	





	 


	
	

	U.S. Suffers Major Iraq Attack, 22 Killed
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By Maher al-Thanoon 

MOSUL, Iraq (Reuters) - A guerrilla attack on a tented dining hall at a U.S. base in Iraq killed 15 U.S. soldiers and seven other people in one of the deadliest strikes on U.S. forces since last year's war to oust Saddam Hussein. 

U.S. officials initially said a number of rocket and mortar rounds were fired at the base in the northern city of Mosul on Tuesday, but a militant group claimed a suicide bomber was behind the attack, in which 66 people were wounded. 

"A suicide bomber has not been ruled out," a U.S. Army official said later in Washington. 

Giving the latest casualty update, a U.S. military spokesman in Baghdad said 15 U.S. soldiers, five U.S. civilians and contractors and two Iraqi security force members were killed. Forty-two of the wounded were U.S. military personnel, he said. 

"We send our heartfelt condolences to the loved ones who suffered today. We just want them to know that the mission is a vital mission for peace," said President Bush, who warned on Monday guerrilla bombers were taking a toll. 

"I'm confident democracy will prevail in Iraq. I know a free Iraq will lead to a more peaceful world," said Bush, who paid a Christmas visit to families of wounded soldiers as a poll showed most Americans now believed the war was not worth fighting. 

The attack was a reminder of the threat guerrillas pose, six weeks after U.S. troops stormed Falluja to quell a Sunni Arab insurgency before Iraq holds national elections on Jan. 30. 

HUNT FOR GUERRILLAS 

Mosul residents said U.S. forces sealed off large parts of the city on Wednesday, including all bridges crossing the Tigris river, and were conducting raids in a hunt for clues as to who was responsible for the attack. 

"It was a tragic event, but it will not deter us from our mission," said Sergeant Steve Valley, a U.S. spokesman in Baghdad. "We're all here with the same purpose of ridding this country of these armed thugs and building a democracy." 

The worst single U.S. military death toll since the war was 17 in a twin helicopter crash in Mosul late last year. 

The Mosul attack occurred as Bush's main Iraq ally, British Prime Minister Tony Blair, made a surprise visit to Baghdad, vowing guerrillas would lose and the elections go ahead on time. 

The attack took place when U.S. soldiers at Forward Operating Base Marez, a huge camp built round the city's airfield, were sitting down to lunch four days before Christmas in a vast tented hall made of canvas and metal. 

"A fireball enveloped the top of the tent, and pellet-sized shrapnel sprayed into the men," wrote witness Jeremy Redmon, a journalist for the U.S. Richmond Times-Dispatch newspaper. 

"Amid the screaming and thick smoke that followed, quick-thinking soldiers turned their lunch tables upside down, placed the wounded on them and gently carried them into the parking lot." 

TROUBLED MOSUL 

Mosul, an ethnically mixed city of Arabs and Kurds, was seen as a U.S. success story until last month when guerrillas routed the U.S.-trained police as U.S. troops were concentrating on storming Falluja, west of Baghdad. Mosul has seen near anarchy since; possibly hundreds have been killed, most of them Iraqis. 

U.S. commanders say Jordanian al Qaeda ally Abu Musab al-Zarqawi probably fled Falluja before the U.S. offensive and may have shifted his base to Mosul, Iraq's third city. 

Iraqi militant group Ansar al-Sunna, a known force in the 18-month insurgency, said a suicide bomber was behind the blast. 

Blair, who has twice visited calmer southern Iraq but never seen Baghdad, flew in to meet Iraqi Prime Minister Iyad Allawi in the city's Green Zone compound, which houses the Iraqi government and U.S. military. He arrived under tight security. 

Hailing Iraq's election workers as "heroes," Blair launched a passionate defense of the battle against the guerrillas as vital for Britain's security and Iraqis' freedom. 

"Here are people who are risking their lives every day in order to make sure that the people of Iraq get a chance to decide their own destiny," Blair told a news conference after meeting Election Commission chiefs running Iraq's Jan. 30 poll. 

Three Commission employees were killed in Baghdad on Sunday. 

Blair, who later met British troops in Basra, and Allawi portrayed the fight against insurgents in Iraq, most of whom are Saddam loyalists or Sunni Muslim militants, as part of the U.S. administration's war on terrorism launched after Sept. 11, 2001. 

Two French journalists, held hostage for four months were freed, ending a saga that had embarrassed the Paris government. 

French Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin told parliament the two journalists would be home for Christmas: "I have the profound joy of announcing that Christian Chesnot and Georges Malbrunot have been freed." 

A military plane was due to arrive in Baghdad from Paris to take them home to their families. 

(Additional reporting by Alastair Macdonald and Luke Baker in Baghdad, Will Dunham in Washington, Andrew Cawthorne and Peter Graff in London, and Jon Boyle in Paris) 
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