
with an unbridled love for adventure and the sea,  
david a. culpepper travels the globe in search of shipwrecks and 

nautical finds, bringing a trove of history to west palm beach.
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“I LOVE TO SHARE 
THE KNOWLEDGE 

OF THE PLACES 
I’VE BEEN, THE 

CHARACTERS I’VE 
MET AND THE 

GEMS THAT I’VE 
ENCOUNTERED.”

d
avid a. culpepper, proprietor and 
procurer of culpepper nautical’s 
maritime antiques empire, has many 
a seaworthy story in the pursuit of 
forgotten relics. “a few years back  

i took a trip to mumbai, where i visited a store  
i’d passed through many times,” he says. “this 
particular day, i happened to notice some goods 
on the floor. i stooped down, brushed off some 
dust and discovered deck prisms dating back  
to the 1800s.” before portholes, they had been 
used as a source of natural light on ships and 
are one of many in a long list of successful finds 
for culpepper. “i bought all six, kept one and 
sold the rest,” he adds.

a retiree with a profound love for the sea, 
culpepper, a former boatswain’s mate in the u.s. 
coast guard and manufacturer of knife handles, 
says his path was set the day he missed out on a 
pair of decommissioned lights sold off his former 
coast guard ship. “this definitely planted the seed 
for wanting to acquire as much as i could find,” he 
says. be it a harpoon cannon from the storied 
vessel barba negra, a lignum vitae deadeye from 
a 16th-century ship that sank off of palm beach, or a 
4-pull telescope from the 1700s with the owner’s 
name engraved on it, culpepper’s pursuit spans 
the globe, from his own backyard in south florida 
to asia, the south pacific and the indian ocean. “i 
love to share the knowledge of the places i’ve 
been, the characters i’ve met and the gems that i’ve 
encountered,” he explains. in fact, a recent trip to 
the indonesian island of Java unearthed a plethora 
of old wooden dock carts that sold out right away. 

culpepper, who ships home roughly 10-to-15 
40-foot containers a year, had his eye on west 
palm beach for a while. “i love the tropics. if a 
coconut tree doesn’t grow there, then i don’t 
belong,” he says. interior designers, production 
houses, resorts, theme parks and restaurants 
are only a few of many who benefit from his 
mission—to translate the visions of his clients 
and fellow nautical enthusiasts through his 
maritime treasures. “it’s a quest,” he says of his 
explorations. “a learning, rewarding quest. you 
don’t exactly know what you’re looking for, but 
you do know that it has to be interesting.”  

david a. culpepper scours 
shipyards and fishing villages 
across the globe in search 
of nautical antiques he can 
repurpose for his west palm 
beach shop. he reconditions 
cargo lights (top left) that are 
taken off of 30-to-50-year-old 
ships, for instance, and collects 
salvaged helms (opposite) 
once they’ve been retired.  


