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A powerful tornado swept in without warning today, damaging or destroying more than half the buildings in this city's historic district, killing at least three people in a nearby suburban mall and injuring 150 or more.

The police said two people were still missing as of 11:45 P.M.

Officials said the tornado had also touched down at the Southpark shopping mall in Colonial Heights, just outside city limits, where it cut a swath through a Wal-Mart store from front to back.

Two female clerks were killed in the store, the authorities said. A man died of chest trauma five hours later at a Richmond hospital, a hospital spokesman said.
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Petersburg's historic district includes blacksmiths, a foundry and other shops staffed and equipped in the style of the mid-19th century. The district draws tourists to this economically depressed city, about 25 miles south of Richmond.

Warehouses that had been converted into fashionable stores and apartments were ripped open by the winds, spilling bricks and mortar into the street. More than half the buildings in the historic district's nine square blocks were damaged or destroyed, and the tornado did a comparable amount of damage across the river.

More than half of the 250 families and almost all of the dozens of businesses in the two neighborhoods suffered property damage, said Valerie A. Lemmie, the city manager.

Local officials estimated that the tornado, which descended from a heavy thunderstorm about 1:30 this afternoon, had caused $10 million worth of damage in Petersburg.

The National Weather Service did not issue a tornado warning until almost five minutes after the twister had touched down.

Virginia's Secretary of Public Safety, O. Randolph Rillins, said, "The time the people in the store had to do something after the funnel sighting was 20 seconds."

A tornado also damaged two airplanes at Langley Air Force Base, about 50 miles from the city, he added. 'Everything Started Collapsing'

A witness at the shopping center, Mike Johnson, said he had just driven into the parking lot when "everything started collapsing." He said he had helped rescue three people.

Doctors and hearses were summoned to a triage center in the mall parking lot, and 119 people were taken from the mall to hospitals, the authorities said.

At 7 P.M., hearses arrived at the Wal-Mart store to begin removing the bodies from the rubble, where rescuers had marked their locations with fishing poles from the store's stock.

Shannon E. Boykin, 21, a Wal-Mart cashier, said that when the tornado hit, customers who had been waiting at the front of the store for the rain to stop had run back into the store, screaming. "I dived under a snack-bar table and covered my face," she said. "Glass shattered, and the whole store came tumbling down. I felt wind and glass rushing by me."

Capt. Larry L. Williams of the Colonial Heights Police Department said many shoppers had rushed to the front of the store, where the damage was worse. He said that half of the Wal-Mart and a neighboring Kmart had been destroyed and that the winds had ripped a roof off 10 businesses in a nearby shopping center. Gravel Hurled Like Bullets

Captain Williams said, "Gravel was picked up and hurled like machine-gun bullets."

About 200 rescuers worked at the shopping center until late at night.

Dianna Vick, a medic for Prince George County, said victims had rushed from the Wal-Mart with bloody faces and broken arms. Ms. Vick said several people had been rescued from under rubble. "I was working on one, and someone else would scream, 'Over here, over here!' " she said. She used men's underwear from the store to bandage one woman's back.

Gov. L. Douglas Wilder hitched a ride to Colonial Heights, about 20 miles south of Richmond, on a helicopter being used to transport victims.

"It's devastation," the Governor said in a store parking lot. "The one thing that comes to mind is the awesomeness of nature."

Mr. Wilder mobilized the National Guard, and the Army said it had sent at least three helicopters to help with medical evacuations. Wall of Wind and Water

One-third of the front of the Wal-Mart was blown backward, taking about two-thirds of the back of the store with it. Girders, insulation and walls hung disjointedly as dogs searched the store for more victims.

As the twister crossed the James River to the north of Colonial Heights, it threw up a wall of wind and water that overturned two tractor-trailers on the Interstate 295 bridge spanning the river, the authorities said. A third truck collided with the first two, and two smaller trucks were flipped over by the wind. Five people were hurt in the collisions, said Sgt. Robert A. Johnson of the state police.

Northeast of Petersburg, in Hopewell, a 15- to 20-block area was heavily damaged about 2:45 P.M., said Bob Brown, the city's emergency services coordinator. He said that 50 to 100 people had been evacuated to the Hopewell Community Center and that he was not aware of any injuries.

"It's taken a lot of roofs off, and a lot of trees are across apartments," Mr. Brown said.

Petersburg's city manager, Ms. Lemmie, summoned National Guard infantry units tonight to guard the area against looting, and she asked the Guard's engineering staff to begin assessing the safety of buildings.

Photo: Emergency workers carrying a victim in Petersburg, Va., after a tornado swept through the city yesterday. (Associated Press) Map of Virgina showing location of Petersburg.
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