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Synthesis of 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane-1,4-dicarboxylic acid,
a rigid non-chiral analogue of 2-aminoadipic acid
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Abstract—A non-chiral, rigid 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane-1,4-dicarboxylic acid, an analogue of 2-aminoadipic acid, has been synthe-
sized in six steps from dimethyl-meso-2,5-dibromohexanedioate in 28% total yield. A key step in the synthesis is double alkylation of
a dimethyl pyrrolidine-2,5-dicarboxylate by 1-bromo-2-chloroethane.
� 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
In recent years, conformationally restricted molecules
have received much attention. One of the reasons for
this is the fact that they have been successfully used in
medicinal chemistry as building blocks for drug design.1

As part of our program aimed at the synthesis and
application of conformationally restricted amino acids2

we synthesized and characterized compound 1, a rigid
analogue of (2R)-aminoadipic acid 2, a selective competi-
tive NMDA glutamate receptor antagonist.3 Compound
1 is also a rigid analogue of naturally occurring trans-5-
carboxy-LL-proline (3) isolated from Schizymenia dubyi.4

This fact strengthened our interest in the synthesis,
which we report in this Letter.
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As illustrated in Scheme 1, the synthesis started from
easily available dimethyl-meso-2,5-dibromohexanedio-
ate 4.5 Reaction of 4 with benzylamine in refluxing tol-
uene/water mixture using K2CO3 as a base for 30 h
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proceeded smoothly affording a mixture of correspond-
ing cis- and trans-pyrrolidines (3/1). The diastereoiso-
mers were separated by flash chromatography; the
pure cis-isomer 5 being isolated in 71% yield.6 It was
planned to construct the bicyclic skeleton through an
alkylation of the corresponding bis-enolate with 1-bro-
mo-2-chloroethane, as has been described for the syn-
thesis of an analogous carbocyclic skeleton.7 However,
despite much effort, we failed to obtain azabicyclic com-
pound 6 directly from 5 via bis-alkylation. Moreover, all
our attempts at the monoalkylation of 5 were only
partly successful. A best yield of only 6% of the desired
a-(2-chloroethyl)pyrrolidine 7 was achieved. While try-
ing to improve the yield of 7, it became evident that
an N-protecting group other than benzyl had to be used.
We thus shifted our attention to the Cbz-protected
derivative 8, which was described recently.8

Hydrogenation of the disubstituted pyrrolidine 5 using
10% palladium on charcoal as the catalyst followed by
reaction with Cbz-Cl furnished the corresponding ure-
thane 8 in 96% overall yield. In contrast to 5, treating
8 with 1.15 equiv of LDA at �78 �C for 2 h and subse-
quent addition of 1.5 equiv of 1-bromo-2-chloroethane
generated 9 as a single stereoisomer in 64% yield. The
presence of HMPA (5 equiv) in the reaction mixture
was found to be crucial, otherwise the yield was only
5–10%. The relative configuration of the stereogenic
centers in 9 was not determined as these were lost in
the next step of the synthesis.

Intramolecular alkylation of 9 to produce the key inter-
mediate 10 was next explored. Although the construction
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Scheme 1. Reagents and conditions: (a) PhCH2NH2, K2CO3, toluene/water, reflux, 30 h; (b) (i) 1.15 equiv LDA, 5 equiv HMPA, THF, �78 �C, 2 h;
(ii) 1.5 equiv BrCH2CH2Cl, �78 �C!rt, overnight; (c) (i) H2, Pd/C, 40 �C, 48 h; (ii) 1.1 Cbz-Cl, K2CO3, water, rt, overnight; (d) (i) 1.15 equiv LDA,
5 equiv HMPA, THF, �78 �C, 2 h; (ii) 1.5 equiv BrCH2CH2Cl, �78 �C!rt, overnight; (e) 1.3 equiv LDA, 5 equiv HMPA, THF (i) �78 �C, 2 h; (ii)
�78 �C!rt, overnight; (f) 3 N HCl, reflux, 12 h.
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of a 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane skeleton by an analogous
reaction has been documented in the literature,9 careful
experimentation was required to find the optimal condi-
tions in our particular case. The best result was obtained
while treating 9 with 1.3 equiv LDA/5 equiv of HMPA
at �78 �C for 2 h. Under the above conditions, com-
pound 10 was obtained in 68% yield as a colorless liquid.
It should be noted, that although procedures for the
synthesis of both 9 and 10 are almost identical, in our
hands, all attempts to carry out the direct conversion
of 8 to 10 were not productive. Finally, hydrolysis of
10 afforded the amino acid 1ÆHCl in 93% yield.10
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