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It’s a late Thursday afternoon in 
June at Paddy’s Hotel, in Port 
Moresby’s Boroko district, a 

day after Game 1 of State of Origin 
2013. After a drought that lasted for 
years, the New South Wales Blues 
actually overtook the Queensland 
Maroons, 14-6, to win the opening 
match, and as a Maroons fan, 
Paddy’s Hotel executive director 
Lynda Babao is none too happy 
about the turn of events. 

“I’m very upset about the whole 
issue!” Babao exclaims, jokingly. “For 
the last seven years, I would wear 
my Maroons jersey after the match 
and dance through the building, but I 
couldn’t dance today. There’s nothing 
to dance about!” 
Babao would have more to celebrate 
a few weeks later when the Maroons 
redeemed themselves, 26-2, in Game 
2 before clinching the Game 3 
decider on July 17 with a nailbitingly 

close 12-10. But for now, all is quiet 
in the executive office – save for the 
cacophonous jackhammer symphony 
heard every now and again from the 
renovations going on below. Babao, 
unfazed by the racket and graceful 
as ever, picks up the phone and 
orders a latte in Tok Pisin from the 
hotel kitchen. In addition to having a 
late night hosting the hotel’s State of 
Origin viewing party, today’s been 
full-on in other ways, and a little 
caffeine boost is in order.
Demanding days come with the 
territory when you’re the spouse of 
PNG’s leader and Prime Minister, 
Peter O’Neill. As the country’s 
First Lady, Babao’s schedule is 
often riddled with various events 
and speaking engagements, not 
to mention her day job overseeing 
operations at the hotel, which is a 
family business.
The latter work alone would exhaust 
any normal person. But if the 39-year-
old hotelier is indeed tired, she masks 
it well. Even at five o’clock in the 
evening, Babao still radiates with 
energy, leaning forward in her chair 
and conversing openly on topics 
ranging from being a mother and 
stepmother to her and O’Neill’s five 
kids – the three eldest are O’Neill’s 
children from a previous marriage – 
to what she hopes to accomplish as 
First Lady. (A lot.)
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One thing’s certain: She’s already 
achieved the quintessential “First Lady 
Look.” On this particular day, Babao 
looks simply regal in a structured, 
colour-blocked, black-and-white 
Anthea Crawford dress, which she’s 
paired with elegant pearl earrings, 
matte crimson lips and smart white 
bow pumps. Her dark mane is pulled 
back into a neat bun. Not a single 
strand of hair is out of place.
Those who’ve seen Babao out and 
about at official functions know 
that she’s always put together. Her 
signature style – conservative and 
minimalist, yet chic and classy – 
brings to mind fashion icons such as 
Audrey Hepburn. In fact Hepburn has 
always been an inspiration for Lynda. 
“Oh, I love her. Many of my clothes 
come from that era, the Tiffany look. I 
am old school. I won’t wear the minis 
or the sparkly sparklies.”
But don’t let the First Lady’s 
impeccable style intimidate you. She 
is as approachable as they come, 
and her dimpled grin can put anyone 
at ease. 
She’s humble, too. When told 
that some even view her a 
trendsetter, Babao’s cheeks flush 
with embarrassment. And then, the 
confession: “I’m a really lazy shopper 
actually. I usually find something I like 
off the rack and stick with it.” A quick 
peek in her closet will reveal she 
loves earthy tones and pieces from 
Australian designers David Lawrence 
and the aforementioned Anthea 
Crawford. “I also like little sleeves 

because they hide my massive arms 
(Ed: Don’t believe a word of it. Her 
arms look amazing!) and a tailored 
waist with room in the hips,” Babao 
explains, chuckling and giving her 
trim sides a quick pat.
So, where does the First Lady shop 
when she actually does shop? In 
Australia, when she visits her son, 
Brian, 13, who attends boarding 
school in Sydney. And even then, she 
frequents only one department store, 
Myer, and as soon as Babao walks 
in and says hello to the ladies, they 
immediately shoo her back out the 
door for 20 minutes while they pick 
out a rack of outfits for her to try on.
“They know what I like. And because 

I’ve got two young boys with 
me I don’t want to be fussing 
too much,” says Babao, whose 
youngest son with O’Neill, 
eight-year-old Patrick, (who 
gets Paddy at home), also 
accompanies her on the trips. 
She’s a thrifty shopper too, 
buying only one or two outfits 
on each trip. “I’ve worked hard 
for my money, so I can’t justify 
spending too much. I know 

where money comes from,” she says. 
“My parents taught me that.”
Being a representative of the country, 
the First Lady says she’d love to 
incorporate more cultural designs 
into her wardrobe. For now, she 
does try to feature PNG in her 
jewellery, particularly in the earrings. 
However, shell money necklaces 
from the different provinces remain 
her favourite accessories. Some of 
the more ornate ones she displays 
in shadow boxes on the wall of 
her office. “I’m so proud of our 
culture and how diverse it is,” she 
says, beaming and gesturing to the 
collection.
Babao herself hails from a diverse 
background, with a family lineage 
that includes Dutch, Filipino, British, 
and of course, Papua New Guinean 
ancestry. The eldest of four children, 
Babao was born in Wewak and 
spent her primary years in the Sepik, 
where her father worked for the 
Shell Oil Company. As a girl, Babao 
remembers how much her parents 
would worry about the family’s 
finances as her father tried to climb 
the corporate ladder. With young 
mouths to feed, her parents at one 
point were juggling three jobs to put 
food on the table.
Eventually her father was able to 
work his way up to a regional 
manager position with the company, 
which meant more stability and the 
opportunity to live all over the South 
Pacific. But even when times were 
tough, Babao recalls, “Never did 
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Lynda’s signature style is conservative 
and minimalist, yet chic and classy



14

I go hungry. I always had clothes 
on my back. I realise how lucky I 
am. My parents gave me a strong 
foundation.”
As such, she understands the value 
of family, of hard work and of 
perseverance – guiding principles 
she and O’Neill try to teach their 
own children everyday. They are 
parents, first and foremost, she says. 
Yes, Dad is Prime Minister, but that 
doesn’t mean the kids don’t have to 
get themselves ready in the morning, 
pull their own weight and finish their 
chores.
Babao still ferries the children to and 
from school, cooks for the family and 
drives herself to and from events and 

work, albeit with security following 
closely behind. She enjoys the 
independence. It’s something she 
says the Prime Minister has supported 
and encouraged from the day they 
met. And that, along with his drive – 
“he doesn’t stop!” she exclaims with 
a laugh – is what attracted her to him 
all those years ago. 
A psyhologist by profession, she 
was actually working for a PR and 
marketing firm in Port Moresby in 
early 1997 when she met O’Neill. 
They’d had a chance meeting at 
a social event, and he called her 
up as a client. He wanted her help 
in creating new branding for the 
companies he was merging at the 

time. “Little did I know what I was 
getting myself into!” Babao says, 
laughing.
The pair have been together ever 
since. Even after all these years, 
Babao still glows when speaking 
about her husband. “I was in awe 
of him. He’s a very intellectual man, 
very smart. He opened my eyes to 
a lot of things. He knew what he 
wanted, and he was very in charge. 
Most of the people in my life were 
more blasé [about their career goals], 
so I think that also got me about 
Peter.”
Knowing the kind of ambition her 
husband possesses, and the passion 
he has for his people and country, 
Babao says she wasn’t surprised that 
he had gone on to become Prime 
Minister. “It was always in the back 
of my mind,” she says. 
Now as First Lady, Babao shares the 
enormous responsibility of serving 
the people of PNG as well. Sure, she 
gets to dine regularly with foreign 
VIPs of note – Prince Charles “has 
a great sense of humor,” Duchess 
Camilla “really won the hearts of 
the people,” Hillary Clinton is “an 
inspiration,” and the Thai Prime 
Minister “is gorgeous!” she notes. But 
what’s more important, Babao says, 
is that the role allows her to highlight 
serious issues that might not receive 

Lynda checks in with young receptionist 
Emeltina Soatsin at the front counter 

“I tell people Paddy’s is not a hotel, it’s a 
pub with a few rooms. I pride myself that 

you can have grandma, mum and dad 
and the kids all staying here together 

and having a good time.”
Lynda Babao



as much attention otherwise. “This is 
the perfect opportunity for me to be 
able to do something,” she says.
The word “something” doesn’t even 
come close to describing all that 
Babao hopes to accomplish as First 
Lady. Some of the issues closest 
to her heart are also some of the 
country’s most challenging, including 
putting a stop to gender-based 
violence and empowering more 
women to be financially independent. 
“As a society, we need to take 
responsibility,” Babao says, the 
urgency clear in her voice. “We’ve 
got to teach our boys and girls that 
beating your wives and sisters is not 
okay. We have to teach our sons 
to respect women. And we have 
to empower women to look after 
themselves.” Coincidentally, about 
80% of the staff employed by Babao 
at Paddy’s Hotel are women and of 
these, about half happen to be single 
mothers.  
Additionally, Babao hopes to use her 
position to bring more awareness 
to Papua New Guineans who 

are living with disabilities and to 
produce more funding and support 
for hospitals and clinics that lack the 
most basic supplies. She’s already 
had some success in arranging for 
a wheelchair-accessible bus, and is 
working to get more hearing aids 
and advanced prosthetics into the 
country. “I want to be able to get 
them all the equipment they need,” 
she says. “There’s so much to do. 
Hopefully I can tick off some of those 
boxes while I’m here.”
Meeting America’s First Lady 
Michelle Obama in November 
2011 at an event in Hawaii also 
reinforced Babao’s determination to 
do what she can while her husband 
remains in office. “Michelle said, ‘I 
do everything because it gives extra 
media attention to those issues that 
don’t otherwise get seen. That’s the 
First Lady’s job.’ I think too many 
in the past have seen it as a means 
of gaining more for themselves. But 
with Peter and me, after (he won) the 
election and everyone was chanting 
his name, I thought, ‘These people 

really believe in you. You can’t let 
them down.’”
It’s a lot of pressure, being thrust into 
this public role. But Babao carries 
herself with an amazing amount of 
poise, and of course, equal parts 
style.
Two hours later, the jackhammer 
barrage has stopped. Babao hasn’t 
touched her latte, but there’s no need 
for it now. It’s time to get home, start 
dinner and put young Paddy to bed. 
Babao cherishes the quiet moments 
she spends with her family as they 
wind down from the day.
Then tomorrow, the rush will begin 
anew.

A part-time model during her uni years in 
Australia, Lynda – who stands taller than her 
husband at 174cm – prefers a smaller heel as 
“it’s kinder for Peter”

A rare photo of the whole family together: Peter O’Neill in front, with (from  left)
Travis, Loris, Joanne, Brian and Patrick (Paddy) 

Younger sister 
Krystle 
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