, suitable for 2 to 4 players.

	Double-9 set: Contains 55 tiles. Often used for larger groups of up to 6.

	Double-12 set: Contains 91 tiles. This is the standard set used for Mexican Train, allowing 6 to 8 players.

	Double-15 set: Contains 136 tiles. Suitable for very large groups or extended play, though less common.


For Mexican Train, the Double-12 set is the most widely recommended because it balances the number of tiles with the length of the game.

Domino Tile Structure

Each domino is a rectangular tile divided into two square ends. Each end has a number of dots, called pips, ranging from zero (blank) to the highest number in the set.

	Ends: The two halves of the tile, each showing a value.

	Pips: The small dots that indicate the number on each end. For example, three pips means the number 3.

	Doubles: A tile with the same number on both ends, such as 6–6 or 12–12. Doubles play a special role in many games, including Mexican Train.


Understanding this structure is important because the basic rule of dominoes is simple: tiles must match. To play a tile, one end must match the number of the tile it touches. This simple mechanic is the foundation of all domino games, including Mexican Train.
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Mexican Train is one of the most popular modern domino games, known for being easy to learn and fun for groups of all ages. Before diving into the detailed rules, it helps to understand where the game came from, how it differs from traditional domino games, and the core concepts that make it unique.

Origins and Popularity

The exact origins of Mexican Train are somewhat unclear, but most sources agree that it developed in the United States in the late 20th century as a variation of a Cuban domino game called “Domino Cubano.” Despite its name, the game does not come directly from Mexico, but the term “Mexican Train” was likely used to give it a lively and recognizable identity.

Since then, Mexican Train has spread quickly. It is now one of the most commonly played social domino games in North America and beyond. Families often play it at gatherings, community centers run group games, and competitive tournaments are held in some areas. Its popularity comes from its balance of luck, strategy, and easy accessibility.

Differences from Other Domino Games

Traditional domino games, such as Block or Draw, usually involve players taking turns building a single shared line of tiles. These games tend to be more competitive and focused on restricting opponents’ moves. 

––––––––
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Mexican Train changes the formula in a few important ways:

	Each player builds their own personal “train” of dominoes, giving everyone a clear path to focus on.

	A communal train, called the “Mexican Train,” can be started by anyone and played on by all players.

	The rules are more open, making the game faster, more interactive, and more social than many traditional dominoes games.


This mix of individual play and group play sets Mexican Train apart and makes it ideal for casual settings where both competition and conversation are part of the fun.

Core Concepts: The Train, the Mexican Train, and Community Play

To understand Mexican Train, it’s important to learn three central ideas:

	The Train: Each player creates their own line of dominoes that starts at the central hub (the starting double). This is called a personal train. The goal is to play all your tiles by extending this line.

	The Mexican Train: In addition to personal trains, there is a shared line, the Mexican Train, that any player can start once the round has begun. Once started, all players can add tiles to it. This adds flexibility and another opportunity to play tiles.

	Community Play: Unlike in many domino games where players are restricted to a single shared layout, Mexican Train encourages interaction. If a player cannot continue their own train, they may open it up so that others can play on it. This creates more movement in the game and keeps everyone engaged.


These three elements (personal trains, the Mexican Train, and community play) form the foundation of the game. They ensure that Mexican Train is both easy to pick up and endlessly replayable.
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Mexican Train does not require a lot of equipment, but having the right set and accessories makes the game smoother and more enjoyable. Before starting, it’s helpful to know which domino sets are best, what train markers are used for, and how to keep score.

Domino Sets Required

The size of the domino set you use depends on how many players are in the game. The larger the set, the more tiles there are, which allows more people to participate and keeps the game balanced.

	Double-6 set (28 tiles): Best for 2 to 4 players. Too small for larger groups.

	Double-9 set (55 tiles): Works for up to 6 players.

	Double-12 set (91 tiles): The most common choice for Mexican Train, suitable for 6 to 8 players.

	Double-15 set (136 tiles): Can be used for very large groups of 9 or more players, though the game may take longer.


For most groups, the Double-12 set is recommended. It provides enough tiles for a full game while keeping playtime manageable.

Train Markers and Alternatives

Train markers are small objects used to show when a player’s personal train is open for others to play on. If your train is “open,” you place a marker on it. If it’s “closed,” you remove the marker.

Commercial Mexican Train sets often include plastic train-shaped markers. However, you can use any small item as a substitute: coins, buttons, paperclips, or even slips of paper. The important thing is that each player has a marker that is easy to see and recognize.

Score Sheets and Pencils

Mexican Train is usually played over multiple rounds, and scores are tallied after each round. A simple score sheet is needed to track players’ totals. A score sheet should include:

	A row for each player’s name

	A column for each round’s score

	A final column for the total score


All you need is paper and a pencil to make one, though printed score sheets can also be purchased or downloaded. Some groups prefer to use dry-erase boards or mobile apps, but the traditional method of paper and pencil is the most common.
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