4662  Biochemistry 2010, 49, 4662-4671
DOI: 10.1021/b1100320y

BIOCHEMISTRY

including biophysical chemistry & molecular biology

Article

Evidence That Highly Conserved Residues of Transmembrane Segment 6
of Escherichia coli MntH Are Important for Transport Activity'

Heather A. H. Haemig, Patrick J. Moen, and Robert J. Brooker*

Department of Genetics, Cell Biology, and Development, University of Minnesota, 321 Church Street, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455

Received March 3, 2010; Revised Manuscript Received April 28, 2010

ABSTRACT: Nramp (natural resistance-associated macrophage protein) family members have been character-
ized in mammals, yeast, and bacteria as divalent metal ion/H ™" symporters. In previous work, a bioinformatic
approach was used for the identification of residues that are conserved within the Nramp family [Haemig,
H. A., and Brooker, R. J. (2004) J. Membr. Biol. 201 (2),97—107]. On the basis of site-directed mutagenesis of
highly conserved negatively charged residues, a model was proposed for the metal binding site of the
Escherichia colihomologue, MntH. In this study, we have focused on the highly conserved residues, including
two histidines, of transmembrane segment 6 (TMS-6). Multiple mutants were made at the eight conserved
sites (i.e., Gly-205, Ala-206, Met-209, Pro-210, His-211, Leu-215, His-216, and Ser-217) in TMS-6 of E. coli
MntH. Double mutants involving His-211 and His-216 were also created. The results indicate the side chain
volume of these residues is critically important for function. In most cases, only substitutions that are closest
in side chain volume still permit transport. In addition, the K, for metal binding is largely unaffected by
mutations in TMS-6, whereas V., values were decreased in all mutants characterized kinetically. Thus, these
residues do not appear to play a role in metal binding. Instead, they may comprise an important face on TMS-
6 that is critical for protein conformational changes during transport. Also, in contrast to other studies, our
data do not strongly indicate that the conserved histidine residues play a role in the pH regulation of metal

transport.

The first member of the Nramp' family was identified in the
early 1990s as a gene conferring host resistance to a number of
pathogenic microorganisms (2). Since then, members of this
family of divalent metal ion transporters have been shown
to have many important functions in metal ion homeostasis,
including dietary iron uptake (3), recycling of red blood cells (4),
immune response to pathogenic bacteria (5), and virulence of
pathogenic bacteria (6, 7). Nramp family members transport
divalent metal cations such as Fe*™ and Mn** into the cell,
coupled with the movement of hydrogen ions (3). Transporters
that belong to the Nramp family have been identified in organ-
isms ranging from bacteria to humans, with a preference for
transporting iron among eukaryotes and manganese in prokar-
yotic species (3, 7—11).

In bacteria, the physiological role of an Mn>* transporter was
first proposed by Silver et al. in the 1970s (12). In Escherichia coli,
a gene encoding such a manganese transporter, designated mntH,
was first characterized by two independent groups in 2000 (9, 10).
The mntH gene was found to be homologous to mammalian
Nramp genes. However, the gene was named mntH, because the
encoded protein, MntH, was found to transport manganese as its
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preferred substrate (9, 10). Topology analysis of this protein
suggests that there are 11 transmembrane segments (1, 13).

Naturally occurring Nramp mutations in mice and rats
(G185R) are known to inhibit function and thereby lead to
defects in the dietary absorption of iron and the ability to resist
infection by various bacterial pathogens (/4—16). Because of its
expression in macrophages, many researchers have searched for
an association between Nrampl and autoimmune or infectious
diseases. Though more work is necessary, a 5'(GT), promoter
polymorphism has been found in diseases such as rheumatoid
arthritis, multiple sclerosis, and meningococcal meningitis
(reviewed in ref /7). In addition, evidence points to iron’s key
role in the onset, progression, and outcome of bacterial infections
(reviewed in refs /8 and 19), and competition between Nramp
homologues may play an important role in pathogenesis (3).

A few mutagenesis studies of Nramp homologues have
examined the roles of several highly conserved negatively charged
residues in the family (/, 20—23). Of particular interest to our
laboratory is the DPGN motif, which is nearly 100% conserved
across the family and is found in TMS-1. Of 10 mutations to this
region in the E. coli MntH homologue, only one (P35G) still
maintained Mn”" transport levels above background, suggesting
a functionally important role for this motif (/). In addition,
several highly conserved acidic residues are found within trans-
membrane segments 1 and 3. Even conservative substitutions
(i.e., Glu — Asp) of these charged residues (Glu-102, Asp-109,
and Glu-112) resulted in Mn*" transport levels that were < 10%
of the wild-type MntH level or no transport activity for Mn*".
From this work, we proposed a model for the metal binding
site (/). According to this model, the metal binding site includes
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three negatively charged residues (Asp-34, Asp-109, and Glu-
112) and four other nearby residues (Pro-35, Gly-36, Asn-37,
and Gly-115), all of which are 100% conserved in the Nramp
family.

During our sequence comparisons of Nramp family members,
we also found several highly conserved residues in TMS-6,
including two histidine residues. Histidine pairs have often been
cited in the literature as metal binding sites in soluble (24) and
membrane proteins (23, 26). In recent mutagenesis studies of the
conserved histidine residues of TMS-6, the histidine residues
(His-211 and His-216 of E. coli MntH and the analogous residues
in mouse Nramp2) were proposed to play a role in pH regulation
of metal transport (20, 21). However, neither of these studies
examined the six additional highly conserved residues in this
helix. In this study, we have introduced multiple substitutions
of these residues in E. coli MntH TMS-6: Gly-205, Ala-206,
Met-209, Pro-210, Leu-215, and Ser-217. In addition, we have
introduced four substitutions of each histidine (His-211 and His-
216) and created four double mutant proteins for analysis. The
site-directed mutants were then analyzed with regard to their
effects on expression and transport. Mutations affecting the two
conserved histidine residues were also examined with regard to a
possible role in the pH regulation of metal transport.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Reagents. MnCl,, MES [2-(N-morpholino)ethanesulfonic
acid], and TES [N-tris(hydroxymethyl)methyl-2-aminoethanesul-
fonic acid] were purchased from Sigma (St. Louis, MO). **Mn was
purchased from Perkin-Elmer (Boston, MA). Restriction enzymes
and DNA ligase were purchased from New England Biolabs
(Beverly, MA). The QuikChange kit was purchased from Strata-
gene (La Jolla, CA). All remaining reagents were of analytical
grade.

Bacterial Strains and Methods. The relevant genotypes
of the bacterial strains and mutant plasmids are described in
Table 1. Plasmid DNA was purified using the Eppendorf Plasmid
Mini DNA Kit (Westbury, NY). Restriction digests and ligations
were performed according to the manufacturer’s recommenda-
tions. Cell cultures were grown in YT medium (27) supplemented
with chloramphenicol (30 ug/mL).

Site-Directed Mutagenesis. Mutants were created using the
strategies outlined in the QuikChange mutagenesis kit. The entire
mntH coding region was sequenced to confirm each mutation.
The mutations are listed in Table 1.

Mn’" Transport Assays. Cells were grown at 37 °C with
shaking to midlog phase in YT medium supplemented with
15 ug/mL chloramphenicol and 0.25 mM isopropyl 1-thio-f3-p-
galactopyranoside. The cells were pelleted by centrifugation at
5000g for 5 min, and the resulting pellet was washed in 50 mM
MES buffer (pH 6.0) and then resuspended in the same buffer ata
concentration of approximately 0.5 mg of protein/mL. The cells
were then diluted 100-fold in the same buffer and equilibrated at
37 °C for 5—10 min before **MnCl, (5 uCi/mL) was added.
Aliquots of 200 uL were removed at appropriate time points, and
the cells were captured on 0.45 um Metricel membranes (Gelman
Sciences, Inc., Ann Arbor, MI). The cells were then washed with
5—10 mL of'ice-cold 50 mM MES buffer by rapid filtration. The
filter with the cells was then placed in liquid scintillation fluid and
counted using a Beckman LS1801 liquid scintillation counter.
Channels 401—945 were used to detect photons derived from
y-radiation of **Mn**.
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Table 1: Bacterial Strains and Plasmids

strain relevant characteristics ref

MM2115 strain MM 1925 [E. coli K12 wild-type 10
F~/lambda™ /IN(rrnD-rrnE)] with a

kan® insertion in the mntH gene

plasmid description ref
pSU2718  hybrid pACYCI184/pUCI18 cloning vector with a 28
chloramphenicol resistance marker and /ac promoter
p6HMntH pSU2718, with the wild-type mntH gene under the 1
control of the /ac promoter and a six-histidine tag
located at the amino terminus of MntH
protein expression
mutation? codon change (% of wild-type)”
G205A GGG to GCC 102.0+ 11
G205P GGG to CCG 99.8 £2
A206G GCG to GGC 87.3+4
A206L GCG to CTG 80.1+5
M2091 ATG to ATC 87.2+9
M209K ATG to AAA 80.6+12
P210A CCG to GCC 81.8+11
P210G CCG to GGG 718 £6
P210Q CCG to CAA 71.7+£5
H211A CAT to GCT 61.0£8
H211C CAT to TGT 67.7+£12
H211Q CAT to CAG 82.1+7
H211R CAT to CGC 80.0+ 11
L215A TTG to GCG 88.3+7
L2151 TTG to ATC 74.0£28
L215V TTG to GTC 80.7+12
H216A CAC to GCC 86.3£10
H216C CAC to TGC 82.3+9
H216Q CAC to CAG 93.8+9
H216R CAC to CGG 81.8 £2
S217A TCC to GCG 84.1+6
S217Q TCC to CAG 792+1
S217T TCC to ACG 77.2 46
S217Y TCC to TAT 75442
H211A/H216A see the single mutant 90.7£ 10
H211C/H216C see the single mutant 85.8 £ 44
H211Q/H216Q see the single mutant 81.1436
H211R/H216R see the single mutant 78.5+31

“The designated mutations were made using plasmid p6HMntH as the
starting material. “Expression levels were measured in strain MM2115
containing the plasmid with the wild-type 6 HmntH gene or a 6 Hmnt H gene
with the designated mutation as described in Materials and Methods.

Asanegative control, strain MM2115/pSU2718, which lacks a
functional mntH gene, was also subjected to Mn”" transport
assays (10, 28). The background values from the MM2115/
pSU2718 strain were subtracted from the values obtained from
the strains carrying the wild-type or mutant 6 HmntH genes. For
the experiments depicted in Figures 4 and 5, a 50 mM MES buffer
was also used and the pH was adjusted to 5.0, 5.5, 6.0, or 6.5.

Membrane Isolation and Western Blot Analysis. Ten
milliliters of midlog cells grown as they were for transport assays
were harvested by centrifugation (5000¢ for 10 min). The pel-
let was resuspended in cell lysis buffer [S0 mM TES (pH 8.0),
100 mM NaCl, 5 mM f-mercaptoethanol, 0.1 mg/mL TPCK,
0.7 ug/mL pepstatin, and 25 ug/mL PMSF] and quickly frozen in
liquid nitrogen and thawed three times. The cell suspension was
then sonicated three times for 20 s each. The membrane fraction
was harvested by ultracentrifugation (45000 rpm for 45 min),
and the pellet was resuspended in 200 uL of extraction buffer
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FIGURE 1: Secondary structure topology model of the E. col/i Nramp homologue, MntH. Conserved residues mutated in this study are shown with

darkened circles. This model was generated as previously described (/).

[50 mM TES (pH 8.0), 100 mM NaCl, 250 mM imidazole, 20%
glycerol, 5 mM f-mercaptoethanol, and 0.05% lauryl maltoside].
Protein concentrations were determined using a modified Brad-
ford assay (Bio-Rad). Samples of protein (50 ug) were subjected
to SDS—polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis, and Western blot
analysis was performed using the method of Sambrook et al. (29).
The primary polyclonal antibody recognizes the RGS-6H tag
(Qiagen). The secondary antibody, goat anti-mouse conjugated
to alkaline phosphatase, was purchased from Sigma. The Wes-
tern blot was then scanned using a Molecular Dynamics laser
densitometer and analyzed by comparison to wild-type values for
the same preparation and Western blot. As shown in Table 1, the
values for each mutant are reported as a percentage of wild-type
6HMntH averaged from three separate preparations.

Kinetic Calculations. For all mutant strains tested, apparent
K,y and Vi, values for **Mn®* transport were determined by
observation of initial linear rates of transport at five external
manganese concentrations (final Mn?* concentrations of 0.1, 0.2,
0.3,0.5,and 1.0 uM). A minimum of six transport measurements
at each of the five concentrations were taken for all of the mutant
strains. For the wild-type strains (pMntH and p6HMntH), the
data were linear to 60 s. For wild-type and mutant strains with
high activity, 30 and 60 s data points were taken in triplicate in
three independent experiments. Thus, the data at each Mn*"
concentration were based on 18 data points. Certain mutants
with lower levels of transport exhibited linear uptake for longer
time periods, so kinetic measurements in these cases included
data at 3 min in addition to the 30 and 60 s data points. Because
the pH is constant, the transport velocity follows Michaelis—
Menten kinetics with respect to **Mn>" concentration (30).
Initial estimates of K., were made using final Mn>" concentra-
tions of 0.2, 0.5, 1, 2.5, and 5.0 uM, and the concentrations of
Mn”" used were readjusted to be 3-fold above and below the
estimated K, value. Results were calculated by an analysis of a

plot of v versus [S] using the graphic analysis program Excel
(Microsoft). Data from three independent runs (each conducted
in triplicate) were averaged to give a value for the apparent K,
and V. £ the standard error of the mean.

RESULTS

Identification of Conserved Residues in TMS-6. Our
proposed secondary structural model for E. coli MntH is shown
in Figure 1 (/). This model agrees with the proposed topology
from another study (/7). Conserved residues of TMS-6 were
determined as previously described for the conserved acidic
residues of the Nramp family (/). The most highly conserved
residues in TMS-6 were Gly-205, Ala-206, Met-209, Pro-210,
His-211, Leu-215, His-216, and Ser-217. These residues are
indicated by a darkened circle in Figure 1. On the basis of a
BLAST search, all of these residues, except Leu-219, were 100%
conserved among the top 100 homologues in the nonredun-
dant database. (One homologue had Leu-219 changed to a
methionine.) Such a high level of conservation is consistent with
an important role of these residues with regard to structure and/
or function.

Mutagenesis of Conserved Histidine Residues. Because
MntH is an H"/Mn>" symporter, it is reasonable to postulate
that the two highly conserved histidine residues might play a role
in the binding of Mn*" and/or H'. To investigate this possibility,
the conserved histidine residues (His-211 and His-216) were first
changed to nonionizable residues of a similar size (i.e., histidine to
glutamine). The histidines were also changed to a residue with
a smaller side chain (alanine) and a larger ionizable residue
(arginine). In some metal binding proteins, cysteine residues have
been shown to substitute in metal binding for histidines (3/—34),
so the histidine residues were also changed to cysteine. The codon
changes are described in Table 1. As seen in this table, the
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FIGURE 2: Transport characterization of wild-type and histidine mutants. The transport of **Mn*" was assessed at an external concentration of

0.3 uM at 37 °C as described in Materials and Methods.
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FIGURE 3: Transport characterization of wild-type MntH and double histidine MntH mutants. The transport of >*Mn>" was assessed at an
external concentration of 0.3 uM at 37 °C as described in Materials and Methods.

mutants were expressed at moderate to normal levels relative to
the wild-type level.

Paired histidine residues have been reported to coordinate
metals (24—26) . To determine if metal transport could occur in
the absence of these two highly conserved histidine residues,
double mutations were also created. Each histidine was mutated
to the same residue (e.g., H211Q/H216Q) via a second round of
mutagenesis using a His-211 mutant as the template (see Table 1).
Each double mutant was expressed at moderate to normal levels.

Transport Characterization of Wild-Type, His-211
Mutant, and His-216 Mutant Strains. The mutant strains
were initially tested for **Mn>" uptake at 0.3 «M, which is the K,
value for the wild-type strain (/). Figure 2 shows the transport
levels of the mutants involving the conserved histidine residues
(positions 211 and 216). The H211Q strain transported Mn*" to
levels near 90% of that of the wild-type strain, whereas the
H216Q strain transported it to levels roughly two-thirds of that of
the wild-type strain. In addition, a few other mutants transported
Mn>" at detectable rates, but at a rate less than 25% of the wild-
type rate. These included H211A, H216A, H211C, and H216C.

The remaining mutants (H211R and H216R) exhibited transport
rates that were indistinguishable from the background levels of
transport seen in the knockout strain.

Because alteration of just one of the two histidine residues still
showed significant Mn" transport, it was of interest to assess the
effect of a double histidine mutation in TMS-6. Therefore, both
His-211 and His-216 were mutated to the same residue (e.g.,
H211Q/H216Q), and each of the four double mutants was tested
for Mn** uptake. Three of the double mutants exhibited trans-
port of Mn”" indistinguishable from the background, but the
H211Q/H216Q double mutant still transported Mn*" at very low
levels but reliably above the background (Figure 3).

To further investigate the importance of the histidine residues
in TMS-6, the mutants with measurable levels of transport
were examined with regard to the kinetics of **Mn*" uptake.
These results are presented in Table 2. The H211Q strain had
a moderately high V., value and a K, value that was not
significantly different from that of the wild-type strain. Thus, it
appears that His-211 is not critical for cation binding or trans-
port. By comparison, the other mutants tested showed V..
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Table 2: Kinetic Characterization of the Wild Type and Substitutions of
the Conserved Histidine Residues

apparent apparent Viy,." + SEM
strain K, £ SEM (uM) (nmol mg™' min~")
6HMntH (wild type) 0.3+0.1 192+72
H211A 0.3+0.1 4.1£0.1
H211C 0.3+0.1 2.6+0.7
H211Q 0.24+0.1 8.1+0.8
H216A 0.2+0.0 1.7+£0.2
H216C 0.7+0.1 34400

“Kinetics measurements were taken as described in Materials and
Methods.

values that were less than 25% of that of the wild-type strain.
All mutant strains tested (H211A, H211C, and H216A), except
H216C, had K, values similar to that of the wild type. The
H216C strain had a slightly elevated K,, of 0.7 uM. It is possible
that having a cysteine side chain in this position affected the
overall tertiary structure of MntH, lowering the affinity for Mn*"
in the metal binding site. Additional supporting evidence for a
disruption in overall structure by the cysteine substitution rather
than direct interference with the metal binding site is shown by
H216A having a K, similar to that of the wild type.

A study from the Gros laboratory indicated that the two
conserved histidines (His-267 and His-272) in mammalian
Nramp2 play a role in the pH regulation of metal transport
function. It was found that alanine and cysteine substitutions,
which had low activity at pH 6.0, were substantially rescued by
lowering the pH (20). To determine if the homologous conserved
histidine residues in the MntH protein from E. coli also played
such a role, we examined the transport of two single mutants,
H211Q and H216Q, and the corresponding double mutant at pH
5.0, 5.5, 6.0, and 6.5 (Figures 4 and 5). With regard to position
211, there was an increase in transport function from pH 6.5 to
5.0. However, the degree of change was not as dramatic as that
seen in the mammalian protein in which transport function was
very low at pH 6.0 and 6.5 (see ref 20). For position 216, transport
function changed in the opposite direction with the highest
activity, relative to the wild-type strain, observed at pH 6.5.

Mutagenesis of Other Conserved Residues along TMS-6.
Certain residues surrounding the histidine pair (Gly-205, Ala-
206, Met-209, Pro-210, Leu-215, and Ser-217) are also highly
conserved throughout the Nramp family. To investigate their role
in structure and function, each was changed to a variety of other
residues, some substitutions preserving size of the side chain (i.e.,
Leu to Ile) and other substitutions changing the side chain size or
chemistry (i.e., Met to Lys or Ser to Tyr). All mutations made to
these sites are listed in Table 1. All mutations were expressed at
moderate to normal levels compared to the level of wild-type
expression.

Transport Characterization of Mutants Surrounding the
Histidine Pair. The mutants at positions 205, 206, 209, 210, 215,
and 217 were tested for Mn*" transport at 0.3 uM Mn*" (see
Figures 6 and 7). Mutation of Gly-205 to Ala showed low levels
of transport, whereas a mutation to Pro was completely defective.
It should be noted that for all mutants not showing transport
activity during the initial testing, further transport experiments
were extended to 10 min to confirm the lack of Mn?" transport
activity. Preserving a smaller side chain volume as in the case of
the A206G mutation caused a 50% decrease in transport activity,
while substitution of a larger residue, leucine, abolished transport

Haemig et al.

activity. Substitution of neither Ile nor Lys for Met-209 showed
transport activity, despite the similar side chain volumes of
Met and Ile. Interestingly, mutation of Pro-210 to Gln or Ala
decreased transport activity to 25% of wild-type activity, but
mutation to a Gly abolished transport. Glycine has a smaller side
chain volume than proline, but in our previous mutagenesis of
Pro-37, substitution of a glycine was the only mutation in which
transport activity was still observed (/).

Histidine 216 is flanked by two highly conserved residues, Leu-
215 and Ser-217. A number of mutations were made to each of
these residues, and the results are shown in Figure 7. Only the
substitution of Ile to Leu still showed transport, albeit at low
levels at 10 min, whereas changing the Leu to Ala or Val
abolished transport. Of the four substitutions made to Ser-217,
only S217T and S217A mutations had measurable levels of
transport. Transport was abolished in the S217Q and S217Y
mutants. Serine, threonine, and tyrosine all have similar side
chain chemistry with a hydroxyl group, but serine and threonine
are more similar in side chain volume, suggesting that preserving
side chain volume is important to function at this position.
Alanine is also fairly similar in side chain volume to serine,
whereas glutamine is much larger.

Kinetic analyses were performed on selected mutants (Table 3).
G205A had a much lower V., than wild-type MntH and a
slightly elevated K, of 0.7 uM. An indirect effect on metal
binding is a probable cause of the elevated K, considering the
periplasmic end of TMS-6 may be positioned relatively close to
the proposed binding site in the periplasmic ends of TMS-1-3.
Mutation of glycine, a fairly small residue, to a slightly larger
alanine may perturb the tertiary structure required for metal ion
binding. Mutation of Gly-205 to an even larger residue, Pro,
completely abolished transport. Kinetic measurements of P210A
and P210Q were almost identical to each other, having a K,
similar to the wild-type value and a V., that was approximately
20% of the wild-type MntH value. L2151, S217A, and S217T
strains also all had K, values similar to that of the wild type and
Vmax Values much lower than that of the wild type: 1.3, 4.3, and
4.3 nmol mg ™" min~", respectively.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we investigated the role of two conserved
histidine residues, His-211 and His-216, in E. coli MntH. In
other proteins, histidine residues have been shown to play critical
roles in transporter function. In transport proteins that transport
or sense hydrogen ions, histidines may be directly involved in H™
recognition (33, 36). Histidine residues have also been implicated
in pH-dependent regulation or modulation of a number of trans-
port and channel proteins. For example, a single histidine residue
determines the pH sensitivity of the cardiac and neuronal
channel, HCN2 (37). Also, a single histidine is important for
the pH regulation of the cardiac gap-junction protein con-
nexin (38). In addition, histidines within proteins are capable of
forming intra- and intermolecular hydrogen bonds.

Other roles for histidine residues include substrate recognition
and the interaction of helices during conformational changes. In
the EAACI transporter (a glutamate/H" symporter), a single
histidine residue (His-295) was hypothesized to be the proton
acceptor because mutation of this residue to Arg, Thr, and Asn
led to a nonfunctional protein (39). However, a more recent study
examined the effects of additional substitutions of His-295 via
changes of this residue to Cys and Gln and revisitation of the
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FIGURE 4: Transport characterization of the wild type and H211Q and H216Q mutants at pH 5.0—6.5. The transport of >*Mn>" was assessed
at an external concentration of 0.3 uM at 37 °C as described in Materials and Methods.

H295N mutation. H295N and H295C can still bind glutamate
and H" even though the protein has little to no transport

activity (40). Interestingly, substitution with glutamine main-
tained transport levels indistinguishable from the wild-type level.
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This suggested that His-295 is not protonated at physiological
pH and does not contribute to proton transport. It appears that
the side chain volume and/or length of His-295 is important
for preserving the overall protein structure or conformational
changes that occur during transport. In addition, Gln can substi-
tute for the NH (&) group of the histidine ring, acting as a
hydrogen bond donor (41). His-295 may act as a hydrogen donor
to an unidentified acceptor, and this interaction may be critical
for function. This would explain the ability of Gln to substitute
for His without affecting protein function.

The conserved histidine residues mutated in our study have
also been investigated in the mouse Nramp2 homologue. The
Gros laboratory examined the effects of mutating the histidine
pair in TMS-6 (20). His-267 (equivalent to E. coli His-211) and
His-272 (E. coli His-216) were each changed to alanine, cysteine,
and arginine, and double mutants were also created. They found
all mutants except H267C/H272C to be stably expressed in the
membrane when expressed in a yeast double mutant (smf1/smf2)
strain and when transfected into CHO cells. Each mutation
was tested for Fe*" and Co®" (pH 6.0) transport in CHO cells.
H267A, H267R, H272R, H267A/H272A, and H267R/H272R

were all inactive for transport in both cases. Only H267A and
H272C had significant transport activity compared to wild-type
Nramp2. When the pH of the assay was lowered to 5.0, wild-type
Nramp2 maintained the same level of transport activity for Fe*"
and Co*" but H267A, H267C, and H272C exhibited increased
transport activity at the lower pH, whereas H272A and H267A/
H272A, which had been inactive at pH 6.0, were rescued at lower
pH levels. They also made the observation that His-267 was more
sensitive to mutation than His-272. The authors suggested that
the histidine pair may be involved in the pH regulation of
transport. In another study, Mackenzie et al. monitored metal
ion uptake, currents, and intracellular pH in the wild type
and histidine mutants of rat Nramp2 expressed in Xenopus
oocytes (42). They concluded that His-272 (equivalent to His-
216 in E. coli MntH) is critical for coupling of metal ion transport
to H" transport. Mutation of His-272 to alanine or arginine
disrupted the coupling observed in wild-type Nramp2.

With regard to MntH in E. coli, Chaloupka et al. mutated
both of the histidine residues (His-211 and His-216) in E. coli
MntH (21). Several different single mutations were introduced
(H211Y, H211A, H216A, and H216R), but no double mutants
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FIGURE 7: **Mn*" uptake in 6-His wild-type and mutant strains that have alterations to conserved residues: Leu-215 and Ser-217. The transport
of *Mn?* was assessed at an external concentration of 0.3 M at 37 °C as described in Materials and Methods.

were introduced. The tyrosine mutation was chosen on the basis
of the results of their evolutionary analysis of the Nramp family.
Tyrosine is the most prevalent substitution for His-211 in the
phylogenetic outgroup. In terms of size and hydrophobicity, it is
a conservative substitution, but tyrosine exposes an acidic proton
instead of the basic imidazole group of histidine. Sensitivity to
metals was reduced in H211Y, and no transport was detected
with Mn*", although cotransport of Cd*" and H' was detected
at low levels. H211A preserved metal sensitivity (but was not as
sensitive as the wild type) and demonstrated transport of H™ and
Cd*", Fe**, and Mn*>" at pH 4.7. The authors concluded that
His-211 is structurally and functionally important. However, it
was not found to be essential because some activity was main-
tained with both mutations to His-211. Mutation of His-216 to
Ala preserved the transport activity of metal ions and H', but
changing this residue to Arg abolished transport activity. H211A
was observed to be less sensitive to mutation than H216A, which
is the opposite of what was observed with mouse Nramp2 (20). In
a more recent study, a H211Y mutant in MntH was shown to
have an elevated K, value and negligible transport at pH 7.5,
indicating that position 211 may be important for both metal
binding and pH dependence (23).

However, our results indicate that His-211 and His-216 do not
play a critical role in metal binding. Substitutions at these sites
had K, values that were similar to that of the wild-type strain (see
Table 3). Also, our results do not suggest a major role of His-211
or His-216 with regard to pH regulation of metal transport. At
position 211, the H211Q mutant exhibited a modest increase in
transport function from pH 6.5 to 5.0. However, the degree of
change was not as dramatic as that seen in the mammalian
protein in which the transport function activity of certain
mutants was very low at pH 6.0 and 6.5 (see ref 20). For the
H216Q mutant, transport function changed in the opposite
direction with the highest activity, relative to the wild-type strain,
observed at pH 6.5. Taken together, our results do not strongly
support a role of the conserved histidine residues with regard to

Table 3: Kinetic Characterization of the Wild Type and Substitutions of
the Other Conserved Residues

apparent apparent Vp.“ £ SEM
strain Kn' = SEM (uM) (nmol mg~ " min~")
6HMntH (wild type) 0.3+0.1 192472
G205A 0.7+0.2 3.6+0.3
P210A 0.3+0.1 26+£03
P210Q 0.3+0.1 3.9+09
L2151 0.2+0.0 1.3+£0.3
S217A 0.3+0.1 43+1.4
S217T 0.1£0.0 43+0.1

“Kinetics measurements were taken as described in Materials and
Methods.

pH regulation of the transporter. Instead, the effects of side chain
volume changes are consistent with a role in conformational
changes associated with transport. The glutamine substitutions
had the highest levels of transport, and this residue is the closest in
side chain volume to histidine. Arginine is a larger side chain than
histidine, and the increase in size in these positions (211 and 216)
abolished Mn*" transport. Likewise, cysteine and alanine are
smaller, and replacing His-211 or His-216 with this residue
decreased transport activity.

Similarly, the other conserved residues (G205, A206, M209,
P210, L215, and S217) seem to be important for transport
function but do not seem to be directly involved in metal binding.
In all cases, mutations at these sites had apparent K,,, values that
were similar to that of the wild-type strain but V,,,,, values that
were substantially reduced. Those substitutions with side chain
volumes most similar to that of the wild-type residue tended to
have the highest activities.

Translocation of substrates by secondary active transporters
requires conformational changes that promote conversion be-
tween an outwardly accessible and an inwardly accessible sub-
strate binding site (43, 44). Crystal structures of other secondary
active transporters show that the helices surround a central cavity
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perpendicular to the plane of the membrane and a pseudo-2-fold
symmetry is observed in the folding of the helices into their
tertiary structure (45—48). In the case of the glycerol 3-phosphate
transporter from E. coli, each half of the protein forms two
3-helix bundles (46). This arrangement has been observed with
other membrane transport proteins. A “rocker-switch” type of
motion of transmembrane helices during substrate transport has
been proposed on the basis of modeling with the crystal structure
for the glycerol 3-phosphate transporter and other transporters
with determined crystal structures (46—48). At the interface
between the two “halves” of the protein, the periplasmic ends
of the helices would separate as their cytoplasmic ends come
together. Movements of the helices and their side chains are
necessary for this rocker-switch motion to occur.

The conserved residues identified in this study could poten-
tially lie on a face or faces of TMS-6 in MntH and be
indispensable for function without playing a specific role in
Mn”" or H" binding. This idea could be further tested by directly
measuring the binding of Mn>" to the wild-type or mutant
proteins. If mutations in TMS-6 that inhibit transport do not
have a direct effect on metal binding, such an observation would
be consistent with their role in conformational changes.

Critically important faces of transmembrane helices have been
identified in the lactose permease prior to the availability of a
crystal structure. Site-directed muutagenesis studies of loop 2/3
and TMS-2 of lactose permease suggested that the topology of
TMS-2 is important for the function and stability of the lactose
permease (49—52). A similar observation was made with regard
to loop 8/9 and TMS-8 of the lactose permease, suggesting
structural symmetry between the two halves of the protein
before the symmetry was confirmed by crystallography studies
(53—57). In TMS-8 of lactose permease, mutations along one
face have detrimental effects on the initial rate of lactose
transport and the maximal velocity of transport without signi-
ficantly affecting the apparent K, values for lactose binding
when the mutation alters the side chain volume of the residues
(53). Likewise, in our study, the effects of mutating conserved
residues along TMS-6 could be interpreted as having a negative
impact on a conformationally sensitive interface in MntH.
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