
 

History of Saint Mary’s School 

Founded in 1842 by the Rev. Aldert Smedes, an Episcopal priest, Saint Mary’s School has 
operated continuously on the same site for 174 years.  

With the support of the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina, Smedes founded Saint Mary’s as a 
school for young ladies “designed to furnish a thorough and excellent education equal to the best 
that can be obtained in the city of New York, or in any Northern school.”  The school was 
founded on the site of the Episcopal School of North Carolina, a school for boys which failed in 
the 1830s. Three of the present school buildings – East Rock, West Rock and Smedes Hall - 
formed the original campus. 

History tells us that 13 girls, “The Original 13,” arrived on the first day, May 12, 1842. A total of 
21 students enrolled for the first session.  

During the Civil War, Saint Mary’s became a safe haven for relatives of both Union and 
Confederate generals, including Robert E. Lee’s daughter and the family of Jefferson Davis. 
Smedes kept the school in continuous operation throughout the war.  In 1865, General Tecumseh 
Sherman’s Union troops camped on the school’s front lawn, and Sherman visited Smedes in the 
main building.  

With a 175-year history of resilience, resolve, and a strong sense of purpose, Saint Mary's School 
has stood the test of time as Raleigh's oldest continually operating school and remains true to its 
original mission of educating young women. The 175th school year finds Saint Mary's School 
thriving with growing enrollment, consistently increasing fundraising, sound finances, devoted 
alumnae, dedicated faculty, supportive and engaged parents, bright students, outstanding 
leadership, a beautiful campus, a new strategic plan, and a distinguished history. 

Today, Saint Mary's School is an independent, Episcopal, college-preparatory, boarding and day 
school dedicated to academic excellence and personal achievement for young women in grades 
9-12.   

Saint Mary’s enrolls 270 students for 2016-2017 from around the region, the state, the nation and 
the world. Fifty-three percent of students reside in dormitories on campus as boarding students, 
with 47 percent day students from around Raleigh and the Triangle region. 

The school’s front campus is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and the North 
Carolina Civil War Trails. The Saint Mary’s Chapel is a National Historic Site, and five of the 
school’s buildings are Raleigh Historic Properties. 
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