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The activity of capsular polysaccharide pyruvyltransferase catalyzing the pyruvylation of acidic
heteropolysaccharide was measured in Rhizobium trifolii 843 and 0403 rif. This enzyme activity was determined
with EDTA-treated cells, uridine diphosphate-sugar precursors, and phosphoenol [1-'C]pyruvate. Activity
was measured by the incorporation of radioactivity into organic solvent-soluble glycoconjugates. Enzymatic
pyruvylation of capsular polysaccharide occurred from phosphoenolpyruvate at the lipid-bound saccharide

stage.

The biosynthesis of extracellular polysaccharide of Kleb-
siella aerogenes (18), Xanthomonas campestris (12),
Acetobacter xylinum (5), Aerobacter aerogenes (22), and
Neisseria meningitidis (15) involves lipid-bound intermedi-
ates (17). The lipid carrier is a Css polyisoprenol
(bactoprenol) linked to the growing oligosaccharide chain
through an acid-labile phosphodiester bond (13). Synthesis
of B-(1->2)-glucan from UDP-[*Clglucose by Rhizobium
Jjaponicum (7) and R. phaseoli (2) and of lipid-bound sac-
charides by R. meliloti has been reported (19, 20, 23). Many
bacterial polysaccharides are pyruvylated (17), including the
acidic heteropolysaccharides of Rhizobium spp. (4, 10).
However, there are few publications (3, 12) on the in vitro
pyruvylation of polysaccharides. Just published recently
was a report on the in vitro synthesis of a lipid-linked
pyruvylated oligosaccharide of wild-type strain NA-30 of R.
trifolii (3).

Age-dependent changes in noncarbohydrate substitutions
(pyruvate, acetate, 3-hydroxybutanoate) of R. trifolii 0403
capsular polysaccharide (CPS) have been related to its
transient lectin-binding ability (1, 16), and mutant strains
with altered pyruvate levels in CPS have been described (8,
11). In this paper, we report (i) the optimal conditions for in
vitro pyruvylation of CPS, using R. trifolii wild-type strains
843 and 0403 rif, and (ii) that enzymatic pyruvylation of CPS
occurs from phosphoenolpyruvate at the lipid-bound sac-
charide stage.

Portions of our work have been described (A. E. Gardiol,
Ph.D. dissertation, Michigan State University, East Lan-
sing, 1985) and presented at the Sixth International Sympo-
sium on Nitrogen Fixation, Oregon State University,
Corvallis, 4 to 9 Aug. 1985 (11).

R. trifolii ANU 843 was obtained from M. Djordjevic and
B. Rolfe at the Australian National University (Canberra),
and R. trifolii 0403 rif was from K. Nadler at Michigan State
University.

Cells were grown in BIII broth (6) to stationary phase (100
Klett units in a Klett-Summerson colorimeter with a no. 66

* Corresponding author.
t This is journal article no. 12010 of the Michigan Agricultural
Exper@ment Station.

1459

filter), centrifuged at 12,000 X g for 30 min, and washed with
BIII medium followed by 10 mM EDTA adjusted to pH 8.0
with 10 mM Tris base. Pelleted cells were suspended with 1
volume of buffer, frozen at —80°C, and thawed at room
temperature (20). This freeze-thawing cycle was repeated
eight times, yielding EDTA-treated cells that were perme-
able to sugar nucleotide diphosphates. Protein content was
measured by the Folin phenol method (14), with a bovine
serum albumin standard.

The in vitro activity of CPS pyruvyltransferase was mea-
sured by a modification of the method of Ielpi et al. (12). The
standard incubation mixture (total volume, 50 wl) contained
the following: Tris hydrochloride buffer (pH 8.2), 3.5 pmol;
MgCl,, 0.4 pmol; 2-mercaptoethanol, 2.0 pmol; EDTA-
treated cells (0.4 to 1 mg of protein); UDP-glucose, 15 nmol;
UDP-galactose, 8 nmol; UDP-glucuronic acid, 8 nmol; and
phosphoenol [1-1*C]pyruvic acid (PEP) (15 mCi/mmol), 29
nmol as the cyclohexylammonium salt (Amersham Corp.,
Arlington Heights, Ill.). The reaction was performed for 20
min (unless otherwise indicated) at 15°C and stopped by
adding 0.5 ml of 70 mM Tris hydrochloride buffer (pH 8.2)
containing 5 mM EDTA. The mixtures were centrifuged at
12,000 x g and 4°C. The pellets were washed twice with
buffer without EDTA, extracted twice with 0.2 ml of chlo-
roform-methanol-water (1:2:0.3), and centrifuged. Samples
of this extract (supernatant), containing lipid-bound
oligosaccharides (LBO), were mixed in a liquid scintillation
mixture (Scinti Verse II; Fisher Scientific Co., Pittsburgh,
Pa.) and counted in an LS 7000 liquid scintillation counter
(Beckman Instruments, Inc., Irvine, Calif.). CPS
pyruvyltransferase activity was expressed as the radioactiv-
ity (counts per minute) incorporated into the LBO extract
during the incubation period per indicated amount of pro-
tein. One unit of CPS pyruvyltransferase was defined as the
amount of enzyme that incorporated 200 cpm (13 pmol) of
labeled PEP into LBO in 20 min. Specific activity was
expressed as units per milligram of protein.

The major acidic heteropolysaccharide of the wild-type R.
trifolii strains contains glucose, galactose, and glucuronic
acid. To determine if, in the conditions of this assay, the
cells were able to incorporate these labeled glycosyl compo-
nents into LBO from their respective UDP C-labeled sugar
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FIG. 1. CPS pyruvyltransferase activity in R. trifolii 843 as function of the incubation time (A) or the amount of protein (B). Enzyme
assays were performed with the standard incubation mixture containing EDTA-treated cells, UDP-sugar donors, and [1-1*C]PEP. Activity
was expressed as the radioactivity (counts per minute) incorporated from [1-1*C]PEP into lipid-bound saccharides soluble in organic solvent
per 0.6 mg of protein at indicated times (A) or per indicated amount of protein in 20 min (B).

precursors, a modified standard incubation mixture was
used. Individual UDP-U-!*C-labeled sugar precursors were
added separately to the standard incubation mixture, and the
corresponding unlabeled UDP-sugars as well as PEP were
omitted. The incubation mixture contained UDP-[U-
14Clglucose (293 mCi/mmol, 0.85 nmol), UDP-[U-1C]
galactose (297 mCi/mmol, 0.85 nmol), or UDP-[U-!*C]gluc-
uronic acid (269 mCi/mmol, 0.95 nmol) and the remajning
two unlabeled UDP-sugars at the same concentration as in
the standard incubation mixture. Control samples consisted
of heat-inactivated cells.

The LBO extract from a standard incubation mixture
(scaled up 30-fold) was dried under a stream of nitrogen at
room temperature. Mild acid hydrolysis, designed to cleave
the pyrophosphate bridge between the lipid and the sac-
charide, was performed in 0.01 N HCI for 10 min at 100°C,
and the solution was partitioned in chloroform-methanol-
water (3:2:1) (20). The aqueous (top) and organic (bottom)
phases were separated, and radioactivities of aliquots were
measured.

Gel filtration chromatography of the radioactive, acid-
cleaved moiety that partitioned into the aqueous phase was
performed at room temperature in a column (100 by 2 cm) of
Bio-Gel P6 (100-200 mesh). The solvent was 0.1 M pyridine
acetate (pH 5.0), and the flow rate was 8 ml/h. Fractions of
3 ml were collected, and aliquots of 0.5 ml were mixed with
3 ml of Scinti Verse II and counted. Blue dextran was used
to determine the void volume. Standards consisted of lactose
and the modified oligosaccharide fragment from R. trifolii
843 CPS (jsolated after depolymerization, using a B-lyase
which generates 4-deoxy-L-threo-hex-4-enopyranosyluronic
acid in place of one glucuronic acid residue [1]), and their
elution was detected by the phenol-sulfuric acid method (9).
Solvent in radioactive fractions was evaporated under a
stream of nitrogen at 30°C, and the saccharide residues were
partially depyruvylated in 0.01 N HCI for 90 min at 100°C.
Samples were then neutralized, evaporated under nitrogen,
and redissolved in water. Components were separated by
ascending paper chromotography on Whatman no. 1 paper,
using n-butanol-propionic acid-water (21:11:14) as solvent
and sodium pyruvate as standard. Radioactivity on the paper
was detected with a radiochromatogram scanner, and unla-

beled compounds were detected by the alkaline silver nitrate
method (21).

The optimal conditons for assaying CPS pyruvyl-
transferase activity (under which the highest incorporation
of radioactivity from [1-'*CJPEP into LBO was achieved)
were first established for R. trifolii 843 and used in the
standard assay. The optimum pH within the range of 7.0 to
9.5 was 8.2 at 15°C, and activity was unchanged at temper-
atures within the range of 0 to 15°C and then decreased at
temperatures above 15°C at pH 8.2. The reaction was linear
up to 30 min, and total activity was proportional to protein
concentration added (Fig. 1A and B). Results presented in
Fig. 1 were corrected for the low amount of radioactivity of
control (boiled enzyme) samples, due to slight solubility of
labeled PEP in the organic solvent. The concentration of the
UDP-sugar substrates in the complete incubation mixture
was not limiting since a further increase did not increase
product formation (Table 1). The label incorporated from
[1-1*C]PEP into product when unlabeled UDP-sugar donors
were not exogenously added to the incubation mixture was
threefold lower than when the standard incubation mixture
was used (Table 1). This indicated that biosynthesis of the
saccharide moiety of the product can be increased by
exogenously supplementing the concentration (provided by
the EDTA-treated cells used in the assay) of the necessary
UDP-sugar precursors. The addition of unlabeled PEP (four-

TABLE 1. In vitro assay of CPS pyruvyltransferase activity in R.

trifolii 843
Incubation mixture Sp act (U/mg)
Complete? ... ...t e e 3.73
3 X [UDP-sugars]® ........covviiviininiinnninann, 3.70
— [UDP-Sugars] ......cciviiieiieniennennennenns 1.24
+4XCcold[PEP .....oviiiiiii i 0.56
Boiled enzyme (Smin) ............ ... ..ol 0.59

@ Standard incubation mixture containing EDTA-treated cells, exogenously
added 8 nmol of UDP-galactose, 8 nmol of UDP-glucuronic acid, 15 nmol of
UDP-glucose, 29 nmol of [1-“C]PEP, and buffer salts, pH 8.2.

b Threefold-higher concentration of exogenously added UDP-sugars than in
the standard incubation mixture.

¢ No exogenously added UDP-sugars.

4 Fourfold-higher concentration of unlabeled PEP than that of labeled PEP.
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TABLE 2. Incorporation of radioactivity from labeled UDP-sugars into lipid-bound saccharides in EDTA-treated cells of R. trifolii 843¢
Labeled, UDP-substrate Unlabeled, UDP-substrate

Glycosyltransferase activity”

UDP-["C]glucose UDP-galactose + UDP-glucuronic acid 2,548
UDP-['“C]galactose UDP-glucose + UDP-glucuronic acid 5,020
UDP-[**C]glucuronic acid UDP-glucose + UDP-galactose 21,668

@ Assay was performed with the standard incubation mixture to which the indicated labeled UDP-substrate was added (with the omission of the corresponding
unlabeled UDP-substrate as well as PEP). The incubation mixture contained the other two indicated unlabeled UDP-substrates. Concentrations of the UDP-
substrates were as follows: UDP-[**C]glucose, 17 pM; UDP-[*C]galactose, 17 uM; UDP-[*Clglucuronic acid, 19 pM; UDP-glucose, 300 pM; UDP-galactose,
160 uM; UDP-glucuronic acid, 160 pM.

b Expressed as the radioactivity (counts per minute) incorporated into glycoconjugate product soluble in chloroform-methanol-water (1:2:0.3) in 20 min per

milligram of cellular protein. The results shown are the average of three replicates.

fold more than labeled PEP) to the standard incubation
mixture containing labeled PEP decreased the radioactivity
incorporated into the product to the background level ob-
tained with boiled control samples (Table 1). This indicated
that CPS pyruvyltransferase catalyzed the incorporation of
PEP into the lipid-bound product. The possibility of label
incorporation into product from further metabolism of PEP
(e.g., through an acetyl-coenzyme A intermediate) was
eliminated because [1-1“C]JPEP would be converted into
unlabeled acetyl-coenzyme A.

There was incorporation of radioactivity into lipid-bound
saccharides when UDP-[*Clglucose, UDP-[!*C]galactose,
or UDP-[Clglucuronic acid was used separately in the
incubation mixture which contained the other two unlabeled
UDP-substrates (Table 2). Thus, the cells used in this
experiment are also capable of incorporating the glycosyl
components of R. trifolii acidic CPS into lipid-bound sac-
charides. The greatest incorporation of label was obtained
with the combination of UDP-[**Clglucuronic acid plus
UDP-glucose plus UDP-galactose in the incubation mixture
(Table 2). Consistent with our results, similar studies with R.
trifolii NA-30 (3) reported 3.5-fold-higher incorporation of
radioactivity into product with UDP-[**Clglucuronic acid
(7.1 pM) plus UDP-glucose (178 pM) than with either
UDP-[*C]glucose (7.1 pM) plus UDP-glucuronic acid (178
uM), only UDP-[**Clglucuronic acid (7.1 uM), or only
UDP-[**C]glucose (7.1 wM) in the incubation mixture.

Mild acid treatment of the labeled LBO product synthe-
sized in vitro resulted in the transfer of all radioactivity from
the LBO extract (37,000 cpm) to the aqueous phase when
partitioned in chloroform-methanol-water (3:2:1). This indi-
cated that the label was incorporated into the carbohydrate
moiety of the LBO product and not the lipid itself. To
determine if the labeled moiety of the aqueous soluble
product was pyruvate, we fractionated this product by gel
filtration chromatography. Analysis of the fractions showed
that two major labeled products (peaks V./Vo, = 3.3, 3.5)
eluted after the modified oligosaccharide fragment of R.
trifolii 843 CPS. Depyruvylation of these isolated products
followed by paper chromatography with standard pyruvate
showed that the labeled moiety of these aqueous soluble
products was indeed pyruvate.

The specific activities of CPS pyruvyltransferase from R.
trifolii 843 and 0403 rif were very similar (3.79 and 3.73 U/mg
of protein, respectively) in these two nodulating wild-type
strains isolated from very different ecological environments.

We conclude that pyruvylation of CPS in R. trifolii 843 and
0403 occurs by enzymatic transfer from phosphoenolpyruv-
ate to lipid-bound saccharide intermediates. Consistent with
these results, the pyruvylation of a lipid-linked oligosaccha-
ride of R. trifolii NA-30 from phosphoenolpyruvate has
recently beén described (3).

This research was supported by National Science Foundation
grant NSF-PCM 80-21906 and Public Health Service grant GM
34331-02 from the National Institutes of Health.
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