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The preliminary results of an investigation toward a synthesis of furoindolines from 3-(2-hydroxy-
ethyl)indolines by remote radical functionalization are described. Using an oxidative radical cyclization,
it was discovered that the intramolecular hydrogen abstraction was only successful when the resulting
radical (and hence carbocation) was resonance stabilized by adjacent tertiary amine and phenyl groups.
The successful cyclization affords diastereomeric furoindolines, one of which contains a highly strained
trans-fused 5,5-ring system. This furoindoline synthesis contains a rare example of an alkoxy radical pro-
moted hydrogen atom transfer of a proton attached to a nitrogen-substituted carbon.

� 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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The furoindoline motif (1) is found in several natural products
with interesting biological properties and some members of this
class are shown in Figure 1. Physovenine was first isolated over a
century ago1 and possesses both anticholinergic and miotic activi-
ties2 along with potential for the treatment of Alzheimer’s disease.3

Madindoline A inhibits the growth of IL-6-dependent cell lines by
targeting gp1304 and aspidophylline A reverses drug resistance in
resistant KB cells.5

The majority of furoindoline syntheses rely on the cyclization of
a precursor of type 2, which is usually generated from an oxindole
3 or tryptophol 46–9 (Scheme 1).

Although the synthetic methods outlined above have been suc-
cessful in accessing furoindolines, they can require harsh (often
acidic) conditions which may restrict their use with delicate sub-
strates. In what would constitute a novel approach based on re-
mote radical functionalization, we chose to investigate the
synthesis of furoindolines using an alkoxy radical promoted 1,5-
hydrogen atom transfer (1,5-HAT) reaction that has found wide-
spread application in the synthesis of tetrahydrofurans,10 spiroke-
tals,11 and carbohydrates.12 It was envisioned that the reduced
tryptophols [3-(2-hydroxyethyl)indolines, 5] could undergo initial
hypoiodite (6) formation from reaction with acetyl hypoiodite,
which is generated in situ from iodobenzene diacetate and iodine.
Photolytic cleavage of 6 would give the alkoxy radical 7 that, in
what constitutes the key remote functionalization step, would be
expected to undergo an intramolecular hydrogen abstraction
(1,5-HAT) to generate radical 8. Oxidation generates the resonance
stabilized carbocation 9 which undergoes cyclization to the desired
ll rights reserved.
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furoindoline 1 (Scheme 2). To the best of our knowledge, the alk-
oxy radical promoted abstraction of a H-atom attached to a nitro-
gen-substituted carbon under oxidative conditions is not known.13

Attempting the standard oxidative radical cyclization reaction
conditions10 on 3-(2-hydroxyethyl)indoline [(±)-10]14 failed to
give the furoindoline (±)-11 and simply caused rapid degradation
of the starting material. This negative result was unsurprising
and attributed to competing N-iodination, and hence the reactive
amine was masked in order to eradicate any unwanted iodin-
ation at this site. Accordingly, triethylsilane-mediated reduction
of N-methyltryptophol (12)15 gave N-methyl-3-(2-hydroxyethyl)
nBu
madindoline A

Figure 1. Examples of furoindoline natural products.
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Scheme 2. Proposed synthesis of furoindolines from 3-(2-hydroxyethyl)indolines
by remote radical functionalization.
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Scheme 3. Failed cyclization of 3-(2-hydroxyethyl)indolines [(±)-10] and [(±)-13].
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Scheme 4. Synthesis of 3-(2-hydroxyethyl)indoline [(±)-20].
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Scheme 1. Traditional approaches to furoindolines (1).
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indoline [(±)-13].16 Disappointingly, subjecting (±)-13 to the same
reaction conditions led to a complex mixture of products, none of
which could be identified as furoindoline (±)-14 (Scheme 3).

At this stage it was considered that the secondary hydrogens
present at C2 in (±)-13 may not possess the requisite reactivity
to undergo successful abstraction by the alkoxy radical. In order
to test this hypothesis, we set out to employ a substrate that would
necessitate abstraction of a tertiary hydrogen, hence forming a
more stable tertiary radical (and tertiary carbocation upon oxida-
tion). 1,2-Dimethylindole (15) was converted into the ethyl gly-
oxylate 17 via glyoxylyl chloride 16 by initial treatment with
oxalyl chloride followed by ethanol. Borane-mediated reduction
of 17 gave tryptophol 18 that underwent reduction using Gribble’s
conditions17 to give trifluoroacetate (±)-19 along with trifluoro-
acetylated starting material (±)-18-COCF3. Chromatographic purifi-
cation of (±)-19 followed by basic hydrolysis gave the desired
reduced tryptophol (±)-20. 2D NMR experiments confirmed the
syn-relationship between the protons at C2 and C3 in compound
(±)-20, with no anti-isomer observed (Scheme 4). Even though
the hydroxyethyl side chain (C3) and the proton at C2 were anti,
models suggested this would not have a detrimental effect on
the proposed intramolecular hydrogen abstraction (1,5-HAT)
event.

Disappointingly, the substrate (±)-20 failed to undergo cycliza-
tion, again leading to a complex mixture of products from which
the furoindoline (±)-21 could not be identified (Scheme 5). This
disappointing result suggested that the proton at C2 still did not
possess the requisite reactivity and accordingly, we set out to build
a substrate that would be more susceptible to intramolecular
hydrogen abstraction by the alkoxy radical.

In an analogous synthesis to that outlined in Scheme 4,
1-methyl-2-phenylindole (22)18 underwent reaction with oxalyl
chloride and the resulting intermediate 23 was treated with etha-
nol under basic conditions to give 24. Borane-mediated reduction
gave tryptophol 25 which underwent further reduction to give
the desired reduced tryptophol (±)-27 after basic hydrolysis of
the trifluoroacetate (±)-26 (Scheme 6).

2D NMR experiments again confirmed the syn-relationship be-
tween the protons at C2 and C3 in compound (±)-27, with no
anti-isomer observed (Scheme 6). Gratifyingly, upon subjecting
(±)-27 to the standard oxidative radical cyclization conditions,
the furoindolines (±)-28a and (±)-28b were isolated in a 2:1 ratio
(Scheme 7).19

Due to the high level of ring strain present in trans-fused 5,5-
ring systems compared to their cis-fused counterparts,20 it was
naturally assumed (±)-28a was the major diastereomer and this
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was confirmed based on the conclusive NOE interactions depicted
in Scheme 7. Despite (±)-28b being the minor diastereomer, the
formation of a strained trans-fused 5,5-ring system20 is notewor-
thy and speaks to the kinetic nature of this cyclization reaction.

In conclusion, we have investigated the synthesis of furoindo-
lines from 3-(2-hydroxyethyl)indolines by a remote intramolecular
free radical functionalization. It was discovered that the intramo-
lecular hydrogen abstraction was only successful when the result-
ing radical (and hence carbocation) was resonance stabilized by
nitrogen and an adjacent phenyl group. Although this appears to
limit this methodology to the synthesis of furoindolines bearing
a quaternary center at C2, the successful cyclization affords diaste-
reomeric furoindolines, one of which contains a highly strained
trans-fused 5,5-ring system. This reaction represents a rare exam-
ple of an alkoxy radical promoted hydrogen atom transfer of a pro-
ton attached to a nitrogen substituted carbon.13 The mild nature of
these cyclization conditions infers potential application in the syn-
thesis of other heterocyclic motifs (such as spiroaminals)21 and
other trans-fused 5,5-ring systems.
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