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Abstract: The reaction of ethyl 3-(o-trifluoroacetamidoaryl)-1-
propargylic carbonates with primary or secondary amines in the
presence of Pd2(dba)3, dppf, and carbon monoxide in THF at 80 °C
provides ready access to free-NH indole 2-acetamides. The reaction
can be applied to the synthesis of free-NH indole 2-acetic acid me-
thyl esters.
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The indole moiety is prevalent in a vast array of biologi-
cally active natural and unnatural compounds. Conse-
quently, the development of efficient methods to construct
functionalized indole scaffolds is a subject of great inter-
est in drug discovery. Utilization of palladium catalysis
has provided remarkable advances in this area, greatly ex-
panding the generality of the approaches to this class of
compounds both via functionalization of preformed in-
dole rings and via cyclization of suitable precursors.1 In
this context, we became interested in the development of
a new, straightforward palladium-catalyzed approach to
the synthesis of indole 2-acetamides. These indole deriv-
atives exhibit valuable biological activities2 and are useful
synthetic intermediates.3 However, the number of synthe-
ses available for their preparation is quite limited. Tradi-
tional methods rely on the reaction of indole 2-acetic acid
derivatives with amines,3a,4 or on the reaction of anions of
2-alkylindoles with alkylisocyanates.5 In both cases, ac-
cess to the indole 2-acetamides depends on the availability
of preformed indole precursors. Their direct preparation
from acyclic compounds has not been described. 

Recently, we reported on the palladium-catalyzed synthe-
sis of 2-substituted indoles employing ethyl 3-(o-tri-
fluoroacetamidoaryl)-1-propargylic carbonates.6 This
reaction is based on an intramolecular N-cyclization lead-
ing to p-allylic palladium complexes that are converted
into the final products through nucleophilic attack. There-
fore, we decided to examine the use of our indole synthe-
sis for the direct construction of the indole 2-acetamido
structural motif. 

Herein, we report that subjecting ethyl 3-(o-trifluoroacet-
amidoaryl)-1-propargylic carbonates 1 to carbon monox-
ide, in the presence of a palladium catalyst and either

primary or secondary amines, provides ready access to
free-NH indole 2-acetamides 3 (Scheme 1).

Scheme 1

Compounds 1 were usually prepared by a two-step pro-
cess from o-(iodo)trifluoroacetanilides via Sonogashira
cross-coupling with propargylic alcohols, followed by an
esterification step.7 

We started our study by examining the conversion of ethyl
3-(o-trifluoroacetamidophenyl)-1-propargyl carbonate
(1a) into the indole 2-acetamide 3a. Our optimization
work using Pd2(dba)3 in THF at 80 °C, varying the CO
pressure, ligands, and the concentration of the reagents, is
summarized in Table 1. 

When the reaction was carried out in the presence of 1,1¢-
bis(diphenylphoshino)ferrocene (dppf) in 5 mL of THF
under 1 atm of CO, the 2-aminomethylindole 4a was iso-
lated in 90% yield and no amide derivative 3a was formed
(Table 1, entry 1). Increasing the CO pressure to 20 atm
led to the isolation of 3a in 64% yield, although 4a was
still obtained in significant yield (Table 1, entry 2). Under
40 atm of CO, the formation of 4a was completely sup-
pressed. Nevertheless, essentially the same yield of 3a
was obtained (Table 1, entry 4). Pleasingly, performing
the reaction under 40 atm of CO in 10 mL of THF allowed
for the isolation of 3a in 83% yield (Table 1, entry 5). We
also examined other bidentate phosphine ligands, but dppf
proved to be superior to all of them, at least with our mod-
el system. No indole product was formed with bis(diphe-
nylphosphino)methane (dppm; Table 1, entry 6), while 3a
was isolated in 56% yield employing 1,3-bis(diphe-
nylphosphino)propane (dppp; Table 1, entry 7). The yield
increased to 61% using 1,4-bis(diphenylphosphino)bu-
tane (dppb; Table 1, entry 8), still lower however than the
yield obtained with dppf. 

The synthetic scope of the reaction was the explored using
Pd2(dba)3, dppf, and 40 atm of CO in 10 mL of THF at
80 °C.8 Nevertheless, other substrates gave similar or bet-
ter results in the presence of dppb (vide infra). Therefore,

NHCOCF3

R2

OCO2Et

R1

CO
Pd cat.

N
H

R1
N

O

R2

1 2 3

H N

R3

R4

R3

R4

– EtOCOCF3

– CO2

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
: W

E
S

T
 V

IR
G

IN
IA

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
Y

. C
op

yr
ig

ht
ed

 m
at

er
ia

l.



1818 S. Cacchi et al. LETTER

Synlett 2009, No. 11, 1817–1821 © Thieme Stuttgart · New York

it seems advisable that the efficiency of the ligands be
evaluated each time.

As shown by the results listed in Table 2, a variety of ethyl
3-(o-trifluoroacetamidoaryl)-1-propargylic carbonates
and primary or secondary amines were successfully con-
verted into the corresponding indole 2-acetamides. Sub-
stitution on the aryl fragment and/or the propargylic
carbon was tolerated. Limitations, however, appear to
arise with some primary amines. While the bulky tert-bu-
tylamine and cyclohexylamine gave indoles 3e and 3f in
good yields (Table 2, entries 5 and 6), treatment of 1a
with aniline and benzylamine met with failure. Indole

products were formed only in trace amounts, if any.
Deacylated propargylic esters 5 and urea9 derivatives 6
were among the main products characterized (Figure 1).
Apparently, using more hindered primary amines had a
beneficial effect on the reaction outcome by limiting these
side reactions.

Figure 1

The isolation of 5 without any evidence of indole forma-
tion is an indirect proof of the crucial role of the trifluoro-
acetamido group in this chemistry.6 Most probably, the
nucleophilicity of the free amino group is too low to per-
form the intramolecular attack on the allenylic/propergyl-
ic palladium complex that is required to construct the
indole ring (vide infra). The acidity of the nitrogen–
hydrogen bond might favor the formation of a stronger,
anionic nucleophile. Furthermore, the trifluoroacetamido
group is readily removed from the indole derivatives un-
der the reaction conditions and/or during work-up, so that
the procedure affords free-NH indoles, avoiding cumber-
some deprotecting protocols.

We next briefly investigated an extension of this protocol
to the preparation of indole 2-acetic acid methyl esters 7.10

7a and 7b were isolated in good yields using a large ex-
cess of methanol. Reactions (on a 0.3 mmol scale) were
carried out under the conditions shown in Scheme 2 (add-
ing 1 mL of MeOH to 10 mL of THF). However, when the
preparation of 7c was attempted, the desired indole deriv-
ative was isolated only in 11% yield under these condi-
tions – the main product being the ether 8c (43% yield;
Figure 2). Limiting the excess of methanol to 20 equiva-
lents led to the isolation of 7c in 46% yield.

Figure 2

Table 1 Optimization of Reaction Conditionsa

Entry Ligand CO (atm) THF (mL) Yield of 3a 
(%)b

Yield of 4a 
(%)b

1 dppf 1 5 – 90

2 dppf 20 5 64 22

3 dppf 20 10 61 9

4 dppf 40 5 63 –

5 dppf 40 10 83 –

6 dppm 40 10 – –c

7 dppp 40 10 56 –

8 dppb 40 10 61 –

a Reagents and conditions: 1a (0.3 mmol), 2a (3 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 
(0.025 equiv), ligand (0.05 equiv), 80 °C, 24 h.
b Yield of isolated product.
c 1a was recovered in 77% yield. 
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Table 2 Synthesis of Indole 2-Acetamides 3a

Entry Propargyl carbonate 1 Amine 2 Product 3 Yield of 3 (%)b

1 3a 83

2 3b 68

3 3c 75

4

1a

3d 80

5 NH2t-Bu 3e 75

6 3f 68

7 3g 73

8

1b

3h 62

9

1c

3i 75

10
11

1d

3j
3j

50
72c

12
13

3k
3k

19
81c
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A plausible rationale for this indole synthesis considers
the following basic steps (Scheme 3): (a) initial reaction
of the palladium complex with 1 to give the s-allenyl–
palladium complex 9 that would be in equilibrium with
the p-propargylic palladium intermediate 10; (b) intramo-
lecular nucleophilic attack of the nitrogen on the central
carbon of the allenylic/propargylic palladium complex;
(c) protonation of the resultant carbene 11; (d) reaction of
the p-allylic–palladium complex 12 with carbon monox-
ide (capture of 12 by nitrogen or oxygen nucleophiles
leads to the formation of 4 and 8); (e) intermolecular nu-
cleophilic attack of the nucleophile on the resultant carbo-
nyl-containing intermediate 13 to afford the indole
product and regenerate the active palladium catalyst.

In summary, we have reported a new synthesis of indole
2-acetamides that can be a valid alternative to known pro-
cedures based on the functionalization of preformed in-
dole precursors. The reaction was found to be applicable
to the preparation of indole 2-acetic acid methyl esters.
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14

1e

3l 81c

15 3m 74c

16

1f

3n 54c

17

1g

3o 92c

a Reagents and conditions: 1 (0.3 mmol), THF (10 mL), 80 °C, CO (40 atm), 2 (3 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 (0.025 equiv), dppf (0.05 equiv), 24 h.
b Yield of isolated product.
c With dppb.
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